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  Prophecy: Child of Light


  A vampire unlike any other, Prophecy lives life in the dark until the night she encounters a sensual dark-haired vampire who is both her enemy and the man who will change her world forever.


  A loyal hunter for the Aurorea bloodline, Valentine is bound by duty to report her as the vampire of the prophecy, but he cannot shake the vision of them he saw in her blood. Torn between duty and desire, and determined to uncover the truth, Valentine goes against his order to execute her and kidnaps the beautiful Caelestis female instead.


  Thrust into a terrifying world where the seven bloodlines and the Law Keepers are hunting her and her only hope for survival is Valentine, Prophecy battles her temptation to surrender to her illicit attraction to him and fights for her future.


  When she discovers her extraordinary destiny, will she be strong enough to embrace it and stop a deadly war from igniting?


  The first novel in the Vampires Realm series and the best selling Prophecy Trilogy, Prophecy: Child of Light, is part one in an epic tale of forbidden love that is sure to capture your heart and leave you craving more.


  


  


  


  Chapter 1


  Trapped.


  That’s what she was, and what she had been for as long as she could remember.


  The walls around her had closed in over the years, making the mansion increasingly unbearable, and drawing her ever more to the world outside her bedroom window.


  Rain rattled against the windowpanes, creating an eerie melody when combined with the howl of the wind cutting through the power lines. Watching the streaks of water coursing down the windows, Prophecy ignored the ramblings of her blood-mother, Iona, and kept her focus on the dark garden outside.


  She slowly ran the brush down her long auburn hair, smoothing away the knots and tangles.


  Something stirred in the night and her gaze shifted there. The hunting group crossed the grounds towards the gates. There were eleven of them tonight, one less than last night because one had fallen. Talk of it had reached her even before her mother knew. The walls had ears in this house and Prophecy knew the owner of them.


  A chance meeting with the other bloodline that lived in this city had led to a fight in which her family had lost a son.


  Not that she cared.


  What was it to her who died out on the hunt? She didn’t know them, or anyone outside a set sphere of people.


  Her brown eyes followed the group as they reached the gates and she watched them slip into the darkness beyond. She knew where they were going. They were heading down into the city, down to a place she’d never been. Losing sight of them, she glanced at the high stone wall that surrounded the grounds.


  It was the final barrier between her and the city. The outside wall of her prison.


  A wall she longed to breach.


  “Where do they go?” she said in a distant tone of voice, sounding as disinterested as possible.


  She heard a swish of material and felt her mother close behind her.


  “To hunt,” her mother replied, matter of fact. She took the brush from her.


  Prophecy mused her mother’s answer while she stared at the rain-soaked scenery and felt the brush in her hair, her mother’s delicate fingers working through the knots.


  To hunt.


  It sounded so enthralling, so dangerous and dark. She wished she knew what it was to hunt. She had never been allowed out into the night with the others, not even with her so-called brother, Arkalus.


  “Can I go too?” She knew what the answer would be, but hoped that tonight it might be different from the thousands of times that she’d asked in the past.


  “I am afraid not.” Iona smoothed down her hair.


  “Why not?” Prophecy turned to face her.


  Iona didn’t look at all concerned by her outburst. Her face was a mask of calm and beauty. Luscious black curls framed her face and wicked red marked her lips. The layers of black and brown surrounding her eyes turned them sinfully dark and alluring against her creamy pale skin. In all the years that Prophecy could remember her, Iona had always looked this way—like a true child of the night. Her mother was a fitting master of their bloodline, never straying from the tradition of dress or habit. Never straying from the laws.


  All her life, Prophecy had obeyed the rules of their society and of their house, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to obey her mother. She could feel the lure of the outside world keenly, as though it was in her blood, and she could no longer ignore it. She had tried. She had spent night after night resisting the call of the city and the promise of excitement it whispered in her ear. Now her blood was screaming at her to escape the confines of the mansion and taste the thrill of the hunt, to take hold of it and live the life she was born to.


  “You’re too young.” A fond smile teased her mother’s lips and she raised a slim hand. She pushed Prophecy’s hair behind her ear, clearing it from her face. “Soon, maybe.”


  Prophecy allowed herself a small smile. It was the first time her mother had said such a thing and it ignited a spark of hope inside her. She glanced at the window, still smiling serenely as her eyes followed the spatter of the raindrops against the glass.


  “But first, you must complete your training.”


  A sigh escaped Prophecy’s lips. Each night she woke and went through the rigmarole of training, and each night they held her back while the others went out to hunt. All she wished for was one night of freedom.


  One thrilling night out hunting, even if it were with Arkalus.


  Then she would be happy.


  Then she would gladly spend eternity cooped up in the mansion.


  She watched her mother leave and turned her attention back to the rain-soaked world outside her window. In the distance, she could see the pinpricks of light that were the buildings in the centre of the city.


  Prague.


  She longed to go there.


  During her studies in the library, she’d read every book about the city and its dark history, even when she was supposed to be reading about her family and their own black and bloodied past. She didn’t care much for them or the other family that presided over the city. She just wanted to be out there in amongst the people, and feeling the thrill of the chase.


  She wanted her first taste of a kill.


  Standing, she ran her fingers around her throat while thinking about her first kill and her large dark eyes scanned the horizon. She caught sight of two guards patrolling the grounds.


  Why was everyone else allowed to hunt when she was forced to stay at home? She’d done her training, knew how to execute a clean kill, and could defend herself from the other family if she needed to.


  She was ready.


  Why didn’t anyone see that?


  Why was she being held back?


  Casting a glance around her dimly lit room, she stopped when her eyes came to rest on her wardrobe. A mischievous smile wove its way across her lips.


  She would see this city. She would feel the excitement of the hunt and learn the taste of fresh human blood, and no one would even know about it.


  Tomorrow, the night was hers.


  * * * *


  The city was dark and clouds hung heavy in the air, weighing down upon it as they threatened rain. Prophecy slipped through the black shadows. Quieter than a cat, she moved from street to street, invisible to the people walking them as the nightclubs turned out.


  She froze when she entered the cemetery, hurriedly crouching low and turning her face to the sky as a rumble of thunder echoed overhead. Her eyes narrowed and ran over the clouds, assessing how long she had before the downpour reached her.


  Just enough time to hunt.


  She listened to the chatter of people as they passed by on the other side of the wall, unaware of the creatures they shared their world with.


  Creatures like her.


  She couldn’t remember a time when she had been like them. She’d never been able to remember it. Her kin barely spoke about their lives as humans, but she knew they could remember them. On the rare instances they’d mentioned them, she’d always been listening from the shadows. Their conversations had left her wondering about her life before she was a vampire and why she couldn’t remember it.


  The voices drifted into the distance and she stood up. She moved swiftly into the inviting darkness of the graveyard, allowing it to envelope her and hide her from the world.


  She slipped from tomb to tomb, sharpening her senses more and more with each passing second and waiting with baited breath for someone to stray from the human world and into hers.


  Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. She pressed her back flush against the wall of a crypt when her sensitive ears picked up the sound of footsteps heading towards her. Her eyes closed as the person neared and she listened to their erratic movements. Inhaling deeply, she tried to catch their scent in the damp air.


  Lightning forked in the distance, the thunder rolling above her just a few seconds later.


  She only had a short time before the rain came, but it was all she was going to need.


  She grinned when the man she was tracking stumbled and fell.


  This man had been drinking.


  Smoothing her clothes, she checked her appearance and then slipped out of the shadows and into the path of her quarry.


  He stopped, his eyes raking over her as she stood awaiting him.


  “What do we have here?” he breathed in a thick Czech accent.


  She braced herself when he took a step towards her, his smile widening. Her stomach tightened with nerves and she struggled to keep her focus while she repeatedly went over what she needed to do in her head.


  She managed a smile, dipped her head slightly and looked up at him through hooded eyes, luring him in. She fluttered her eyelashes when he stumbled forwards. The stench of alcohol came off him in waves and intoxicated her senses as it mixed with the scent of his blood.


  He wasn’t a large man, barely the same height as her and nearly as thin. His sandy hair hung in loose, wet curls, like a shaggy mop on top of his head. Had someone dunked him in one of the city fountains? The rain couldn’t have soaked him because it hadn’t reached them yet.


  “All alone... pretty girl like you... city like this,” he slurred.


  She kept her smile steady, holding her nerve and waiting for the right moment to strike.


  When he came within arm’s reach, she lowered her head completely, turning it away from him so she was almost looking behind her.


  So shadows hid her face.


  “I don’t come out often,” she said, hesitating while she built up the courage to take her first life.


  “Shame... not enough girls like you in this city. You shouldn’t hide away.” He stepped up to her.


  His fingers brushed against her cheek. She closed her eyes and inhaled sharply. Anticipation curled like a snake in the pit of her stomach and she was ready to strike.


  “Not enough girls like you in the world,” he murmured and she smiled.


  “You’d be right there.” She raised her head as her fangs descended and in one swift move, she was on him.


  Grasping his arms, she bit deep into his neck, hoping her aim was true and she would catch a vein strong enough to drink from.


  Her hands wrestled with his. He struggled against her in a desperate attempt to break free. She sank her teeth deeper into his neck and her mouth filled with blood. It tasted sweeter than the rarest wine as it slipped down her throat and she couldn’t stop herself from drinking deeply. It was intoxicating. He started to cry out and she covered his mouth roughly with her hand, stopping him from drawing attention to them. She held him tighter and tried to contain him so she could feed properly. He was wriggling against her now and it only served to drive her on, heightening the thrill of her first kill. The taste of fresh, warm blood made her fingers curl and she didn’t even notice that her nails were digging into his flesh.


  All she could think about, all she could feel, was the all-consuming pleasure of his blood.


  His heart stopped and she released him, hearing him slump to the ground at her feet.


  Her head fell backwards and she lost herself in the sensations running rampant through her, potent feelings she’d never experienced before. Her mind swam with desire while she savoured the divinity of what she’d tasted.


  * * * *


  From the shadows, Valentine watched her, his eyes following her every move. She wiped her fingers across her mouth, licking and sucking every last drop of blood off them as though it would be her last. He’d never seen one take so much pleasure from the hunt and the kill. He’d never witnessed one lose themselves so much in the feed.


  Slipping out of the darkness, he walked towards her, moving silently for fear of alerting her to his presence before he was willing to make himself known.


  She was enthralling. Still wrapt in delight, she ran her fingers down her body, clearly buzzing from the fresh blood in her veins. He arched a brow at her when he stopped at a distance, close enough to see who she was, but far away enough that she still didn’t notice him. She ran her tongue along her soft full lips, clearing them of any remaining blood.


  “And what have we here?” he said.


  Prophecy started as the velvet-edged, strong voice roused her from her haze. For a moment, she thought about answering him by mentioning that he’d just said exactly what her last victim had, but then she caught his scent and froze.


  He wasn’t human.


  He was a vampire.


  Her eyes shot open and she stared at him, her senses becoming painfully sharp when he stared straight back.


  His eyes were sharp, narrowing as he studied her. “Who are you?”


  She remained mute. She could sense a power in him that was nearly as strong as her mother’s was and she knew instinctively that he was from the other family. Her eyes remained fixed on him when thunder rumbled threateningly overhead and she blinked rapidly when fat raindrops began to fall. The sound of them filled the silence. They saturated her in a matter of seconds.


  Those seconds seemed to stretch into minutes while she stared at him and he looked back at her. The dead body of the man she’d killed lay prostrate between them, marking a line that she chose as the boundary between her and the newcomer. If he stepped near it, she’d bolt in the opposite direction and head for the safety of home.


  Until then, she would stand her ground.


  Lightning illuminated the turbulent blanket of grey above them. She noticed that his hair was black against his skin; a tangled spiky mess that made his slim face look even thinner. He stood straight with his head tilted back a fraction and his focus wholly on her. His eyes were as green as hers were when she was in her vampire guise. They held her gaze as he stared at her with a critical coldness.


  He took a step towards her and she moved back one, keeping the distance between them steady.


  “Why are you alone?” His words were an obvious attempt to get her to speak. She kept silent. “Not hunting with the pack?”


  She felt like turning that question against him, but his eyes mesmerised her and she answered without thinking.


  “They won’t let me. I’m still learning.” It came out sounding sulky and she lifted her chin in defiance when he pulled an expression of mock sympathy.


  “Learning what?” He took another step towards her. This time, she remained standing in the same spot, not letting him back her up any more.


  “To hunt,” she said.


  Her senses stretched out and assessed all avenues of escape around her. Now that he was closing the gap, she could feel just how powerful he was and her instincts were telling her to run before he got too close. She knew she would be able to outrun him. He was taller than her, his legs longer, but his heavier build would make him slower, even with his heightened abilities.


  He laughed mockingly and then gave her a serious look when he took another step towards her, cutting the distance between them down to only a few feet.


  “To hunt is in your blood.” His voice lowered, his intimate tone sending a shiver down her spine. He looked deep into her eyes and held her gaze while he moved towards her. “To kill, your nature.”


  She blinked.


  “Who is your sire, little one?” He purred the words at her, his sensuous voice lulling her. Her eyes closed for a split-second before she got the better of herself and they shot open.


  She raised her head in an attempt to show him that she wasn’t scared of him. She wasn’t going to answer his questions and she could see he wasn’t pleased about that when a shadow of annoyance crossed his face.


  Her eyes widened when his teeth extended, his eyes shifting into their blue state as he revealed his true self. She gasped when he closed the gap between them and caught hold of her before she could move. She should have run when she’d had the chance. She shouldn’t have come out alone.


  Pressing her hands against his chest, she struggled against him, trying to escape his grasp as her victim had attempted to break free of hers. She flinched away from him when he held her firm and whispered words to her.


  “Do not be frightened. You know what I am going to do,” he said and she closed her eyes, leaning away from him when he neared her neck.


  She had to block him, had to stop him from seeing the visions of her past from her blood as he wanted to. She desperately tried to remember what she’d been taught, but forgot it the instant his lips brushed against her skin, sending shivers of desire racing through her, washing away all fear.


  She swallowed hard and grimaced when his sharp incisors penetrated her, sinking deep into her. She stilled for a moment as pain swept through her, clearing the clouds of desire from her mind. He pulled on her blood and his fingers tightened around her upper arms. She struggled against him.


  Escape.


  She needed to escape.


  * * * *


  As the images that were swimming in his head came into order, Valentine stumbled backwards and stared at her. She was standing before him, clutching at her neck, her eyes wide and full of fear. He blinked once, twice, and then frowned when she bolted out of the cemetery gates, leaving him alone in the darkness.


  He stared at the place where she’d been not two seconds before and then brought his fingers up to his mouth. He brushed the blood from his lips and thought about what had just happened. He thought about what he’d seen.


  Could it be?


  He glanced at the blood staining his fingers.


  “Prophecy.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  When he approached them, Valentine nodded at the two guards that were flanking the main entrance of his family’s house. The rain was falling fast now, the wind driving it hard against the façade of the old mansion and saturating the heavy black coats the guards wore. He mused that they wouldn’t provide much protection against the weather tonight.


  Stepping out of the darkness and into the brightly lit hall of his home, he unbuttoned his long coat while he walked along the corridor and through the entrance reception room. Shaking the excess water off his jacket, he kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, ignoring the vixens of his household as they called to him. He didn’t have time for making sport tonight.


  Tonight he had more serious business to attend to.


  His thoughts drifted to the female vampire. She had been slim, her dark tunic top and trousers clinging to her figure as she’d defiantly stood before him in the rain. Her long hair had been soaked and had hung in loose tendrils. The darkness of it had made her face seem even paler than it probably was, drawing his attention to it. Her round dark eyes had spoken volumes to him, but all in a language that he couldn’t understand. There had been something about her that had drawn him in until he’d been powerless to resist seeing what she held in her blood. Little had he known that what he would see would only confuse him. If instinct had told him that, he would have let her go.


  Let her go?


  By the Devil, he wished he had.


  He wished she’d answered his damn questions, wished he’d never laid eyes on her.


  He stopped just short of the heavy wooden doors that led into the main reception room.


  What was he doing?


  He almost laughed aloud at himself while he tried to make sense of the thoughts that were running riot through his mind. He shut them down. To think such things was mutinous, disloyal. His hands curled into tight fists, his nails digging into the softer skin of his palms while he stared unseeingly at the dark doors. It was his duty to report this. It didn’t matter what he’d seen in her blood.


  Taking a weary step forwards, he pushed the doors open. Everything felt heavy, his limbs, his heart, and his head. It all conspired to make him feel as though he couldn’t take another step towards his destination, and that he couldn’t tell his lord what he’d discovered tonight.


  The sounds of merriment drifted into the background as he pushed on, walking into the room and closing the doors behind him. He could feel all eyes on him and he knew what they were thinking.


  He didn’t belong here.


  He was too young to be a part of this hallowed scene, this sanctum for the elder vampires of his family, this place where they hid themselves away from the idle play of the children. His place was here, whether they liked it or not. He’d worked hard to attain his position. He’d spent over two centuries as a loyal servant to his lord and a dutiful son of his bloodline.


  He looked down at his hand, almost seeing the smear of blood that had stained his fingers not thirty minutes ago. Her blood. That’s all it was. Just blood. There was nothing more to it. It was responsible for the disquiet he felt inside. It was always a danger when drinking from another of the seven pure bloodlines. They had power, enough to intoxicate the drinker and make them believe the things that the blood whispered to them.


  “Good hunting?” A voice cut through the noise and reached his ears.


  Peeling his jacket off, he handed it to Cornelius who was approaching him from the side.


  “No... interesting hunting,” he answered, stopping a few feet inside the room.


  Cornelius arched a brow at the soaking wet coat and then neatly arranged it over his arm. Valentine gave him a look that warned him not to complain. The only reason that Cornelius could enter this area of the house was because the young vampire was his aide. That title meant bearing everything that he threw at him—even wet coats. He knew his friend would do almost anything he asked so long as it afforded him such standing amongst their family and so long as he treated him well.


  “Did you run into him?” Cornelius asked.


  Valentine touched a lone finger to his lower lip, remembering the sweet taste of her blood. He could smell it still, knew it continued to stain his lip for all to see.


  “No... a her.”


  His eyes scanned over the plush plum walls of the room, their height almost reaching forty foot. He ignored all the looks he was receiving while he searched the balcony and then the floor in front of him.


  “Who?”


  When he failed to find who he was searching for, his eyes fell to rest on an ornate mahogany door directly opposite him. His stomach squirmed for a moment and then settled when he reminded himself of his duty to his family. It was just her blood trying to work its will and contaminate him. That was the only reason he felt this way.


  He nodded towards the door. “That would be telling. Is he in?”


  Cornelius frowned. “He’s engaged with Indigo.”


  “Not any more he isn’t. This is more important than pandering to that girl’s needs.” Valentine moved swiftly towards the closed door, continuing to block out the mutterings of his elders.


  “What is it?” Cornelius hurried after him.


  “You shall hear in time. I have to tell him first. I shall be a dead man if you know before him.”


  “You already are a dead man,” Cornelius said as one of the men guarding the door stopped him and held him back as Valentine passed.


  Valentine smiled and continued walking towards the door. His friend always had a habit of wanting to know everything first, but this time he couldn’t risk his lord’s anger by letting Cornelius know before Kalinor heard.


  Taking a deep breath, he rolled his shoulders in an attempt to relieve some of the tension in his body and then pushed the mahogany door open, striding confidently into the room.


  He ignored the alluring smile that Indigo gave him when she pulled away from her mate and slowly covered herself, drawing her black hair down over her bloodied neck. Blanking her attentions, he looked straight at Kalinor.


  When his lord looked back at him, Valentine walked quickly towards him. He took Kalinor’s hand, pressed a kiss to the ring on his finger and then looked up into his eyes.


  “Valentine,” Kalinor greeted him dryly with an empty smile that barely masked his annoyance over the disturbance. “Couldn’t this have waited?”


  “I am afraid not, my lord.” Valentine bowed his head. He didn’t need to look up in order to see the displeased look that his lord would be giving him.


  Kalinor rarely bestowed it upon him though. Usually it was one of the other vampires in the household who was on the receiving end. He’d seen it often enough to know exactly what Kalinor would look like. His lord would be leaning against the large ebony desk, his long arms folded across his chest and his blue eyes watching him intently for a sign of why he was being disturbed.


  Risking a glance, Valentine saw that he looked exactly as predicted.


  Kalinor preened his sandy brown hair back into place and then scratched under his thin jaw before moving around his desk. He carefully arranged the tails of his long, ornately embroidered black jacket into place and sat down. Valentine watched him wave a hand at Indigo, silently dismissing her, and then found Kalinor’s eyes meeting his again.


  Valentine moved to the chair on the opposite side of the desk, sat and met Kalinor’s gaze.


  The elder vampire stared at him and Valentine tried to quell the desires that were rising up inside him, rebelling against his better judgement as they whispered words of insubordination to him. He told himself it would be more than disloyal to do as they asked.


  It would be a sin.


  It would be illegal.


  He struggled to maintain a cool façade as his lord sniffed the air and fixed him with a dark look. He knew immediately what the problem was.


  He stank of blood.


  Not the delicate perfume of human blood.


  It was the stench of vampire blood, of Caelestis blood.


  He had to tell him now. It was his duty. He swallowed hard as everything inside him told him not to.


  Kalinor raised a brow.


  “Is something wrong, Valentine?” Kalinor said the words with cold calculation as their eyes remained locked with each other’s. “Did something happen on the hunt? I’ve known you since you were barely turned and it’s been a long time since I’ve seen you like this.”


  Valentine stood sharply, bowed his head a fraction and then walked to the other side of the room. He never could keep still. He had to pace in order to get his thoughts together and clear his head of the vision her blood had given him.


  He had to clear his head of the vision of her.


  There was something about her, something enthralling. The tiny trace of blood he’d taken from her had tasted so sweet, like honey on his tongue, and now a part of him was fighting against his better judgement and begging him not to tell his lord about her.


  He could keep her to himself.


  He shook his head to rid it of such a ridiculous notion. His allegiance was to his house, to the family of Aurorea, not to a female vampire of the house of Caelestis. Besides, if he didn’t tell him now, Kalinor would have him executed when he eventually found out about her and discovered that he’d known of her existence all along.


  But what he’d seen in her blood. It couldn’t be a lie. No vampire on earth had the power to make their blood lie. It was truth, and he had seen it with his own eyes and felt it in his heart. To tell his lord of her existence was to sentence her to death and that would have terrible repercussions.


  He stared at the window, watching the rain streaking down it while he pulled himself together and reminded himself that he’d served this house loyally for over two centuries. Now wasn’t the time to be disloyal, not when he’d worked so hard to get where he was. Not when he was so close.


  “You seem troubled.”


  He heard Kalinor stand and he looked at him out of the corner of his eye. His lord looked worried. He was drawing too much attention to himself. He had to tell him now before he grew angry.


  “You did not succeed tonight in finding the hunter that plagues our city, but that does not mean you will not prevail. You will defeat him. I’m as certain of that as I am of you becoming the Law Keeper for Aurorea one day.”


  Valentine closed his eyes as he felt those words plunge into his chest, twisting there like a knife. He would be a Law Keeper one day, if only he could find his voice and confess to his lord what he’d found tonight and why he smelt of their enemy.


  He took a deep breath and felt tranquillity fill him.


  “The prophecy,” he said the words slowly and looked directly at his lord.


  Kalinor’s eyes widened, his jaw tensing while he waited to hear what he had to say.


  Valentine began to pace, not wanting to see his lord’s eyes when he told him about her. He could feel Kalinor’s gaze following his every move, could sense the anticipation as it hung in the air between them. His lord would know that this was the reason he’d seemed so distracted and agitated tonight. He could no longer go back and keep her to himself. He had to go forwards and do his duty.


  “Go on.” Kalinor encouraged him.


  Valentine sighed.


  “I had no luck in hunting the man responsible for taking two of our best. I ran into something else... something... ” He closed his eyes briefly and replayed the image of her lost in the taste of blood and the thrill of the hunt. Opening his eyes, he looked at the floor and frowned. “Enthralling.”


  “Enthralling?” Kalinor moved towards him, but Valentine moved away, going to the window and staring out of it at the darkness.


  He watched the rain sweeping across the garden and clasped his hands behind his back.


  “She exists,” he said and waited.


  It wouldn’t take his lord long to piece together what he was saying. He would know that the blood he could smell on him would have something to do with it. He didn’t resist when Kalinor caught hold of his shoulders and turned him to face him. His lord’s eyes came to rest on the small spot of red that was still marring his lips.


  “She’s one of them?” Kalinor said.


  Valentine nodded in confirmation.


  “I found her hunting, alone. She appeared to be executing her first kill. They have kept her hidden well... only she did not wish to remain that way.” He looked deep into his lord’s eyes and searched them for an answer to his next question. “Is she dangerous?”


  Kalinor smiled.


  It was true then. Valentine remembered what he’d been told as a youngling, what all vampires were told. In the future, a dark day would dawn and with it would come the end of their existence, all at the hands of one of their own. The one he had met tonight was the child of the prophecy. She was going to destroy their kind.


  Kalinor walked towards the door and stopped with his hand on the handle.


  “For now, this goes no further than the elders. As an envoy, I will visit the house of Caelestis. You will be there at my side to recount what you witnessed tonight and we will see what they have been hiding from us.” Kalinor looked back at him and gave him a grim smile. “Then you will have the proud honour of destroying the abomination.”


  Valentine’s stomach dropped when he heard those words. They had been spoken with a smile that said what a true honour it would be to be known as the vampire who had stopped the prophecy from coming true. He stared at the door his lord had walked out of and felt empty inside.


  He would be responsible for destroying the abomination?


  What honour was there in murdering her? He couldn’t see any, not as his lord could.


  He shuddered inwardly at the thought of killing her.


  He didn’t want to be the one responsible for her death, didn’t want to take eternity away from her. There was nothing honourable about what Kalinor had asked him to do.


  He could hear Kalinor shouting commands to the house elders when he walked back into the main reception room and stared blankly at the floor.


  He should have listened to her blood. He shouldn’t have tried to ignore the vision it had given him. Raising his head, he spotted the blond mess of hair that belonged to Cornelius through the heads of the elders and headed directly for him.


  He caught him by the arm and started up the stairs with him. “Come with me. I need your assistance.”


  * * * *


  Prophecy was soaked to the skin by the time she had made it over the high wall surrounding the grounds and back to the house. Scaling the drainpipe again, she pushed the sash window up and slipped back into her room. She clawed her wet hair out of her face, closed the window as quietly as possible and then let out a sigh of relief.


  She was so stupid.


  She should have listened to her mother when she’d told her that she wasn’t strong enough to hunt. The other vampire had been so much more powerful than her. She hadn’t been able to stop him from biting her and she didn’t know what to make of his reaction. At the time, she’d just seen it as an opportunity to escape, but as she’d made her way home, she’d begun to think about it. He’d been stunned by what he’d seen, and she couldn’t fathom why.


  It wasn’t as if she’d led a long or interesting life. She had spent over twenty years trapped in the same house. What was interesting about that?


  At least she was back safe now, and no one had to know that she had been gone. She would change her clothes, dry her hair and then go down to see her mother. No one had to know.


  She froze when she heard a noise in the darkness and realised that she wasn’t alone.


  “Brother,” she greeted him coldly when he stepped out of the shadows by the door and moved towards her.


  Turning away from him, she carefully covered the marks on her neck and stared out of the window, waiting for him to speak.


  “Prophecy,” Arkalus said softly and came to stand behind her. He moved to touch her shoulder but she stepped forwards and evaded his fingers. She saw his hand drop to his side out of the corner of her eye. How long had he been waiting for her to return? She’d been gone for hours. “Where have you been?”


  She bit her tongue and continued to stare out of the window.


  She could feel his eyes as they raked over her wet hair down to the smooth skin of her exposed shoulders.


  “One day, you won’t be able to turn me away so easily.”


  She frowned at his words, a thinly veiled threat that he emphasised by brushing his fingers lightly over her shoulder. Her jaw set tight and she turned her head away from him, disgusted by his attentions and wanting nothing more than to be alone.


  Unable to hold her feelings inside, she found her mouth moving before she could stop it. “You’ll be waiting a long time.”


  Her words had no impact. It was as though she’d never spoken them. His fingers moved to play with her hair, his tone becoming so intimate a whisper that it made her stomach squirm.


  “What makes you think I won’t tell mother about your disappearance tonight?” He leaned in a little closer to her and her whole body tensed.


  She tried to make light of it, hoping that he’d leave her alone and find someone else to bestow his attentions upon. “If you did that, mother would want to know why you didn’t tell her earlier... why wait so long? You’d be in as much trouble as me.”


  He seemingly ignored her comment and stroked his fingers gently over her shoulder. She shuddered when he pressed a light kiss to it, the tendrils of his long brown hair grazing her skin. It brought the stranger back into her head. She remembered the way his lips had grazed her neck. An echo of the feelings he’d ignited then danced through her.


  “You won’t be able to turn me away forever. I’m a patient man... ” Arkalus whispered it into her ear. She leaned away from him, trying to escape his touch. “As soon as mother passes the house to me, I’ll take you as my mate and you won’t be able to stop me.”


  She closed her eyes when the air shifted around her and then the door slammed. She let out the breath she’d been holding and slumped into her chair, thinking about what he’d said.


  It was no secret that he wanted her as his own. The whole house knew. He’d been courting her for as long as she could remember, but she had never once shown any interest in him. Recently he’d taken to threatening her, and the more he did the more she wanted to lash out at him. She wished he would go back to how he used to be, acting like a brother to her rather than attempting to be a lover. She wished her continual rebuffs would show him that she didn’t want anything to do with him in that way, but they only seemed to drive him on.


  So long as their mother, Iona, was walking the earth there was nothing he could do without her consent, but Prophecy knew that one day she would be gone and then it would be her duty to do as the head of the household commanded.


  The idea of being Arkalus’ bride made her sick to her stomach, but she wouldn’t be able to stop him if Iona was out of the equation.


  Something told Prophecy that regardless of what he’d said, Arkalus was growing ever more impatient. If she didn’t agree to his terms soon then there was a chance that he would take the death of Iona into his own hands in order to ensure that she was his.


  Changing out of her wet clothes, she slipped into a long black satin dress and lay down on her bed. She closed her eyes and pushed away from the thought of being claimed by Arkalus, and returned to her previous ones.


  Who was the vampire she’d met tonight? Was he one of the Aurorea responsible for the death of one of her house or was he something else? He’d been alone, just like she had, not hunting with the pack like most vampires did. The way he’d looked at her after tasting her blood seemed like an image frozen in her mind. It haunted her.


  He’d looked stunned, shocked by the visions he’d received from her blood, and it made her shudder to think of what he’d seen to make him look like that.


  She’d suspected for some time now that she wasn’t like the other vampires of her house. They all spoke about her behind her back. Serenity had told her that much. Prophecy had caught fearful looks in their eyes sometimes and now a vampire from the other house was looking at her in exactly the same way.


  Curling up on the bed, she emptied her mind of all thoughts until there was only him.


  His dark hair, his green eyes, and the way he looked at her as though he could see straight through her, down into her heart.


  There was something about him that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but one thing she knew she could be sure of.


  This wouldn’t be the last time she saw him.


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  Valentine glanced across at Kalinor as they turned down the long cobbled avenue that led to the Caelestis mansion. His lord had insisted they walked from this point, leaving the cars behind in the street. It was a show of force. Driving right to the gates would have stolen any chance of scaring the Caelestis guards. By walking, they had given the guards time to see their approach and start to panic.


  Valentine tried to ignore the feeling of apprehension that filled him, threatening to consume him when he looked at the high wall to his left. He could almost feel her on the other side, could almost picture her face when the time came to do the dreadful deed that he was here to commit. His lord wouldn’t need him by his side if he were only coming to discuss the matter of a Caelestis being the child of the prophecy. Kalinor could have easily laid the accusation at their master’s feet and got the answers that he wanted. There was only one reason for bringing himself along.


  Kalinor wanted him to murder her tonight.


  Valentine’s stomach turned when he looked up to see one of the wings of the dark grey mansion towering above him. The sight of it filled him with cold dread. He couldn’t believe what he was going to do.


  His eyes scanned along the windows. Was one of them hers? Did she have any idea what was coming to visit her house tonight? Did she know what cruel fate awaited her?


  He dropped back from the group, letting the six guardsmen pass him while he stared up at one window.


  He could feel her.


  His eyelids became heavy as her blood called to him, making his senses drowsy as the scent of it enveloped him.


  “Valentine?”


  His eyes shot open when he heard his lord’s voice and he found the whole group had stopped to look at him. He shook his head to clear it of her and focused on Kalinor.


  “Is something wrong?” Kalinor gave Valentine a questioning look that made him feel as though his lord could see right through his calm façade to the turbulent emotions hidden underneath.


  “I... ” Valentine stumbled on the words. His eyes drifted back to the mansion and the window but he forced them to the opposite side of the street where dense trees and bushes covered a slope. “I thought I sensed something.”


  He could see that Kalinor was waiting for more explanation.


  “I wish... grant me leave to see what it was that I felt, to ensure your safety. It is possible the hunter may have tracked us.” He held his lord’s gaze and stood in silence, waiting. He was pushing his luck. In all his life as a hunter, he had never appeared so shaken to his lord as he had done tonight, and now he was bowing out of an important mission, one that his lord had placed great honour in him receiving.


  Valentine’s eyes desired to roam back to the window. His senses begged him to reach out to her once more and feel her where she waited for him.


  Waited for him?


  He resisted the temptation to shake his head to clear it of such an idea.


  It was just her blood calling him. He had been foolish to drink from her. She had strong blood, more powerful than he’d ever tasted, and it seemed to have a hold over him still. Even his sire’s blood hadn’t kept him under its thrall for so long. His sire’s blood had never shown him things like hers.


  “Go, but return to the mansion before dawn. We will bring the child of the prophecy there and deal with her.” Kalinor’s voice roused him from his thoughts and he nodded in acceptance of the command.


  Valentine watched his lord walking up the road to the mansion gates. When the group reached them, he looked up at the wall to his left.


  “I must be insane. It’s the only answer.”


  He crouched low, jumped with ease to the top of the fifteen-foot wall, and then slipped down into the darkness on the other side before any of the Caelestis guards could see him. He waited in the shadows as he pricked his head up, listening to the distant conversation between his family and hers. When an argument broke out, he ran silently across the damp grass to the wall of the mansion, using the inevitable scuffle as cover. He pressed his back flush against the wall and peered around it, watching his lord and the guardsmen as they walked the gravel path that led to the mansion.


  He didn’t have much time.


  Turning away, he slipped from shadow to shadow, moving towards the rear of the house. He scanned his surroundings as he approached the servant entrance of the old building and then peered inside to make sure he wasn’t going to alert anyone to his presence. When he didn’t pick up anything on his senses, he stepped inside. He closed his eyes and sniffed, trying to catch a sign of her in the scent-laden air.


  His eyes moved to rest on a small stone spiral staircase that was heading upwards. The room he’d seen was on the second floor. Kalinor would draw the attention of the whole house when he asked for an audience with their master and if luck were with him tonight then the female vampire would remain safely in her room.


  Sneaking up the stone steps, he sharpened his senses, attuning them to her blood so he could find her in amongst the other vampire signatures within the house. He paused briefly at the entrance to the first floor, reaching out with his senses to check if she was there and then moving on when he didn’t find a sign of her. Rounding the top step and walking out onto the second floor, he ducked inside a dark doorway as someone crossed the end of the hall in front of him. It was a wide corridor. The dull grey stone walls made it seem cold and the large wooden doors were grand in their style. They were evenly spaced with a wide enough distance between them to tell him that the rooms on this level were vast. It was clearly the level on which the elders and those of higher standing within the family slept.


  Was she of high standing?


  He closed his eyes and sniffed at the air, searching for a sign of her.


  When he picked up her sweet scent, he began following it. The sound of rushing feet told him that Kalinor had made it into the mansion and that he had been correct. Everyone wanted to see why his family were here.


  A voice at the back of his mind reminded him that he should be there also. He should be standing at his lord’s side, ready to execute any order given to him, rather than skulking through the shadows of his enemy’s home searching for one of them. It was wrong of him to be here. It was wrong of him to want to assist her.


  Assist her of all things.


  He stopped dead and turned around to face the stairwell he’d just exited. This was wrong. His loyalty was to his family. It was his duty to do as his lord wished and kill the female in order to end the prophecy.


  But he couldn’t let her die. He couldn’t murder her as Kalinor commanded.


  He’d seen in her eyes that she didn’t know, couldn’t know what she was a part of. Her blood had shown him things that he needed an explanation for, but he knew she wouldn’t be able to give him one. She didn’t know about any of it.


  Turning back around, he forced himself to move forwards, continuing towards her door. He came to a halt outside one that was halfway along the corridor and looked at it. He could feel her on the other side.


  Raising his hand, he closed his eyes and extended his senses past the barrier in front of him and into her room. He resisted the temptation to smile when he found her and instead lowered his hand until it came to rest on the handle. He took a deep breath.


  He had to do this. He couldn’t let her die. As much as it pained him to go against his family and everything he’d known all his life, he had to go through with it and obey his instincts.


  He turned the handle and eased the door open.


  The room smelt like her. It was dark, lit only by a weak lamp that barely illuminated the bedside table it was sitting on and made no impact on the vast room. His eyes strayed to her. She was lying on the bed, curled up and sleeping.


  It wasn’t too late to leave.


  She stirred a little and her hair fell away from her face, revealing her neck. His eyes moved to the marks he’d placed on her not much more than two hours ago.


  He had to go forwards. This was his fault and he had to be the one to rectify it. No, it was hers too. She should have remained in the mansion. He remembered her words. They didn’t let her hunt. They’d kept her hidden from the world and he was the one to expose her. Either he rescued her now, or the next time he’d see her face would be when he was executing her.


  Shutting the door, he took a step towards her.


  But the prophecy. He’d be damning his kin, his species. He’d be damning the world.


  So why didn’t he feel as though he was doing that?


  He looked down at her pale face as she slumbered on, unaware of his presence and what was happening downstairs.


  She didn’t look dangerous but then looks could be deceiving. His eyes strayed to the marks on her neck again. Blood couldn’t lie. Blood was truthful. He’d seen it with his own two eyes. He had to help her.


  Kneeling beside her, he removed a slim wooden box from his coat pocket and placed it carefully down on the bedside table. He slipped the latch free and lifted the lid to reveal its contents. He ran his fingers along the three phials of clear liquid, moved over the three phials of black liquid and finally stopped on the first of them. Removing it, he took up the syringe and punctured the lid of the phial with the needle. Drawing the liquid out, he held it up to the light and told himself one more time that he could still leave and do his duty.


  He looked down at the female vampire where she was still sleeping.


  He couldn’t let her die.


  Edging closer to her, he slowly injected her in the neck. Her eyes opened briefly and then closed again as the drug began to take effect. Packing away the empty phial and syringe, he slipped the box back into his jacket and kept his senses locked on the world outside the door so no one could sneak up on him. He counted to ten in his head and then carefully lifted her left eyelid.


  Nothing but black swirling liquid greeted him.


  Pulling back the bed covers, he looked around the room in search of something for her to wear. There were clothes slung over the back of a chair. They were damp. They must have been the clothes she’d been wearing when he’d met her in the cemetery. He carried them to the window and touched the sill, smiling when he found it was damp too. Clearly she’d come back this way. Lifting the sash up, he took a deep breath of the cool night air as it filled the room. Now if anyone came in, they’d think she’d escaped again.


  He threw the clothes over his arm and returned to the bed, looking down at the unconscious girl. He was going to have to do this quickly or someone was going to spot him. Gathering up the girl, he cradled her in his arms and walked to the door. He opened it a fraction and peered around it. The hallway was clear.


  He slipped silently out and moved swiftly towards the staircase he’d arrived by, all the while listening for signs of anyone moving on this floor. He adjusted the girl in his arms as he began down the narrow stairwell and paused briefly at the entrance to the first floor. There was no sign of anyone in this section of the house. Kalinor must have drawn the attention of every member of the household except sleeping beauty.


  He looked down at her. Her head was resting against his arm, her face soft and peaceful.


  Sleeping beauty?


  She was beautiful he supposed, and she was asleep, but it wasn’t like him to think such things, especially about a vampire from one of the other bloodlines. The last time he’d thought a vampire was beautiful was when he’d met the woman that had become his sire, but then he hadn’t known what she was, or that she was going to give him such a dark gift. She was gone now though, banished from their family for loving a Vehemens. It suited her somehow, to love one from the most violent bloodline. She had always been dark and deadly. A part of him wished that someone had caught her and brought her up in front of the Law Keepers for committing such a sin as dissolving the bloodlines.


  He stared at the face of the girl he was holding. Did this girl match her bloodline’s namesake? She was beautiful, but was she heavenly? Surely, a creature with such a name could not destroy the world. She could destroy the darkness that was vampires though. A heavenly creature sent to kill those of Hell.


  Rousing himself from his thoughts, he walked down the stairs to the ground floor. When he started towards the door, another one at the far end opened and he ducked back into the dark stairwell. He closed his eyes and listened. There were two of them. Females. They were talking about his family. Their abusive words didn’t bother him. He expected it from those of Caelestis, and it wasn’t as though the Aurorea spoke highly of them in return.


  He could remember a time of peace between the houses, back when the truce had still been fresh, barely three centuries old. Now things were beginning to deteriorate again, and it would take a miracle to restore the harmony they had enjoyed for over four hundred years. It was the end of peace between Aurorea and Caelestis.


  The girl in his arms was going to see to that.


  As the voices trailed off and the footsteps drifted into the distance, he made for the door. He struggled to get it open without dropping the girl and then eased it shut behind him.


  The darkness of the garden and the sweetness of the night air made him feel as though he’d gained freedom from an eternity of Hell rather than thrown himself into it. He was going to pay dearly if his family discovered what he’d done and he would have precious little time to complete his plan before they did. Kalinor had ordered him to be home by dawn, but he wouldn’t really expect him back tomorrow, or the next day. It was usual for him to be gone for more than a day, but if he were gone for more than three whole nights without leave to be absent that long, it would raise suspicion.


  Running across the damp grass, he jumped the wall and landed with cat-like grace on the wet cobblestones on the other side. He looked down at the puddle in front of him that reflected nothing but cloud strewn sky and then ran towards the town.


  He kept to the shadows as he made his way to a warehouse by the river. Pushing the heavy doors open, he stepped inside and carried the girl into a small room at the rear of the empty building. He placed her down gently along with her clothes and checked her eyes again. Still black.


  It took a lot to knock out a vampire, and it had been a long time since he’d had to resort to such things, but he was glad that the toxin still worked. She would wake naturally if he left her for a day, her blood would quickly eradicate the poison, but he needed her awake now.


  Removing the wooden box from his coat pocket, he took out one of the phials of clear liquid and the syringe. He filled it slowly and then bent over the girl and injected her.


  He smoothed the hair from her face and then packed the syringe away and distanced himself from her. Watching her stir, he waited in silence for her to wake.


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Prophecy’s head throbbed. It felt heavy and dull, and it spun when she tried to open her eyes. The world seemed dark, as though she was looking at it through a black film. She pressed one hand to her head and the other to the floor to support herself as she tried to sit up. She tensed when she felt the cold stone underneath her fingertips. Her senses immediately sharpened to a pinpoint and she realised that she wasn’t in her bedroom any more, and she wasn’t alone.


  She knew that scent.


  She forced her head to clear while her senses screamed of the danger she was in. Her eyes sought him out and she backed away when she found he was standing not ten foot from her. He was watching her with the same critical look he’d had when they’d first met.


  Her eyes darted about the room, searching for an avenue of escape, and then she closed them as her head ached painfully.


  “It will wear off soon.”


  The tone of his voice made her start. She hadn’t expected it to be so calm and gentle. There was a hint of something in it that made her relax, something that sounded a lot like concern.


  She shook her head, trying to make it clear now. Whatever he’d given her, it had been powerful. She could still feel her blood trying to expunge it. What did he want with her? Hadn’t it been enough that his reaction to her blood had given her more questions than she could come up with answers for? Now he had abducted her and drugged her. What did he want with her? Was it something that he’d seen in her blood? He must have come to her house to kidnap her. He was either incredibly brave to enter the house of his enemy alone or incredibly stupid.


  Her headache worsened and she cast him an angry look.


  She couldn’t even tell where they were. It was a warehouse, but all warehouses looked very much the same didn’t they? How long had she been asleep? She’d read of poisons strong enough to knock out various demons and some of them could keep the victim unconscious up to three days.


  “Feeling better?”


  She didn’t answer his question. She just stared at him and curled up, holding her knees tightly. She finally realised that he was standing between her and the only exit. She hadn’t been strong enough to fight him earlier, and now the situation was far worse. All she could do was wait for the drug to leave her system and see if an opportunity presented itself. Hopefully, he would reveal why he’d abducted her too, and what he’d seen in her blood that had startled him so much.


  He took a step towards her.


  “Do you have a name?”


  She glared at him. He should be the one answering her questions, not the other way around. Biting her tongue, she resisted the desire to say something. He’d slip up and then she could escape. How the hell had he made it in and out of her house? She wanted to ask him, wanted to hear his explanation. There were guardsmen on the gates and stationed around the grounds, and there were nearly one hundred members of her family within the mansion walls at all times. It was impossible that he’d managed to find her and then take her without someone seeing him. Then again, she’d escaped easily in order to hunt.


  “Who is your mother?”


  Her frown intensified and her gaze dropped to rest on the ground.


  “My mother is Iona, leader of my bloodline,” she said without looking at him.


  “No. I meant your real mother,” he said and she raised her eyes to meet his.


  She knew she looked confused; she couldn’t help it. What was he talking about? Iona was her mother. He smiled at her, or at least she thought it was a smile. The corners of his mouth barely moved, but his look softened. She felt as though he was mocking her, treating her as if she was a child like the rest of her family did.


  “Do not be frightened.”


  She got to her feet, pushing her fear down inside of her and keeping her expression empty as she glared at him. She wasn’t frightened. She’d never be frightened of one of his bloodline. But his questions, they seemed to burn in her mind, making it spin and ache while she searched for answers to them. Who was her mother? It was Iona. She was the Chosen Daughter of her household, sister to Arkalus, the Chosen Son of Caelestis. But this vampire of Aurorea had said she wasn’t. He’d said he wanted to know who her real mother was. Real mother?


  Her brows furrowed as she struggled to remember something. It seemed just out of reach, too far away for her to grab hold of and bring into focus. Her real mother? Who was she? A blurred image flickered in front of her eyes and then slipped away before she could make sense of it.


  “I want to go home now,” she said in a pleading tone, her eyes meeting his again. He looked at her as though she was insane for asking.


  “There is no going home.” He took another step towards her. “You are not safe there anymore.”


  “I’m safe in my household. It’s here I’m not safe.” She moved backwards, trying to maintain the distance between them. It hadn’t worked before, and it wasn’t going to work now. Reaching out behind her, she silently cursed when her hands met the cold walls of the room.


  He sighed.


  It made her look at him. When he made no move to come closer, she couldn’t stop her eyes from roaming over his face. The lights overhead made him sickly pale, even paler than he should have been. His eyes were still as green as she remembered them. They were clear and rich, sparkling with intelligence as he looked at her. His black hair was tousled and spiked, neater now than it had been when they’d first met and longer than she recalled. He had fine brows, and a slim nose that made him look regal. Her eyes dropped to his clothes. They were elegant. He wore a delicately embroidered deep red jacket that extended to his knees, with shiny gold buttons. She skimmed over his tight black trousers to his highly polished black boots.


  He looked like a guard, but she got the impression that he was more than that. The status of guard seemed too low and common for him. He was something else. He seemed to know exactly what he was doing as he questioned her, keeping his voice gentle and soothing, and ensuring he kept enough distance to put her at ease. He had entered her home and stolen her, clearly without raising the alarm since he didn’t seem in a hurry or at all flustered by how long things were taking.


  The way he held himself strengthened her belief that he couldn’t be a guard. Guards of all the pure bloodlines were proud creatures, but this man’s poise went beyond pride. He held his head high, his eyes betraying how sure of himself he was. He wasn’t slouching and there was an air of wisdom about him. She got the feeling that he could handle any situation with ease, no matter how dangerous it was. He was older than her, his eyes told her that, but she couldn’t tell how old.


  “Your family had reasons for not letting you out. You disobeyed them, and now you are not safe anywhere.”


  The sound of his voice snapped her out of her thoughts. The strange sense of calm her perusal of him had given her vanished and fear crept in again. She looked into his eyes to see if what he was saying was true. How was she supposed to trust him? He’d kidnapped her. For all she knew this could be a ruse to get her to do something for him, to make her lose faith in her family.


  She backed against the wall as he advanced on her, his movements slow and steady as he closed the gap between them. Her time was up. She could see in his eyes that he was tired of taking things slowly.


  She closed her eyes instinctively when he came to a halt in front of her and drew her hair away from her neck. He leaned towards the place where he’d marked her and a low purr rumbled through his chest.


  “Who is your sire? If you do not have a mother,” he whispered the words into her ear.


  Her sire?


  She struggled again, a frown flickering on her brow. She searched her memories for the slightest clue as to the answer to his question.


  “It is Iona,” she answered with all the confidence she could find in her now trembling body.


  He pulled back and looked at her, shaking his head as he did so. “You have no marks, but mine.”


  Her hand automatically moved to her neck. It was true. She had no other marks on her neck. She’d never realised it until the day that her maid, Serenity, had told her, and since that day, she’d been thankful that she didn’t have a reflection so she couldn’t see it for herself. The questions that had arisen in her mind still plagued her. She’d asked herself countless times how it was possible that she could have a sire and no marks. There was no other way of creating a vampire that she knew of. She’d scoured the library archives over and over again, searching for a book that would give her the answer. There had to be another way. She was a vampire after all.


  “I could tell you.”


  His silken voice aroused her interest and she almost nodded. Could he really tell her? Was this another trick? How could he tell her how she came about, how she became a vampire?


  His hands grasped hold of her upper arms and panic rose up inside her when he neared her neck. She tensed and screwed her eyes shut when his teeth penetrated her throat in the same place he’d bitten her before. She wriggled against him, trying to get her arms free so she could push him away, but he only held her tighter.


  Valentine frowned and bit down harder on her neck, drawing her blood into his mouth and bracing himself while he waited for the images to hit him.


  Nothing.


  His teeth retracted.


  It wasn’t possible that she had the strength to block her memories from him. He’d easily seen the visions she held in her blood when he’d bitten her before. She hadn’t put up a fight. How had she blocked him this time?


  He moved back a fraction to look at her and didn’t have time to react when her feet came up. They pressed hard into his stomach and propelled him backwards through the air. His breath left him as he slammed into the far wall and dropped to his knees, his teeth gritted.


  When his body finally shut down the pain, he raised his eyes to look at her.


  She was gone.


  He hurried to his feet and swung around to face the now open door.


  Not pausing to think, he began after her. He couldn’t let her reach her family’s mansion. If she made it there, then they’d both be dead. His family wouldn’t want to hear any of the excuses that he could think of. Kalinor wouldn’t believe him if he said that she had been the danger he’d sensed. He would only see that he had abducted the child of the prophecy. When she told the two families of the questions he’d asked, he would be condemned to death.


  They’d both die.


  But it couldn’t happen could it? Not if the things her blood had shown him were true.


  He took a deep breath of fresh air as his feet hit the road outside the warehouse. She wasn’t far ahead of him and he knew exactly which direction she was going to head in.


  Running after her through the dark deserted streets, he kept his senses fixed on her and ducked down a side road. If he were quick enough, he would be able to cut her off before she made it half the distance to her house. He ducked down another alley and smiled when he came back out onto the road she was running down.


  She ground to a halt the moment she saw him, her expression hardening as she realised he was again blocking her path.


  She kept still, obviously waiting for him to make a move.


  Relaxing, he straightened up and raked his eyes over her. She was fast, and strong. He’d not met a female as strong as her before. The way she’d thrown him across the room was impressive. She had power too, enough to stop him from seeing things in her blood. What else was she hiding from him?


  He smiled inside when she continued to stand before him in a fighting stance, her fists clenched while she stood with one foot in front of the other in the weakly lit street. He listened to the sound of her heavy breathing as it cut through the silence. It was getting late. The sun would be rising soon. He was running out of time to convince her that everything she had thought was safe, was gone, replaced with a death sentence.


  She frowned at him, clearly wondering why he wasn’t making a move. He could almost see the question flickering in her dark eyes. His gaze wandered downwards. The long black nightdress she wore clung to her body, not hiding anything from the imagination. Her feet were bare. He gave a thought to the clothes that were still at the warehouse with the rest of his things. He should have realised that she wasn’t going to make any of this easy. Not that it was easy. Going against his family was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, but his instincts had told him it was the right thing.


  And blood never lies.


  He raised his eyes back to her face. She cleared her hair away from her eyes, pushing it back over her shoulders and revealing herself fully to him. She still looked heavenly.


  “Show me your true face.” The words left his lips before he even had time to consider what he was asking or why he wanted to see it.


  He was surprised when she did as he’d asked. The bones of her face shifted smoothly, her teeth elongating and sharpening, and her eyes changing to emerald green. She was a Caelestis then. No doubt about that.


  She hissed and flexed her fingers while her claws extended.


  He didn’t bother changing. He had already satisfied her curiosity about the real him back at the cemetery. There was no need to reveal his demon face again. He stared at her. She moved her weight from one foot to the other, waiting for him to make a move.


  When he didn’t, she broke the silence.


  She slid gracefully out of her vampire guise and raised her chin. “Who do you think I am?”


  He could hear the nerves in her voice. It trembled. If she’d had a heartbeat, it would have been rocketing, sending his every instinct into overdrive and making desire scream through him. The way she was reacting to him made him feel a ghost of that, only a hair’s breadth away from what he would have felt had she been human. He wanted to push her, wanted to make her frightened so he could feed off the feeling of power it gave him, but it would get him nowhere and time was running out.


  “Why did you take me from my family? I know you’re not one of them. I know you have a reason for kidnapping me and I want to know what it is.” She took a step towards him.


  She had nerve. She may have some power, but he could easily defeat her in a fight. She was young, inexperienced. She’d proven that earlier tonight when she’d thought she could stand her ground against him and not answer his questions.


  “I have a reason, yes.” He took a step towards her, showing her that her manoeuvre hadn’t frightened him as she’d intended it to.


  Her lips compressed and her nostrils flared as she glared at him. She was young, definitely young, and probably no older in vampire years than she looked. She pushed her hair out of her face again, flicking it over her shoulders. There was such a spark of defiance in her and he didn’t know whether she really wasn’t scared of him, or whether she just had great command over her body. Now that he was closer to her, she seemed calmer and more relaxed. She wasn’t trembling any more. She was standing with a resolute expression on her face that said she was going to get an answer to her question. He was willing to give her one, but he knew she wouldn’t like it and she wouldn’t believe it.


  “You are not safe with your family any more. It was my doing. I revealed your existence and now the master of my bloodline has gone to see yours. I took you because... ” He struggled to against the tempest of feelings inside him and tried to form the words he wanted to say. He could see that she was waiting. She wanted to know the reason why he had taken her and he wanted to tell her, but everything inside of him revolted against saying the words. He swallowed hard, tensed his jaw and then ground them out. “I wanted to protect you.”


  Her eyes widened for a moment and then narrowed again.


  “I don’t need protection,” she said in a cold, composed voice.


  “I am afraid that you do. We need to find out more about you. I know a scribe in England. He’s older than any vampire I have met. He will give us the answers we need. He will give you the answers you want.”


  She backed away a step, the frown remaining etched on her face.


  “I can’t go. I can’t leave my family.”


  He knew that for a moment he’d convinced her. It gave him a sign that she was willing to be convinced, that she would go with him if he made her see that it was her only option. She wanted answers, and she knew that he could help her get them. If only he could make her see that she was no longer safe with her family.


  “They are not your family, not anymore.”


  He dodged the punch that she threw at him and then gave chase the instant he realised that she was running again. He was getting tired of this. The sun would be up soon and even if she agreed to go with him, they were going to be cutting it close to make it back to the warehouse before it broke the horizon.


  He glanced up at the sky as he ran after her. It was clear with only a few patches of clouds, not enough to protect them from the harsh light of day when it came.


  Bringing his eyes back down to earth, he realised that she was running faster this time, and that he was beginning to lose her. He couldn’t let her make it back to the mansion. He should have told her exactly what she was letting herself in for if she went back there but he had seen in her eyes that it would have been one push too many. Telling her that she no longer had a family had upset her enough. If he told her that she would die if she went back, that he was the one who would have to kill her, he couldn’t imagine how she’d take that. She’d certainly never be able to bring herself to trust him. He’d tell her when she was ready to hear it.


  Turning down the street that led to her home, he redoubled his effort. She was mere feet away from him now. He could easily catch her before she made it to the gates.


  He frowned when he sensed other vampires, strong vampires, and made a lunge for her. Dragging her into the bushes that lined the opposite side of the road to her mansion, he placed his hand over her mouth to silence her.


  Prophecy thought about biting into his hand as it clamped down over her mouth. She dug her nails into it, trying to prise it off her, and wriggled to get free.


  She stopped the instant she saw why he’d dragged her into the trees and undergrowth.


  Arkalus.


  And he wasn’t alone.


  Her hands relinquished their grip on her captor’s arms and she watched the scene unfold in front of her.


  Arkalus was with one of the other family, one of stature. Was this the lord of the vampire now holding her captive? He was strong, and old. She could sense the power in him when he turned to face her brother at the gates.


  He signalled and several guards appeared and moved off to a distance as he waved a dismissive hand. Her eyes strayed to them. If they were the guardsmen of Aurorea, then she had been right about the vampire who was holding her. He wasn’t a guard. He was something above that position.


  She returned her gaze to her brother and thought about that.


  “Then it is settled.” Arkalus smiled broadly at the lord of Aurorea. “We shall join forces and hunt the abomination together.”


  “For the safety of our kind.” The other vampire grinned back at her brother and firmly shook his hand.


  “We thought we could contain her. Iona was a fool not to listen to me. She is not worthy of running this house.” Arkalus’ smile faded, leaving his expression cold.


  Her stomach dropped. Abomination? Safety of our kind? Aurorea and Caelestis working together? She felt lost and struggled to comprehend what they were saying. Was she the abomination they were to hunt?


  The vampire who was holding her had said that he had revealed her existence to his family, and her brother was saying that they had thought they could contain her.


  What was happening?


  She didn’t even notice the gates closing and the other family leaving. The vampire behind her let go of her and she slumped against a tree, staring at the dirt beneath her.


  They were talking about her. Her own brother wanted to hunt her down and kill her. A vampire from the house of Aurorea wanted to protect her. Her head pounded as she tried to make sense of everything. Who was she? How was she a danger to their species? She was barely twenty, had never left her home before tonight.


  They’d kept her hidden, just as the vampire had said. She’d broken the rules of her mother and gone out into the night, and this is what had happened.


  If she went back, they were going to kill her.


  She looked over at the mansion, letting her eyes take in the sight so she could always remember it and the sense of safety it had once given her, and then looked back at the man beside her.


  “I’ll go with you, but I need to know some things first.”


  He nodded. “I will answer all your questions as truthfully as I can but we must get to safety before the sun fully rises.”


  Her eyes moved to the lightening sky. She hadn’t even realised that she was in danger. The whole night seemed like a confusing whirlwind of events that had spiralled beyond her control.


  She felt lost and empty, unable to deal with the things that were happening. She didn’t want to know everything. She looked at the man again. He was watching her, his eyes intently locked on hers. She just wanted to know enough to make her feel it was all right to go with him.


  She followed his lead in silence as he stood and began walking down through the trees to the path. Giving her home one last look, she started along the street, back to the warehouse.


  The words of her Arkalus and the lord of Aurorea haunted her.


  She was an abomination in the eyes of her kind.


  She was a danger to them all.


  She frowned.


  Just what was she?


  


  


  


  Chapter 5


  Prophecy walked wearily into the building. She could feel the sun rising but she didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to clear her head, wanted the man she was with to make all the confusion and pain go away. She believed that he had some answers, at least enough to keep her walking the path she’d now chosen. Each step that brought her farther away from her family brought her more pain. She could never return home. Arkalus and the lord of Aurorea would kill her if she did. They would bring her to justice for a crime she didn’t know she’d committed. If they didn’t get her, she was sure that the Law Keepers would.


  Her eyes moved to the man. He closed the door, shutting out the harmful rays of the sun, and then locked it.


  He looked like a Law Keeper, or at least how she’d imagined they looked. They were the elite that all the guardsmen of the families aspired to be one day. She’d heard tales of them through the chronicles and through her maid, Serenity. They’d often passed sleepless days talking about the latest news within the seven pure bloodlines, and it often involved the Law Keepers. There were seven of them, one representative for each bloodline, and it was their duty to uphold the laws laid down by their ancestors. They were emotionless, unattached to their own families. Had he been destined to become one? He looked as though he had the skill and the standing within his family to achieve the honoured position once the current Law Keeper died. It didn’t happen often. Most of the Law Keepers were over three centuries old and had been in service for nearly one hundred years of that.


  How many of her kind had they brought to justice in that time? Most sins received the same punishment.


  Death.


  It was what she would receive if they caught her, and she didn’t even know what she’d done wrong.


  Her eyes strayed back to the man again.


  She realised that he would receive it too. It was a sin to conspire against your bloodline and, by helping her, he was doing just that.


  “You had some questions that you needed answering?” He picked something up off the table near the wall and flicked through them. They looked like little books. They seemed familiar.


  She tried to remember what they were. They were something that she’d seen on the television many times. She frowned as she struggled to put her finger on it.


  Passports.


  England. He’d said they were going to England to see someone he knew.


  “How do you intend to get us to this friend of yours?” she said.


  He didn’t bother looking at her. He just threw the passport he’d been looking at over to her.


  She caught it and flicked through the pages. In the back of it was a picture of a girl. Prophecy scanned over her details and then looked at the man.


  “It doesn’t really look like me.”


  He smiled that slight smile again. “It doesn’t need to. It’s all in how they perceive things. The closer it is to you, the easier their minds are to fool, but I am working on short notice. It was the best my associate could get.”


  She’d never met anyone who had the ability to alter perception before. None of the vampires in her circle had that skill. He walked towards her and took the passport.


  “What’s your name?” She didn’t hesitate in asking him. It was something she was going to need to know if they were going to be travelling together, and focusing on the small things was helping her avoid having to think about the bigger ones, like who she was and just how she was supposed to be destroying her kind.


  He placed the passport down and glanced over his shoulder at her. He seemed to wobble in her vision and her head ached. She pressed her hand to it and leaned against the table behind her for support. She shrugged off the feeling as the after-effects of the drug he’d given her.


  “Valentine,” he said.


  She repeated it several times over in her head. It was a nice name. It sounded as proud and noble as he looked.


  “I’m Prophecy,” she said.


  He turned and gave her an amused look.


  “And they expected to keep you hidden?” His lips curved into the faintest of smiles and then he went back to whatever it was he was doing.


  When he turned around again, he was holding a bundle of clothes. He placed them down beside her and then distanced himself again. She picked them up. They were the clothes she’d been wearing when she’d first met him.


  Taking the hint, she changed into them, noting that he somehow managed to avoid looking at her the whole time she was dressing. She was surprised that he wasn’t taking advantage of the situation and looking. All of the male vampires in her bloodline would have stared at her if she’d been changing in the same room as them. He was so different to them. How old was he? Whatever time he was born in, it had obviously been one where they’d had manners.


  Hell, she would’ve looked at him if he’d been the one changing.


  She smiled to herself while she finished putting on her boots.


  Somehow, getting dressed made her feel the tiniest bit better.


  She hopped up onto the table and sat on the edge with her hands pressed into the tabletop.


  “Just why did I have to be hidden?” she said. He stopped packing things into a bag and his look turned pensive, but he didn’t speak. “What is it I’ve done?”


  “It has nothing to do with what you have done, it is what you will do.”


  She gave him a confused look. “What I’ll do?”


  “The prophecy?” He frowned at her and she realised that he did know things that she didn’t.


  “What?”


  He inclined his head a fraction and his voice filled with disbelief. “You don’t know?”


  She shook her head. Did she really want to know? Did she want to know the things she was supposedly going to do? Her brother and the lord of Aurorea had said they would hunt her down for the safety of their kind. Was she that much of a danger? Was she somehow going to be responsible for killing them all?


  She waited in silence while he propped himself up against the table he’d been arranging things on and looked at her. She got the feeling that he was trying to figure out how to break things to her. Her stomach twisted and turned in a riot of nerves and apprehension. He was taking so long to tell her that it had to be bad. Was he trying to find a way to word it so it didn’t seem so terrible? She wished that he’d just tell her straight and tell her quickly.


  “There is a prophecy. It foretells the end of our kind at the hands of one of our own. The child of the prophecy will come and on a dark day they will destroy all demons.”


  His words lodged in her mind, the only sound in the ringing emptiness that had filled it on hearing them. She was going to destroy them all. Not just vampires, but all demons. What kind of terrible power did she have? She cast her eyes downwards and tried to make sense of it all. Her head swam again and she closed her eyes, trying to stop herself from feeling as though she was swaying rather than sitting still. Her hand moved to her stomach as it rumbled and ached.


  Opening her eyes, she stared blankly at the dusty concrete floor.


  She was going to be the end of all demons.


  “If that’s true... you should have left me to die.” Her voice was a broken whisper as it all began to sink in, filling her with a sense of dread about what her future held. What reason could she have for doing something so terrible, so horrifying? There must have been millions of demons roaming the planet and she was going to kill them all.


  She listened to him moving across the room and stared at his boots as they appeared in her view.


  “I probably should have gone through with my duty and executed you,” he said and she tensed, her body going rigid with fear at those words. He was supposed to be her executioner? “But I could not sense anything bad about you, I did not see anything like that in your blood. I am uncertain as to how it happened or how it is possible for me to see what I have, but I did, and I could not ignore it.”


  She slowly raised her head and met his eyes. They had a distant look in them, one that told her a lot about him. Deep inside there was a part of him that wished he had done his duty, but there had been another part of him that hadn’t been able to bring himself to go through with it. He seemed like the kind of man who valued his standing amongst his family, who awoke every night to fulfil his duty to his house to the best of his abilities. This kind of man would see honour in dying to protect something dear to him, and it was clear that his family and his position were very close to his heart.


  So what could he have possibly seen to make him change his mind, to make him go against his orders and rescue her when he should have been killing her? She couldn’t imagine what it would take to turn someone like him against his own bloodline. She knew the laws, knew that he had broken at least one of them in helping her.


  He was still looking at her, his eyes never having strayed from hers the whole time she was thinking. There was a hint of sadness in them, hidden just below the surface but not far enough away for her not to see it. She still couldn’t get over how they almost perfectly matched the green eyes of a Caelestis vampire in its demon guise.


  He moved slightly and she found the courage to ask him another question.


  “What did you see?”


  He looked at the wall behind her and his brows drew into a thoughtful frown. “Battles, blood, you... it was all hazy, but you seemed to be fighting to get to something or someone. There was a door. You looked as though you were fighting to save... and I... you said... ”


  “Valentine?” she said.


  His eyes met hers. They were wide, making him look as though he’d seen a ghost rather than heard her say his name. Had he seen himself in her blood? Had she spoken to him?


  He turned away, avoiding looking at her by staring at the door.


  How could he have seen things in her blood that hadn’t happened yet? Had it somehow show him her future? She struggled to remember anything eventful that had happened during her life as a vampire and came up with nothing. All the years she’d spent locked away in the house had seemingly been passed in the same way. Her thoughts went back to what he’d said. It was so familiar and she realised why.


  “I have dreams like that. They started recently. I dream of great battles, of demons and witches,” she said and kept her eyes fixed on him. He looked over at her but didn’t say anything. “Why do they call me an abomination? Is it because of these things I can see? They’re not dreams are they? My blood wouldn’t show you a dream.”


  “A vampire has never been known to have visions, but it is possible that what you are seeing is one.” He moved over to the table where the passports were. His air turned awkward and she frowned as she realised he’d avoided her first question.


  “Why am I an abomination?” She repeated it, letting him see that he wasn’t getting away without answering it.


  “I honestly do not know. Maybe because they fear you.”


  She supposed that they had every right to fear her if she really was the child of the prophecy. Was that why she hadn’t been allowed to talk to most of the vampires in her house and why they weren’t allowed to speak to her? They all probably knew who she was and what she was going to do. If they had spoken to her, they may have accidentally revealed things to her that would have raised questions in her mind. Iona, her mother, knew exactly what she was and yet she’d tried to keep her hidden. Arkalus had said that their mother had been a fool and not worthy of running the house. Something in her heart said that she wasn’t the only one in grave danger now. Arkalus would use this new turn of events to attempt to overthrow their mother and take her place as master of their bloodline. She couldn’t believe that everyone had known about her all this time and no one had said a word.


  Not even Serenity.


  How could her maid and best friend have kept so quiet about it? They had spent long sleepless days and restless nights talking about how cruel it was that she was kept shut up inside the mansion. Not once had her friend told her that there was a dark and horrible reason she was a prisoner in her own home. If she had known that leaving the house to hunt would lead to things like this happening, then she would have remained indoors. She would never have gone against her mother.


  Now, she was going to kill her family. She was going to kill Iona, and Serenity. She was going to kill every member of the pure bloodlines of Aurorea, Venia, Vehemens, Validus, Tenebrae, and Nocens. She was going to kill all of the bastard bloodlines that infested the planet. She was going to kill the demons that walked in both day and night. She was going to kill everything.


  Even Valentine, who had dared to rescue her from death.


  She pressed her hand into her stomach as it turned over. “I don’t feel so good.”


  “It must be overwhelming to suddenly be faced with all of this.”


  She barely heard what he’d said as she screwed her face up in agony and struggled against her desire to change. She looked into his eyes as the bones of her face shifted to allow her fangs to descend, and her vision and senses sharpened.


  “The Hunger is not helping,” he said in a matter of fact tone and placed the passports into a bag. “It will pass. It happens to us all when we have executed our first kill.”


  She shook her head and forced her demon guise to recede. The Hunger? She’d read about that. Her tutor, Tiberius, had taught her about the symptoms; the incredible craving for blood that it awakens inside you and the way it seems impossible to slake your thirst.


  “Get some rest. We shall be safe here for now. When evening falls then we shall go to the airport.”


  “To England,” she muttered to herself.


  “To Paris.” He corrected her.


  “Paris?”


  “We will ensure that we were not followed and then we will travel on to England.”


  “Followed?” She regarded him with curiosity. “You think they’ll follow us so quickly?”


  “Not them, no, but a hunter may. I was looking for him when I found you in the cemetery. I have reason to believe that he is in Prague, and he is looking for me. Most hunters are easily dispatched but this is one you should fear.”


  “Are we not safe from anyone?”


  “No, not any more.” He lightly touched her bare shoulder and she fought to conceal the warm shiver it sent through her. He intimated the blankets he’d laid out in one corner. “Rest. You will need your strength. The Hunger is only going to get worse.”


  She did as instructed and lay down on the makeshift bed. Closing her eyes, she thought about everything, from the prophecy to the way his touch felt electric. She couldn’t sleep. She could sense him still watching her, standing sentinel beside the door and obviously not intending to sleep himself.


  She was going to destroy all demons.


  Her family had joined forces with their enemy to hunt her down.


  She was no longer safe from anyone.


  But she was now certain of something.


  All that stood between her and death was the vampire who should have been her executioner.


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  Prophecy shifted in her seat, tugging at her clothes and the belt across her waist. She struggled to breathe. Everything felt too tight, irritating. She pulled at the belt again and growled underneath her breath. She wriggled closer to Valentine, who was sitting beside the window of the plane with the blind pulled down. He gave her a dark look and she knew that he wanted her to distance herself from him.


  They were near the wing of the plane and the seat nearest the aisle was empty. She wished that Valentine had the blind open so she could see the night. The closeness of the people around her was making her feel as though she was suffocating. She was barely keeping control of herself as she breathed in all their intoxicating scents. She could hear every heartbeat, could smell their blood as it coursed through their veins, could almost feel it. She dug her fingertips into the arms of her seat, gripping it tightly. She clenched her jaw and resisted the desire to shift into her vampire guise and kill every person on the plane, drinking her fill until the hunger inside of her was sated.


  The blood of her first kill was nearly gone, leaving her with an intense craving for more. Valentine had already had to stop her from getting out of her seat three times. She knew he didn’t trust her.


  Her head came to rest against his shoulder as the plane banked and she didn’t have the energy to remove it. She felt as though she wasn’t going to make it through the flight let alone what the future held for her. Everything was so overwhelming and frightening. The hours she’d had to reflect on what she’d been told hadn’t helped in the slightest. She still felt as though her fear and the sense of emptiness inside her were going to consume her.


  She still didn’t know whether she should trust him.


  It felt so wrong to be next to him, to be leaving with him to some foreign land. It went against everything, against the laws that had been laid down for good reason. She shouldn’t be this close to someone of another bloodline. She shouldn’t feel like she could trust him.


  But she was, and she did.


  She leaned into him as her stomach twisted and her teeth itched, desperate to descend. He tensed and she took a deep breath, taking in the rich scent of his blood. It seemed to soothe the Hunger and take the edge off her fear, but left her with an intense desire to get closer to him.


  Her fingers twitched relentlessly while she edged them up towards his collar. Her breathing became heavy. She wet her lips and stared at his throat.


  “I do not recommend it. You would not like the visions it would bring.”


  She hastily withdrew her hand and tried to look innocent as he raised a brow at her.


  Valentine looked at her. She stared back at him with wide eyes. He tried but couldn’t erase the feeling of her breath against his neck or the quiet thrill that had run through him when he’d realised what she’d wanted to do. She wasn’t ready for drinking vampire blood, especially if it came from one his age. Besides, he didn’t want her to see the things he’d done. She’d never trust him if she saw those, and he needed her to trust him.


  She curled up on the seat, her hands shaking as she tried to smooth down her trousers, seemingly trying to find something to occupy herself with. It wouldn’t work. Nothing could take your mind off the Hunger, especially when you were in the grip of it as badly as she was.


  He could still remember the violence of it when it had taken hold of him all those centuries ago. It had been like a fever, burning and consuming him until he felt weak and ready to give up the fight. It had taken the blood of four to sate it. Something told him that Prophecy’s Hunger would be the same.


  He tensed when her head came to rest against his shoulder again and resisted his desire to push her away. Ever since they had boarded the plane, she’d been so close to him, and he couldn’t stand it. It made him want to lash out at her. He wanted to tell her that she was suffocating him with the way she was clinging. He looked straight ahead at the back of the seat in front of him, ignoring her as she whimpered and gripped his arm instead of her seat.


  Closing his eyes, he told himself that she was just frightened and he was the only person here for her. It was understandable that she would want the reassurance that being close to someone would give her. Not only was she in the midst of the Hunger but also this was all new to her. She had never been around so many people and it must be hard for her considering she probably wanted to tear all their throats open.


  Taking a deep breath, he relaxed into his seat and let her be close to him. It was only for a short while. They were already halfway through their flight and he’d be able to have a little more freedom from her when they were on the underground heading to Gare Du Nord in Paris.


  It had been hard to watch the lights of his home disappear, so hard that he’d had to close the blind. It had felt as though he was watching his life drifting into the distance rather than the city.


  He turned his head away from the blind and looked at Prophecy. She was sitting with closed eyes and furrowed brows. He still couldn’t believe what he’d done. Deep inside he hoped that none of this would be in vain and that his instincts were right about her. Whenever he thought about everything he was risking in order to take her to England, his stomach turned and a part of him wanted to kill her.


  Her jaw tensed and she made a small noise of pain.


  He could sense how frightened she was. It wasn’t just the pain of the Hunger. It was what lay ahead of her and the prophecy. It was what lay behind her.


  She was leaving her life behind too, but she’d never been out in the world. It probably all seemed so overwhelming.


  He sighed and resisted the temptation to clear her red hair from her face as it slipped out from behind her ear. Instead, he ran his fingers through his dark locks, loosening them.


  A person stopped nearby.


  He raised his eyes to find a woman smiling at him, her red lips curving perfectly into it and her hazel eyes shining. Her tight blue uniform told him she was a stewardess.


  He gave her a toothy grin and then let it fade from his face as Prophecy’s fingers curled up into tight fists of hurt.


  “Is everything okay over here?” The stewardess gave an anxious glance to Prophecy and then looked back at him. He noted that the stewardess seemed more concerned with him than the girl beside him. “Is it her first time flying?”


  He just nodded and forced another smile.


  When she began to walk towards the rear of the plane, he looked over the seat behind him and followed her progress. She looked back at him, brushing the hair from her face and smiling broadly before disappearing into the area behind the curtains.


  She’d be an easy kill. She was willing and she’d taste as sweet as she looked. All he had to do was accept the offer she’d been clearly giving him and walk to the rear of the plane. She was probably waiting for him. He could go back there, kill her silently, and drink enough to keep him going and give the rest to Prophecy.


  What in the Devil’s name was he thinking?


  Killing on a plane?


  Feeding Prophecy?


  He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. The quicker they got to England, the better off he would be. He needed to place some distance between him and the girl again. She was tainting him with her closeness, corrupting his mind and making him think about doing things that were dangerous.


  He’d spent years travelling across Europe and not once had he broken the rules he’d laid down for himself. He would use the contacts he had to get blood when he needed it. He wouldn’t risk people finding out about his species by killing publicly, not unless it was key to his survival.


  Especially on a plane, a place where there was a one hundred percent chance of someone discovering the body before you managed to disembark.


  His eyes opened as Prophecy moved in her seat again, shifting away from him. He frowned and looked at his arm where it was now void of her.


  It felt odd.


  He’d wanted her away but now that she was away, he almost missed the sensation of her against him.


  He closed his eyes again and cursed himself.


  He really needed to get to England.


  * * * *


  Valentine took a deep breath of the night air as he walked. He listened to the sound of his boots on the pavement and concentrated on getting to their destination. The transfer in Paris had gone smoothly. It had been a close call at Gare Du Nord to catch the train to London, but in a way, he was thankful for it as it meant that he was now certain that no one had followed them. He’d stared out of the window in the train door for as long as it took to make sure of that.


  Prophecy had insisted on remaining close to him the whole time. He had the feeling that it was more out of a need to restrain herself from killing than a need for reassurance. She hadn’t eaten in over twenty-four hours now. The Hunger would be pushing her into feeding and she obviously didn’t trust herself. He frowned. But she trusted him to stop her? Why? Was it because he was the only person there to stop her, or had he given her reason to believe that he cared about what she did? He’d stopped her a few times on the plane but that was out of common sense. If she killed one person, she’d have to kill them all and he didn’t think he could contain that kind of a situation. He wondered if she wanted to be given leave to feed or if she was waiting for him to guide her somehow. He tried to remember how it had been all those years ago when he’d been a victim of the Hunger.


  Lucya had been there for him. His precious sire had guided his hand and helped him to get through the pain of the Hunger. She had taken him out to hunt, showing him how to successfully kill and feed.


  Was that what Prophecy needed?


  He didn’t have time to teach her such things.


  He looked at her where she walking beside him and silently cursed her when a part of him wanted to.


  Something about her made him want to teach her, made him want to look after her and reassure her that everything was going to be all right. He cursed himself this time. Wasn’t it enough that he’d risked everything in order to save her from death?


  Death.


  He reminded himself that there was a chance that he had condemned his entire species by helping her. He had no way of knowing for certain that she wouldn’t destroy them all. At least if she did, there would be no one around to point the finger at him. He smiled slightly, amused at his thoughts, but it quickly faded. What did he do if Mathias told him that what he had seen in her blood was wrong and she really was going to kill everyone? Would he find the strength to murder her then?


  He realised she’d stopped walking and turned to look at her. She was rubbing her feet. Something glinted in the light and his head inclined while he stared at it, trying to make out what it was. When she walked towards him, it became clearer.


  It was a silver star dangling from a chain around her neck. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t noticed it before. He looked closer. It was intricately designed. The star was made up of five diamond shapes, all locked together, and was at least an inch across. It looked old.


  “Where did you get that?” he said.


  She lifted it up and frowned at it. “I’ve always had it.”


  “Where did it come from?”


  “I don’t know.” She let it drop again and shrugged. “I just remember having it and I never take it off. It feels wrong if I do, like I’m naked without it. Why all the questions?”


  “No reason. It just caught my eye. I had not noticed it before,” he said and looked at it a moment longer before continuing along the road, heading towards the centre of the city.


  It had been a long time since he’d been back to England and seen Mathias, but he was sure that he could trust him. His friend had never been one to worry about the laws that governed their species. He’d never been one to report to their lord. Mathias had always kept to himself and rarely left his home and his books.


  He wondered if he would still be there after all these years. If he were, there would be questions about the things that had happened in their time apart. Sometimes he got the feeling that although Mathias was happy remaining with his books and his research, he liked to live adventures vicariously through himself. The old scribe always asked too many questions about the hunts he’d been on and whether he’d had any narrow escapes. He’d probably be thrilled that he was bringing adventure to his door.


  Valentine looked up to see the building opposite him. It looked exactly as he remembered it. The imposing façade was just one of many along the broad road. Its honey-coloured sandstone was smooth and without the fancy carvings that adorned many of the other buildings in Oxford. The small turrets at the top of the building were the only extravagance. Their roofs were covered in deep brown tiles that blended with the warm stone. His eyes strayed to the sky above him and the clouds that were beginning to gather.


  Stepping up to the arched wooden door, he knocked and then took a step back. He waited to see if anyone would answer.


  He glanced at Prophecy where she was looking around her, taking in the new scenery. Everything here was lighter than Prague. This city didn’t have the same air of darkness as his. He’d always felt as though he was safer here than anywhere on the planet. Oxford had a low number of vampires and Mathias was the only one of them who belonged to a pure bloodline.


  He knocked again and ignored the feeling of apprehension that began to settle in his stomach.


  Mathias would answer. He was probably just reluctant to leave his books.


  When Prophecy shifted from foot to foot and gave him a look that showed him that she was as worried as he felt, he went to knock again.


  The door swung open.


  


  


  


  Chapter 7


  Valentine smiled when the door opened to reveal a dimly lit hall and then his friend. Mathias looked exactly as he remembered, his appearance that of a slim, dark-haired librarian in his late forties hiding what he really was. He supposed that Mathias spent so much time with books that he could easily qualify as a librarian, but his friend had always preferred the label of scribe. When Prophecy shifted behind him, he looked over his shoulder at her. She was standing with him directly between herself and Mathias, and was huddled up, her arms wrapped tightly around her and her hair partly obscuring her face. She looked pale. She’d need to eat something soon or the Hunger would drive her insane.


  “It’s been a long time, Valentine.” The well-spoken voice of Mathias roused Valentine from his perusal of her and he returned his attention to his friend.


  “Too long, and unfortunately the circumstances surrounding my visit are dire to say the very least.”


  “You’d best come in then,” Mathias said and Valentine went to follow him into the house but the old scribe paused just inside the door. He didn’t look around as he spoke. “Tell her not to worry. I’m not going to hurt her.”


  Valentine looked back at Prophecy who had remained standing in the same spot.


  “He’s an Aurorea.” Her voice was quiet and he could hear the mistrust in it. The last thing he needed was her making a scene in front of his old friend. She should have known that Mathias would be one of his bloodline.


  He walked back down the steps to her.


  “It’s safe. Mathias may be my kin, but he has no interest in reporting to Kalinor.”


  She looked up at him through her hair and kept her eyes fixed on his for a brief moment before moving past him towards the door.


  Turning on the spot, he followed her up the steps and into the building. He looked out into the street as he closed the heavy door, checking that no one had seen them enter, and then went to find Mathias.


  He didn’t need to look behind him to know that Prophecy was following. He could feel her. All he had to do was reach out with his senses the tiniest amount and she was there. He kept them locked on her as he walked, leading her deeper into the house. All of the corridors were dimly lit by low burning lamps on the walls and on tables around the rooms.


  “You really should start using this modern invention called electricity,” he remarked as he found Mathias pawing over a stack of books.


  Mathias removed his glasses and looked around him.


  The room was lit more brightly than the others they had passed through, but the walls were so dark it appeared gloomy. There were books everywhere, stacked in haphazard piles, some of them open but most of them closed. They lined the walls, covered the tables and even took up some of the chairs.


  Valentine cleared one of them off and intimated for Prophecy to sit in it. He removed the books from the other chair by the fire and carried them over to Mathias where he had remained at the table, his fingers skimming down a page of a tome that looked as old as he was.


  “It hurts my eyes,” Mathias answered him and then closed the book and began searching for another.


  “A thousand years and you’ve spent every one of them with your nose in a book, old man. Surely you’ve read them all by now?” He picked up the book Mathias had been reading and raised a brow. “The lights would not hurt your eyes if you did not spend all your time in the darkness. I cannot see why you insist on wearing those glasses. You would not have a problem with reading if you changed.”


  “I can’t. Emily may see.”


  Valentine nearly dropped the book. “Emily?”


  “My housekeeper.”


  Valentine looked around at the messy room again and then back at his friend. “You have a housekeeper? I have to say she is not doing a very good job. I would find a new one.”


  “And do what with Emily? She has no family to go to,” Mathias said and turned his back.


  Valentine frowned as he realised why.


  “She is human?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The whole world had gone insane. It wasn’t just him. “You have a human housekeeper?”


  Mathias glanced at him and then went back to rearranging the books. “Don’t give me that look.”


  “Get rid of her. She will find out what you are one day and then you shall have the Law Keepers coming for you. It is a sin to reveal our existence to them. You know it is.”


  “Valentine, do not tell me what to do. You have come to my house with a Caelestis.”


  He leaned against the table and looked at Prophecy. She was sitting in the old high backed leather armchair idly flicking through one of the books he’d cleared off the chair.


  Mathias was right. He had committed a worse sin than keeping a human. At least Mathias could say that he intended to kill her or turn her. What excuse did he have if the Law Keepers found him?


  “What are you doing, Valentine, aligning yourself with a Caelestis? Is this what you’ve worked your way towards all of your life?”


  “Do not remind me.” He looked away from her and toyed with the corner of a book. He stared at it while he picked at the frayed edge of the thick cover. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Mathias. He didn’t want to see the look in his eyes. “I need your help.”


  “With her?” Mathias said and he nodded in confirmation. “Why?”


  “She is... it’s hard... I had to bring her here, you understand. There was nowhere else to take her. I knew that she would be safe here.” He continued to pick at the book, keeping his eyes downcast while he waited for the inevitable question. He told himself again that this was the right decision. Prophecy would be safest here.


  “Safe from what?”


  “Everyone and everything.” He raised his eyes to meet Mathias’. “She is the child of the prophecy.”


  Mathias didn’t say anything. He just stared across the room at her.


  Valentine waited to see what his friend’s reaction would be. Mathias was always researching one thing or another, and he loved to look into prophecies more than anything. Surely, he knew something that could help. Valentine knew there had to be a reason he’d seen those things in her blood. There had to be something about the prophecy that he hadn’t been told.


  “She’s young,” Mathias said. “So very small. I always thought it would be a male.”


  Valentine smiled faintly.


  “What is she doing?” Mathias frowned and nodded towards her.


  Valentine looked across to see her sucking on the back of her hand while she read the book. He frowned too.


  “She does not realise that she is doing it. She had her first kill the other night. You know... ” He didn’t need to say anything more in order for Mathias to understand.


  “It’s been a millennia since my Hunger, but I can’t forget it. There is fresh blood in the refrigerator. She’s welcome to it.”


  Valentine looked thankful for his offer and then let his eyes stray back to Prophecy. “She wanted my blood when we were travelling here.”


  “I presume you refused. She isn’t strong enough.”


  “Of course I refused, but I think she’s stronger than she looks. She threw me across a room in Prague. I underestimated her.” His hand moved to his stomach and he remembered what it had felt like to be flung against the wall like a rag doll. Everything about her seemed to be strong, including her blood.


  Mathias smiled broadly. “An easy mistake to make when they look so frail. Feed her. She’ll need to be strong if she’s to cope with everything that is happening. The Hunger will only make things worse.”


  He gave Mathias another smile of gratitude and then walked over to Prophecy. She looked up at him as he approached, her hand leaving her mouth and her eyes wide. He extended his hand to her and intimated the door with his other one. When she placed hers into his, he tensed his jaw and steeled himself against his desire to take his away. Her fingers were soft against his palm and it felt strange to have her hand in his.


  He closed his eyes and cursed himself when her hand slipped from his and she walked past him towards the door. He shouldn’t have helped her stand. He should have kept his distance and just told her where to go to get blood to feed her Hunger. Why did he feel the need to help her? Why did he want to comfort her and tell her that everything was going to be fine whenever he saw her struggling to come to terms with her new life?


  Glancing across at Mathias, he found his friend was watching them, or more specifically him, with a look of curiosity. He gave Mathias a warning look and walked past him. It was bad enough that he felt like this inside without someone picking him up on it.


  He found Prophecy waiting just the other side of the door in the hall. She looked lost. He realised that in more than one way she was. He’d turned her world upside down, had stolen her family from her, and the life she’d known. She had a lot to deal with and if she wanted to be close to him then he shouldn’t stop her. It didn’t mean anything. The things he felt were nothing. It was just remnants of her blood and a strange sense of duty to her caused by what he’d done. He felt nothing. She was a Caelestis. He was only helping her because he was responsible for her discovery. That was it. It was nothing that he felt for her. It was forbidden.


  He ignored the confused look on her face when he realised that he’d been silently staring at her while lost in his thoughts. Leading her down the hall, he held the door to the kitchen open for her. He flicked the light switch and she immediately took in her surroundings. To him, it just looked like any other kitchen—empty white cupboards, white refrigerator, and dirty work surfaces.


  Opening a cupboard, he shook his head when he found they weren’t empty any more. Mathias had clearly been maintaining a good façade for his human housekeeper. There were all kinds of vile food piled up on the shelves, stacked as poorly as the books in the other room.


  He opened the refrigerator and bypassed the various foodstuffs as he searched for the blood. He found it at the back in a steel canister. Taking it out, he unscrewed the lid and raised a brow. He’d never been one for cold blood, not unless it was absolutely necessary. He took a deep breath. Still, it was good blood.


  Taking down a glass, he filled it up and almost felt like teasing Prophecy with it when she immediately reached out to him for it. She sidled up close and licked her lips, her eyes pleading with him to let her have it. She looked like a child who was waiting for her first taste of blood—eager and desperate. He handed it to her. She stared at it for a few seconds and then began to drink. She was hungry. In under a second, she’d downed the glass and was looking to him for more.


  He checked the refrigerator to make sure there was more than just the canister he held and then refilled her glass.


  She took a sip and then stopped, looking at him with questioning eyes.


  “It’s human blood.”


  He nodded. “Were you expecting animal blood? Mathias drains the body of every last drop so he doesn’t have to go out to hunt as often. It draws less attention to him. It is a good way of working if you can stomach it being cold.”


  “Can’t you?” she said.


  He looked down at the canister. The thought of cold blood turned his stomach. “If I have to, but only when I am desperate.”


  “That’s a no then,” she said and finished off the blood. She placed the empty glass down on the work surface and licked her lips.


  When she looked up at him, her eyes dropped to his neck and she frowned. She stepped towards him, her eyes remaining locked on his throat as her hand came up.


  “That’s some scar.” She reached out and went to touch it but he evaded her fingers and moved away from her.


  When he looked back at her, she was still standing with her hand raised and ready to touch him. She looked at him with eyes full of hurt.


  He sighed and reminded himself of what he’d decided. If it pleased her to be close to him, then he would allow her to be. He just couldn’t help reacting whenever she was near to him. He didn’t want her to touch him, didn’t want to feel her fingers against his skin or her breath against his neck. He clenched his jaw and then relented when he saw the confusion in her eyes. He closed his, lowered his head and fought for control over his feelings.


  He was stronger than this.


  He was just helping her.


  Everything else was forbidden.


  He raised his head and shut down the emotions that had threatened to overwhelm him, forcing them back into their places and reinstating the sense of calm he was used to. This was just a problem to be solved. There was no attachment to her. They would discover what Mathias knew of the prophecy and then he would do exactly what he’d been planning to do.


  “Feeling better?” he said.


  She nodded and he realised she was still upset by what he’d done. He touched the scar on his neck. It ran from just below his right ear down to where his collarbones met. Her eyes seemed to trace the path of his fingers and he knew she still wanted to know about it.


  “I am surprised it took you so long to notice it,” he said and she leaned against the counter. He closed the distance between them so she could see it and raised his chin to let her get a better look. “Werewolf.”


  “A werewolf did this?” Her eyes were wide with fascination and he was again reminded of a child. It was hard to tell just how old she was but he was beginning to get the impression that Mathias had been right. She was young.


  “It was close. He nearly took my head clean off. He caught me with one of his claws. I caught him with mine. I think we settled things at that point.”


  “Did you win?”


  He smiled inside at the way she was staring at him. He’d never had another look at him like that. All he had done was get into a fight with a werewolf and she made it seem as though it had been life and death, a battle for the safety of the world. It wasn’t. That battle was still to come. It hadn’t even been the fight of his life.


  “No.” He noted that she looked disappointed by his answer. “We called a truce.”


  “You can’t draw in a fight... that’s just... wrong.” She wrinkled her nose up and frowned at him. “My instructor would never settle for a draw. If I didn’t win, I didn’t eat.”


  He noted what she said. Her family had obviously trained her well. She had been able to execute her first kill without supervision and had proven that she could defend herself against others. He wondered what else they had taught her.


  “He had no real desire to kill me and I in turn did not really want to kill him. What were we supposed to do?” He filled the glass again and handed it to her, urging her to drink when she shook her head. She needed the blood. She might feel fine now, but it would wear off in a few hours unless she fed properly. Two glasses of blood wasn’t a real feed. He’d make her finish the entire canister before he let her out of his sight. “Do you think one of us should have killed the other just because you cannot draw in a fight? Many wars have been ended by a truce. Our two houses are testament to that.”


  “It wasn’t really a truce,” she said and sipped the blood. “I read all about it in the library. Lady Caelestis and Lord Aurorea joined the houses. Which means our families aren’t so different really. They claimed one another and a time of peace began.”


  “Only now it’s falling apart.” He watched her closely.


  She nodded. “Do you think the houses could be joined again?”


  “The laws were changed because of what happened. It is now a sin to dissolve the bloodlines in that way.”


  She just shrugged. “What does that mean anyway, dissolving bloodlines? The elders only changed the laws because they believed our bloodlines would go the way of the weaklings. I don’t think they would. Surely blood can only get stronger when it’s mated with strong blood?”


  She had a point, but he wasn’t one to argue against the laws. He’d spent his whole life working towards becoming the one to uphold them for his family.


  “They would kill anyone who tried.” He took the glass from her and filled it with the last of the blood. She took it back from him with a hard look, as though he’d said something terrible rather than just telling the truth.


  “Isn’t peace worth it? Our families can’t war forever. We have to learn to share our city.”


  “Your family could leave.”


  She looked mortified. “Us? Is that what you think? You think that we don’t belong in your city, that we’re not good enough for it?”


  “I didn’t—”


  “You damn well did mean it like that.” She cut him off and slammed the glass down, spilling some of its contents onto the counter.


  He held his hands up and backed away from her, letting her see that he wasn’t going to argue with her about it. It had been wrong of him to say something like that. Words like that were the reason why the peace between their families was disappearing. He would have willingly apologised but she looked as though she wouldn’t accept it. Instead, he looked at the curtains that were drawn across the window.


  “We should get some rest. The sun has been up for nearly two hours now. We shall talk more tonight.”


  She nodded in agreement and walked past him. He was surprised that she hadn’t wanted to continue the argument. He had seen in her eyes that she wasn’t about to let what he’d said go. He was struck by something she’d said earlier.


  “Prophecy?” he said. She stopped by the door but didn’t look back at him. “Do you truly believe that peace is worth dying for? Would you face death in order to achieve it?”


  She looked over her shoulder, her eyes bright as they met his. He could see her answer without her even saying it. She really was stronger than she looked.


  She smiled and walked out of the door.


  “I’d die if it meant peace between our families.”


  He looked at the empty doorway and then at the glass of blood she’d spilt. Dipping his finger into it, he brought it to his lips and sucked it clean, frowning as all he could think was that it didn’t taste as sweet as her blood had.


  His eyes returned to the empty doorway and he repeated her words in his head.


  She really was strong.


  But was she as strong as she needed to be?


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  Prophecy snuck quietly down the stairs in the dark hall. She could hear Valentine talking to Mathias in the book-filled room they’d been in last night. She kept close to the place where each step met the wall so the wooden boards wouldn’t creak under the pressure of her footsteps. She didn’t want them to hear her before she found out what they were saying to each other.


  She took each step slowly, biting her lip as she leaned her back into the wall and eased her way down to the bottom of the stairs.


  This morning, Mathias had led her to a large room. He had promised her that they would look into the prophecy when night had fallen, and that Valentine knew his way around the house and would find his own way to a room to sleep in. She’d told him she didn’t care what Valentine did. She’d gone into the room, thanked him and then shut the door and locked it.


  She hadn’t slept.


  She’d lain on the bed all day staring at the ceiling and thinking about everything that had happened. She felt marginally better now and ready to deal with whatever Mathias was going to tell her.


  Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she crept across the wooden floorboards to the opposite side of the hall. She pressed her back against the wall and edged towards the open door.


  She didn’t risk a peek around the door to see where they were in the room. She just stared at the wall opposite her, her eyes idly studying the tattered fabric wallpaper while she listened.


  They widened when she heard Valentine’s now familiar voice.


  “I cannot do this.” He literally growled the words and she wondered what expression he was wearing. He sounded angry. She hadn’t seen him angry. He’d frowned a few times, but it hadn’t been anger in his eyes. “I am going insane, Mathias.”


  “You chose this path, now you must deal with the consequences.” Mathias’ voice was soothing and she got the impression he was doing his best to console Valentine.


  What was wrong?


  “But... ” Valentine trailed off, the frustration evident in his voice. She heard the sound of glass hitting glass. Was someone drinking? If they were, what was it alcohol? Arkalus drank. He drank so much that she had to lock her door and ask the guardsmen to stand sentinel outside it for fear of him coming to her. “She clings.”


  She clenched her fists when she realised that they were talking about her and bit her tongue to stop herself from saying something.


  “I cannot bear it. I cannot. I cannot stand it when she touches me. I want to push her away. I hate it.”


  “She’s just young and scared. From what you’ve told me, the whole world is new to her. Think about how she feels.”


  “I know.” There was a note of resignation in Valentine’s voice and she frowned. “This is my fault. I am the reason this has happened to her. I just... I need some space. I need to kill something.”


  There was a sound of chair legs scraping against the floor. She edged a little further away from the door and held her breath.


  “Nearly three hundred years old and still acting like a youngling.” Mathias’ words made her smile. She could almost picture how sour Valentine would look on hearing them. “Killing won’t solve anything and in your current mood, you’re likely to kill openly. If someone saw you—.”


  “I would settle for some air,” Valentine interjected.


  “It sounds to me like you are scared.”


  She heard the creak of old leather as someone sat down and she pictured them sitting opposite each other in the two armchairs by the fire.


  “I have never seen you like this,” Mathias said with a note of concern in his voice.


  “What am I to do?” Valentine sounded desperate and she frowned.


  She turned so she was facing the wall and pressed her palms against it. Reaching out with her senses, she tried to find Valentine in the room. She’d never realised that she was affecting him so much, that he didn’t like it when she was near him. He sounded as confused and lost as she felt. The calm façade he wore had hid his feelings well, but she could hear them clearly in his voice now that she knew they were there.


  Letting her forehead rest against the wall, she closed her eyes and kept her senses fixed on him. She wasn’t the only one suffering. He had given up everything and was suffering too. It was so easy to forget that. When she heard someone sigh so heavily that it practically spoke words of bewilderment, she suddenly felt that what she was doing was wrong. She was spying on him. Why?


  She had wanted them to be talking about her. She’d wanted to hear what it was they were saying. Only she hadn’t been ready for the truth of it. Valentine didn’t want to be around her. He was helping her because he felt he had a duty to do so, not because he wanted to. He was just alleviating his conscience.


  But she had seen things in his eyes and his actions that said it wasn’t just about duty. There had to be a part of him that wanted to help her or he wouldn’t have risked everything to save her from death.


  When they began to speak again, she blocked out the sound of it, not wanting to hear any more. It had been wrong of her to listen in on their private conversation. She snuck back to the stairs and pressed her foot down hard on the bottom step, making it creak.


  The room went quiet.


  She waited a few seconds and then walked to the door. She couldn’t get past what Valentine had said. She hoped that Mathias was right and that it was fear talking.


  Walking into the room, she didn’t know how to act when they both looked at her. They had been sitting by the fireplace, but as she entered, Mathias stood and placed a hand on Valentine’s shoulder before walking over to his books.


  She let her eyes meet Valentine’s. He stood and gave her an indefinable look before turning to face the fire.


  “Valentine... this isn’t the time,” Mathias said.


  She didn’t take her eyes off Valentine. He growled and dug his fingertips into the mantelpiece, his head hung so she couldn’t see it. He didn’t look at her when he pushed off and walked over to the books that littered the table by Mathias.


  Her eyes lowered to the small table beside one of the armchairs and she saw a half-full decanter of golden liquid and a used glass. He had been drinking.


  “Come here, child.” Mathias beckoned her and she resisted telling him not to call her a child. She supposed in his eyes she was. She was so used to having a high standing amongst vampires and hadn’t realised that another bloodline wouldn’t treat her according to her rank. Both Valentine and Mathias treated her like a child.


  Her gaze strayed to Valentine. He was leafing through a book and looked as though he was still struggling with whatever was plaguing him. She kept her distance, not wanting to make him feel uncomfortable, and looked down at the stack of books nearest her.


  “Let me get a look at you,” Mathias said.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Valentine raise his head.


  She held her head high, letting the scribe look her over and feeling as though she had gone from being treated as though she was a child to a prized thoroughbred as he prodded and poked her. She frowned into his dark eyes and mused that he wasn’t much taller than her and he was almost as slim. She could probably take him in a fight. She growled when he grabbed hold of her wrists, turning her hands over and gazing at her palms.


  “Ouch,” she said when he caught hold of her jaw and forced her to face Valentine.


  Her eyes met Valentine’s green ones.


  “Mathias,” Valentine said in a venomous tone and a dark look knitted his brows. “Let her go.”


  She felt fingers run over the marks on her neck and saw Valentine’s expression darken.


  “I said let her go.” He started to move around the table but stopped when Mathias released her.


  “No other marks or signs of a sire?” Mathias didn’t look at her, he was holding Valentine’s gaze, giving him a look that made it clear that he wasn’t impressed by the fact that Valentine had commanded him to let her go.


  She placed her hand over the marks on her neck and took a step backwards.


  “None,” Valentine said and visibly relaxed. “Just as I told you before.”


  She wondered how long they’d been talking before she’d listened in on them.


  “You were right not to kill her.” Mathias looked at her as he spoke to Valentine. “There is more to the prophecy than they tell the children.”


  “There is?” Valentine gave him a look of disbelief.


  “The elders made sure that only a chosen few were told the true meaning of the prophecy. The rest have been told that the vampire will destroy the world. The prophecy hasn’t been translated in over a thousand years and now even those manuscripts are lost. They split the original scroll into two and hid each part in a place deemed safe.”


  “Why?” She couldn’t help asking the question. The elders had to have had a reason for not wanting everyone to know the real prophecy.


  “I’m not certain. It is possible that one of the elders would know. When I was a youngling, they altered the status of the prophecy to that of a sacred text. It is now illegal to translate it, which raises suspicion in my mind that there is vital information contained within it that the elders wished to keep hidden. I have never seen it myself, but I will translate it if you can bring it to me. I do not fear the Law Keepers. To understand the true extent of the prophecy you’re involved in, we need to study the scroll in its entirety,” Mathias said and her eyes dropped to rest on the books before coming up to meet Valentine’s.


  “You said that I would destroy all demons, but that you didn’t believe it because of the vision you saw from my blood.”


  He nodded.


  She looked at Mathias. “What do you remember of the prophecy? What were you told?”


  “We will know the child of the prophecy because they were born during a great eclipse. In their lifetime, another will come, but this one will signal the end. Nine of the translators believed that the child of the prophecy would damn our kind, but one amongst them believed differently. She believed that the child would be a saviour. Not just of demons, but of the world.”


  Prophecy didn’t know what to say. She was either supposed to kill all demons or save the world. How was she meant to react to that? When Valentine had told her that she would kill everything, she’d wished that he’d killed her. She couldn’t bear the thought that she would do such a thing and she’d felt powerless to stop it. Now Mathias was telling her that there was a chance that she was supposed to save everyone, but it was only one person in ten that had thought so. It was all too much. How could she save the world? In her eyes, it seemed easier to destroy it. To save it seemed impossible.


  She looked at Valentine when he moved towards her and then she turned away from him, heading for the door. She glanced back at him when she reached it and found he was standing where she had been. She felt even more confused when she noticed he looked concerned.


  “I’m just... I need some air,” she said and walked out of the room.


  She went through the house, letting her instincts guide her while she remained heavy in thought. Her head ached as she tried to make sense of everything. When she’d come downstairs, she’d thought that she was ready to deal with the things that Mathias would have to tell her, but obviously she wasn’t.


  A weight pressed down on her chest as she thought about what he’d said.


  Save the world.


  Not just her species, or demonkind, but the world and everything in it.


  Pushing a pair of doors open, she felt relieved when the cool night air washed over her, enveloping her like a comforting blanket and soothing her. She raised her eyes to the sky and stared at the stars and the crescent moon.


  She felt so small, so insignificant.


  She wasn’t strong enough to save the world. It was asking too much of her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. If she didn’t save it, then she would destroy it. Maybe that’s what it meant. If she didn’t succeed, then her kind would die. Everyone would die.


  Maybe she really was supposed to be the end of everything.


  She found her fingers tracing the raised design on the star around her neck and stared at one of the constellations twinkling above her. It was the hunter, Orion. She frowned as a flicker of a memory surfaced and disappeared before she had time to catch it. It all seemed so familiar. Had she been here before and looked at this scene above her in the past? She had looked out of the window of her room so many times back at the mansion, but she couldn’t remember ever really stopping to look at the stars as she was now.


  Her heart felt heavy when she thought about her home and realised that she would probably never see it again, at least not under good circumstances. She didn’t want to miss it, told herself that her years there hadn’t been as happy as her memories seemed to make them now, but she couldn’t help herself. Everything was happening so fast and every time she thought she was coping, something else came up to make things worse.


  She wrapped her fingers tighter around the star and looked at the moon as she sat down on the little bench behind her. To think, she still could have been unaware of everything had she obeyed her mother’s rules and remained in the mansion. Part of her wished that she had. She wished that she could go back to being in the dark and locked in the house. But how long could they have kept her hidden? Mathias had said that another eclipse would come, like the one that had apparently happened when she was born. When she was born? Born as a human, or turned into a vampire? Either way she couldn’t remember it.


  Her thumb came to rest against the back of the silver star, running over the holes that marked it and the protrusions.


  It seemed so calming, as though it was carrying away all her heavy thoughts and leaving her mind clear.


  She tensed when she felt someone nearby.


  Her sense of calm disappeared, replaced by one of confusion when Valentine came to stand not five foot from her. She didn’t look at him. She kept her eyes fixed on the heavens and continued to stroke the star, wishing it would calm her again now. Everything was so much more bewildering when he was near to her. She wanted to talk to him, but didn’t want to, not after the things he’d said about her. He didn’t want to be near her. He didn’t care about her.


  So why had he looked so concerned when she’d left the room, and why was he here now?


  Was Mathias right? Was Valentine merely frightened of the things that were happening? Was that why he wanted to distance himself from her?


  “May I sit?” His voice sounded uncertain and he ventured a step closer.


  She just sighed. He would sit if he really wanted to, of that she was sure, but it wouldn’t help clarify things about him in her head. It would only make them more confusing.


  He sat at the other end of the bench, leaving some space between them. She was thankful for it. If he’d sat closer, he would have only made everything worse.


  She wished that she could make sense of him, at least then she’d have one less thing on her mind.


  She traced the constellations above her, occupying her mind by trying to picture what they had looked like in the books she’d read. They’d always had images drawn over the top of them, pictures of mystical beasts and people from ancient myths. She’d never been able to see them like that. When she looked at the stars, she saw different images overlaying them. They were pictures of the constellations that she’d never seen, and she had to wonder why they were etched in her memory so deeply that she could only recall them and not the ones she remembered seeing.


  The moon was beautiful, nothing more than a thin crescent in the deep blue sky.


  “We shall discover more about the prophecy in due time.” His voice cut the silence and a frown flickered on her brow before she relaxed again.


  “You mean more about me,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the stars.


  His silence told her that he didn’t know what to say in response to that.


  “I feel... ” She trailed off. She felt self-conscious, unsure of whether she should be saying such things to him when she wasn’t sure if he cared about her at all.


  “Go on,” he said in a gentle tone.


  She brought her eyes down from the stars to rest on him. He was sitting at an angle facing her. One of his arms was resting against his knee and he leaned forwards. There was a look in his eyes that said he wanted to know what she had been about to say.


  Did he really?


  She wanted to believe that he did, but it was all too much to deal with. She had to speak though. The words weren’t going to stay inside her and she had to say them in order to make herself feel better. A part of her hoped that he would say something comforting. It would be easy to fool herself into believing he cared if he responded to what she was going to say with something reassuring.


  “I feel like everything has been a lie. My whole life has been one big lie. I’ve spent it pretending that everything was okay, and that the little things that constantly raised questions in my head didn’t exist. I did have a sire. I did have marks once but now they’re gone. That was it. I wasn’t abnormal. The reason people weren’t allowed to speak to me was because of my standing within my family, not because I was different in some way. The looks they gave me were because of who I was, not because they feared me for some unknown reason. I’ve fooled myself for so long and now I can’t.” She closed her eyes and let her head fall backwards so she was facing the sky. “Now I realise that I’ve been living a lie all these years, and the questions I’ve held at the back of my mind won’t leave me be.”


  “What questions?”


  She smiled at the way his voice had maintained its gentleness.


  “Valentine?”


  “Prophecy?” He shifted closer to her and she opened her eyes.


  “Do you remember daylight, sunrise... sunsets?” She didn’t dare look at him, not until she had control over her feelings. She forced herself to remain as calm as she appeared, even though there was a dark vortex of pain growing inside of her, consuming every shred of peace she had felt and leaving her hurting worse than she’d ever done. Now that she’d begun to remember all the times she’d fooled herself into thinking everything was okay, she couldn’t stop the questions and the sense of fear that was creeping in.


  “Vaguely,” he said. “Why?”


  She looked at him. “I don’t. I don’t remember anything about my human life.”


  He raised a brow and inclined his head, giving her a curious look. “You don’t? Why not?”


  “I don’t know... Arkalus tries to help me. Every death day of mine, he takes me to the vault where it’s quiet and he tries to help me remember. I never do.”


  His expression had darkened when she’d mentioned her brother and he looked pensive. “Some vampires can repress the memory.”


  It had sounded as though he was talking to himself more than to her, but she hadn’t missed what he’d said and it had raised more questions in her head, questions that she now realised she should have asked long ago. Was there a reason why all her years in the mansion had seemingly been spent in the same way?


  “Are you saying that I’m—”


  “No... I am saying that it might be that he is hindering your memories rather than helping you. I know someone who might be able to help you unlock them.”


  “Why would he do that? Why would he tamper with my memories, Valentine? What is it that I’m not supposed to remember?”


  “I do not know. I am sorry.” He started to reach out to her but then placed his hand down on the back of the bench instead. “I shall contact the person I know and see if I can get them to see you.”


  She nodded, silently thanking him for his offer. Had Arkalus really repressed her memories? Everything was getting more confusing by the minute and she wished that it would stop, or at least slow down, because she felt as though she was starting to suffocate under the weight of it all. She couldn’t deal with things when they were happening so fast. She needed time to think. She needed to take her mind off it all for a while.


  “Valentine?” she said and he brought his eyes down from the stars to rest on hers. He still had that look of concern that he’d been wearing since she left the room. She sighed. “Tell me about sunsets.”


  He smiled briefly and looked up at the moon again. “Sunsets? Let’s see.”


  She shuffled into a more comfortable position, turning to face him so she could see his profile in the near darkness as he thought about what to tell her.


  He closed his eyes.


  “I remember the last sunset I ever saw.” The smile teased his lips again and she wondered if he could still see it now. “The sky was blue at first. London was bustling as people went about their business. I was resting against the wall beside the Thames, looking up river. The lamps were being lit in preparation for the evening. The air smelt of damp straw and the unique scent of the water.”


  She closed her eyes too, wanting to see what he was seeing. “Tell me more.”


  “I watched the sky as it gradually changed, going from pale blue above me, down through subtle shades of green and yellow, and finally orange as it met the horizon. The colours intensified as the sun began to sink, becoming a glowing fireball as it edged towards the buildings, sending them into silhouette. The small streaks of clouds drifting overhead caught the dying rays, becoming threaded with gold at first and then pink as the sky began to glow a pale crimson.”


  She smiled, almost able to see it in her mind. “Was it warm?”


  “It had been a fine summer day. The warmth hovered in the air, wrapping everyone up like a comforting blanket and promising a mild evening. I could still feel the heat of the sun even after it disappeared. It was beautiful to behold.”


  “It does sound beautiful, Valentine.”


  She opened her eyes and found him looking at her. He was silent, looking deep into her eyes. She blinked slowly.


  “You should have killed me.” Her tone was empty and resigned.


  He shook his head. “You have a choice. You always have a choice. Mathias will help you learn more about the prophecy. You shall learn more about yourself. It has been millennia since it was interpreted. There are vampires who believe you will be the one to save us. Maybe they are right and the others are wrong.”


  She sighed. “I hope so.”


  He stood slowly and looked down at her.


  “I have disturbed your solitude for too long. I shall leave you in peace now. No matter what happens, remember that you always have a choice, Prophecy.”


  She smiled and he bowed slightly before walking back into the building. Her eyes roamed up the height of the building in front of her and stopped on the moon where it was creeping across the sky.


  She felt a sense of peace inside her and wondered if Valentine knew the affect that his words had on her.


  No matter what trials she faced in the future, she would stand up to them and do the best she could to overcome them.


  She had a choice.


  And she chose to save the world.


  


  


  


  Chapter 9


  The house was in darkness as Valentine walked through it. The only places that were lit were the study and the kitchen. He moved quickly, keeping his footsteps as light as possible so no one heard him.


  When he reached the door, he realised that he’d been holding his breath. Was he that scared of someone hearing him? His species had good hearing, and it was a good enough reason to still everything that he could in the hope that he could leave without being caught by Prophecy.


  He reasoned with himself that this wasn’t the answer. Running away never solved anything, but what else could he do? There was a chance, albeit a minute one, that his family wouldn’t have heard of what he’d done yet and if he went back now, they never needed to know.


  He could ease back into his old life, leaving behind the chaos of the past few days, but he had to leave now or all was lost.


  He opened the door enough to slip through and then shut it behind him. Turning, a sense of relief washed over him when he saw the empty street and began down the steps.


  Mathias was out on the hunt, replenishing the stocks that Prophecy had been draining dry, so he would have to be careful when walking the streets. The last thing he needed was to get caught.


  He watched the clouds gathering overhead and stepped out into the street.


  “You’re leaving?”


  Her voice carried a weight of hurt that stopped him in his tracks and hit him deep in his chest. He could almost picture what her face would look like without having to turn to see it. There would be a look of disbelief on it, her brows raised and her eyes wide as they echoed all her feelings to him, from anger to sadness. She felt everything so keenly that she could never hide it from the world.


  He took a deep breath and stared at the kerb just in front of his feet. “I must.”


  “Must?” she said with an air of confusion, as though that word couldn’t possibly apply to what he was doing.


  “I cannot do this.” He turned to face her. He was leaving her, so he could at least do her that courtesy and prove to himself that he was strong enough to leave openly rather than skulking off in the dead of night. “I have already sentenced myself to death by aligning myself with you. I have to go now or all is lost.”


  She raised her chin, looking down on him as her eyes narrowed and her arms folded protectively across her chest.


  “Go then. Leave if you can. Go back to your life and your family.” All emotion in her eyes vanished and she regarded him as coldly as he’d regarded her the night they’d met. “I can do this on my own.”


  “Proph—”


  “Don’t speak my name! You have no right to speak it.” She cut him off with a fiery glare and he took a step towards her, his own anger rising inside him as he did so.


  “I brought you here to hide you... to protect you.” He frowned when she shook her head.


  “I’m tired of hiding. I’ll only be found. It’s better to meet my destiny head on rather than waiting for them to come for me.” Her expression became filled with solemnity and she heaved a sigh.


  “What are your plans?” He ventured another step closer to her and the sadness in her eyes disappeared.


  “My plans are no business of yours.” She towered over him, her face dark and her brows knit tightly. “A filthy dog of Aurorea is below my notice and not worthy of my acknowledgement.”


  He saw straight through her mask of anger, seeing the hurt in her eyes and hearing it in her voice as she spoke. It was his fault. He deserved it for attempting to leave without telling her. He had known she would react this way.


  “Go, get out of my sight. I don’t need your help. I’m better off without you. Go back to your wretched family. Go back to Prague and hide there. Leave me alone. Go, slink back in shame and pretend that you’ve not done anything wrong. I hope you can live with yourself. I hope that when I’m facing death, when I’m fulfilling my destiny, that you’re there and I can show you how strong the blood of Caelestis is compared to yours. Go! You’re no better than one of the weaklings. You should have killed me when you were told to, should have been a good little boy and murdered me while I slept!” She came down the steps and pushed him in the chest repeatedly, the force of her blows getting stronger until she had her fists curled into tight balls and was banging them down on him. “Go. Go! What are you waiting for? Go!”


  He grabbed her wrists tightly and restrained her, staring deep into her eyes. He tensed his jaw and didn’t relinquish his grip even when she began to struggle. She’d insulted him, degraded his family, and was now resorting to violence in an attempt to make him leave. Why was she so desperate for him to go?


  She stilled.


  “They’ll know,” she whispered and stared at his chest. Her brows were furrowed and her hair covered half of her face. It struck him that she didn’t want him to go after all. She wanted him to stay and that’s why she was pushing him away. It was all a reaction to what she was feeling inside, a defence mechanism. He could feel her trembling in his hands and the distant tone of her voice spoke of pain. “Someone will have seen us. To go back is insanity... is suicide.”


  They were true words. There was a high chance that someone would have seen them together in Prague or Paris, or even here. Word would be out by now that Prophecy was wanted for crimes against her species and it would be a miracle if they didn’t know that he’d assisted her escape.


  Her eyes met his and he could see the hurt swimming in them. She didn’t want him to go. She feared for his safety and believed that he would die if he returned to his family. He could see it all in the way she was looking at him, nothing hidden, everything on show for him to see.


  “I heard you... I’ll keep away if you stay,” she said.


  It took him a moment to realise what she was talking about. He remembered what he’d said to Mathias and the odd sensation he’d had that they were being watched. They had been watched, or at least listened to. He should’ve been more guarded with his words and the things he was speaking of. He shouldn’t have spoken about his feelings in the first place, but he’d needed to get things off his chest and needed the advice of his old friend.


  “I know you can’t stand me. I know it’s hard for you, Valentine. It’s hard for me too. I can’t hide any more. I have a choice, you said that, and I’m going to discover the true meaning of the prophecy no matter what it takes. I can’t live life in the dark any more.”


  He closed his eyes briefly and searched for the right words to say to reassure her that things weren’t as bad as they’d sounded. He didn’t want her to keep away; he just didn’t trust himself when she was near. She made everything so much more confusing. He didn’t know what he was supposed to feel about her. When the tiny trace of her blood had left his system, he had come to see that there was something else motivating his reaction to her and it was something that was dangerous to them both. It was forbidden. She was a Caelestis, his family’s enemy. He shouldn’t want to comfort her and help her. He shouldn’t want to protect her.


  Letting go of her wrists, he watched her rub at them, her slim fingers caressing them. There were red marks on her where he’d held her too tightly. He hadn’t meant to hurt her but she’d provoked him into it with her words against his family and him, with the fact that she was trying to make him leave.


  With the way that she was making him feel weak.


  He stood in silence, still unable to find his voice as his thoughts dived off in so many directions that his head felt as though it was spinning. It was all falling away from him, everything lost because of his decision to help her. He wished that he’d never met her, but at the same time, in the recesses of his heart, was glad that he had.


  He placed one foot up onto the step she was standing on and opened his mouth to speak.


  “Are you going somewhere, Valentine?” Mathias’ voice made his disappear and he turned to see the older vampire walking up the street towards them with a leather satchel over his shoulder.


  Valentine looked at Prophecy. She was smoothing her long hair back over her shoulder, giving him an expectant look. She was waiting for him to speak. She was waiting to see if he really was going to leave.


  He gave a brief look over his shoulder in the direction he would have gone in if Prophecy hadn’t caught him. She was right. There was no going back, not for her and not for him. To go back now was to face certain death. If he remained with her, he would be able to protect her and guide her through the world. She was going to have to visit places she’d never been to before, would have to meet with demons that wouldn’t think twice about killing her if she offended them by mistake and wouldn’t know how to keep herself safe from the nightly dangers of the human world.


  He closed his eyes, fighting against the voice inside of him that was telling him to go back to his family and continue as their loyal son, and the torn feeling he had whenever he thought about the choice he had to make.


  It was her or his family.


  But he did have a choice.


  Just like he’d told Prophecy not a few hours ago.


  He pictured how she’d looked as she’d sat beside him with her eyes closed imagining what a sunset looked like. She was so innocent, so young.


  He smiled to himself as he made his decision.


  “No,” he said and walked past her into the house, meeting her eyes for the briefest of moments. She smiled broadly back at him.


  He kept his eyes fixed on the end of the hall as she fell into step beside him and he led the way back to the study.


  “I have news,” Mathias said while he closed the doors and then followed them.


  Valentine sat down in the chair beside the fire and crossed his legs, waiting for his old friend to speak. Prophecy sat in the chair opposite him. He raised a brow as Mathias removed several canisters from his satchel and opened one of them. The scribe filled three glasses with blood and carried two of them with him as he walked over to where he and Prophecy were sitting. Prophecy almost snatched hers. Valentine smiled when she looked sheepish and then he noticed that Mathias was holding the other glass out to him.


  His stomach growled.


  “It’s still warm,” Mathias said, as though he needed any enticing to make him drink what he was being offered.


  He had to eat. It had been days since his last feed. He took the glass with a nod and waited for Mathias to retrieve his and join them. He was amused by the way that Prophecy kept licking her lips, her eyes not leaving the blood as she waited for a sign that she could drink it. When she looked across at him, he raised his glass and nodded, showing her that no one would think she was rude if she drank it now.


  He sipped his.


  She gulped hers down and then bit her lip while she looked at both him and Mathias, seeing that they weren’t drinking theirs so indelicately. His gaze was drawn to her lips. Her teeth were bloodied, her lower lip stained with crimson. He felt drawn to it, mesmerised by the sight of her having fed. Images of the night he’d found in her the cemetery flashed into his mind. He really hadn’t seen one take so much pleasure in blood. It had stirred fire in his veins.


  He stared at the bloom of red on her lip as she released it.


  It still stirred fire in his veins.


  Tearing his eyes away from her, he swiftly drank the blood in his glass and stifled his desire to change into his vampire guise.


  Mathias cleared his throat.


  “You had news?” Valentine used it to distract himself and pushed away the images of Prophecy in the cemetery that lingered in his mind.


  “News?” Mathias frowned thoughtfully and then raised his brows. “News, of course.”


  Prophecy placed her glass down and leaned towards Mathias where he was standing between the two chairs near the unlit fireplace.


  “Well?” she said, her eyes showing her eagerness.


  Valentine leaned casually back into his chair.


  “I tracked a guardian tonight,” Mathias said and Valentine’s attention was immediately with him. “I’ve heard from a reliable source that the seven have had orders to release their guardians. Many of the families have already sent them out to seek out the child of the prophecy. The only house yet to respond is Validus. Hyperion shows no interest in releasing them. Aurorea and Caelestis have informed the Law Keepers.”


  “You are certain?” he said.


  Mathias nodded. A sense of dread filled Valentine. Prophecy had been right. There was no going back.


  “We don’t have guardians. I wasn’t aware that my family kept werewolves,” Prophecy said with a frown and looked at him.


  “Neither of our families keep them at the mansion. When our houses were joined, they built a compound in the outskirts of the city. They have kept the werewolves there. If all the bloodlines and demons have not been alerted to your existence by now, they soon will be. Kalinor will lose no time, especially if he has realised that I am with you.”


  “You must move quickly,” Mathias said. “You will be watched for. Keep your guards up.”


  “Where must we go?” Prophecy said.


  “Paris.”


  “Paris?” Valentine straightened up on hearing the name of the city he knew so well. It was where he’d had the most dangerous fights of his life against the hunter. He was sure that the hunter lived in that city. It had good connections, both land and air, to the rest of Europe, making it the most sensible place to base his operations.


  “My research has uncovered something which I had long forgotten. In my youth, I had been curious about the prophecy. I discovered that there was a key that supposedly unlocked it.”


  “As in translated it?” he asked and Mathias nodded.


  “The prophecy is written in an ancient tongue, one which all vampires have lost their knowledge of. It took the ten original vampires over four years to translate the entire scroll. The wheels have been set in motion for a reason. I do not believe we have such a luxurious amount of time in which to decipher it. The key will help us, of that I am sure.”


  “Where is the key?” Prophecy shifted forwards on her seat until she was balancing on the edge, as close to Mathias as she could get without leaving the confines of the armchair.


  “There is magic mentioned in the scroll. The Three have the key. Head to Paris and seek them out. Valentine will know where to find them. They will know you are coming.”


  She looked across at him. The corners of his mouth tugged into a brief smile that he hoped reassured her that he did indeed know where to find the witches Mathias had spoken of.


  “And what of the scrolls?” Her attention returned to Mathias.


  Valentine wondered just when she had began to take everything in her stride. The child he had seen in her over the past few days seemed to have disappeared since their conversation in the courtyard. She had accepted her fate and was now determined to face it head on and win. Did the things he’d said have anything to do with the woman now sitting before him? The layers of insecurity and confusion seemed to have been stripped away and she now looked as she had done the night he’d met her. She looked strong and defiant, ready to take on the world if she had to.


  He didn’t look away from her when she looked at him surreptitiously out of the corner of her eye while continuing to face Mathias. There was a shy edge to her expression, as though she’d realised that he’d noticed the change in her and she was embarrassed by it.


  She shouldn’t have been.


  She was enthralling when she was like this. She was powerful, almost commanding, and he could see why she was the child of the prophecy.


  He could see the woman that he had witnessed in his vision, one strong enough to lead an army.


  “The first half is still held where it has been for nearly three centuries, by someone both I and Valentine know.”


  Valentine looked up at Mathias, trying to think of a person they both knew that wouldn’t care about the end of vampires, that wouldn’t be tempted to translate the half of the scroll they had been given.


  “A veritable princess,” Mathias said with a small smile.


  Valentine nodded in understanding.


  The woman in question was as close to being a princess as vampires got.


  “And the other?” Prophecy’s voice was still certain and his attention was drawn back to her.


  “The other is lost. It was stolen by humans many centuries ago. Thankfully they have never been successful in translating it, so the meaning remains hidden. While you are in Paris, I will attempt to locate the second half of the scroll.”


  “There will not be a train tonight,” Valentine said and thought over everything they would need to do before heading to Paris. “We will have to get more clothes so we are not so easily spotted.”


  He looked down at the jacket he was wearing. He supposed it would do him good to get out of it. It was a tie to his past that he was better off without. It only served to remind him of what he had lost.


  “When will we go?” Prophecy said.


  He stood.


  “We leave tomorrow night.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  Valentine led the way as they walked through customs at Gare Du Nord in Paris. Prophecy waited in silence behind him, watching in fascination as the guard checked the passports and ushered them through without so much as a suspicious glance. She met his eyes as she passed, wondering if he was still under Valentine’s spell. The guard winked at her and made some comment to his colleague. The two men grinned at each other like Cheshire cats.


  She didn’t need to speak French to know they’d said something dirty about her.


  She glared at them and then pressed her hand to her stomach as it growled. Hunger pushed her, making her want to change and feed. She screwed her face up in agony and told herself that she couldn’t change here. No matter how much satisfaction she would get from scaring the life out of the two guards.


  Valentine would find her something to eat soon enough. They just had to make it to the hotel. He had promised to get them both some blood once they were safely there.


  She looked up to see that while she’d been standing still, he’d continued walking and was now waiting for her by the exit. She hurried to him, ignoring the wolf whistles that the guards gave her as they laughed.


  When she reached him, Valentine turned away and continued towards the underground. She didn’t pay attention to where they were going. She let him lead the way while her eyes roamed the dimly lit corridors and the people who were coming and going. She smiled as a group of people passed them, laughing and playing with each other as they headed down into the depths of the metro.


  She closed her eyes when she walked out onto the platform and smoky wind blew against her, signalling the approach of a train. She could hear the wheels screeching as it rounded a corner and then the lights appeared in the tunnel.


  When it stopped with one of its doors in front of them, she ducked behind Valentine and used him as a shield to protect herself against the sudden river of people that flowed out of it.


  A glance at the clock on the wall told her it was nearing midnight.


  Why were there so many people still around?


  She let her gaze follow them as they all disappeared up the steps and then hopped onto the train when she realised that Valentine had moved again without her noticing. There was so much to take in now that she was aware of her surroundings. When they had passed through the city before, she had been too deep in the grip of the Hunger to see anything. All she had been able to focus on was the intense pain.


  Her stomach rumbled again.


  Intense pain that was going to return if she didn’t feed soon.


  “Are you all right?”


  She looked up at Valentine. The train began to move, jerking around the corner as it pulled out of the station. She gripped the rail by the door with one hand while keeping her other one pressed against her stomach.


  “Hungry.” She pushed the word out.


  “We shall get you something soon enough. It is not far to go now. The hotel... ” He trailed off and looked along the length of the train towards the next carriage.


  “What?” She could see there was something wrong and her senses automatically reached out, trying to pick up on what he’d felt.


  The carriage they were in was half full and she could barely see the occupants of the next one through the tiny window in the door. Was there something there? All she could feel were humans.


  The second the train stopped at a station, Valentine caught hold of her hand and dragged her off it. His actions ignited a spark of fear inside of her and she gripped his hand tightly.


  “What’s wrong?” she whispered and started to turn her head.


  “Do not look back,” he said. She stopped herself just in time. He glanced down at her. “I think we are being followed.”


  “Werewolf?” she said and stared straight ahead, her body going rigid as she resisted the temptation to look behind her and see what it was that was following them.


  “No. Human.” Valentine looked around them when they reached the ticket barrier and then lifted her over it. He jumped the gate and caught her hand again. “Act normal. Do not panic. We shall soon see if they are following us.”


  “Who are they?”


  He didn’t answer her question; he led her up into the street. She looked around them at the tree-lined road with its pretty buildings and streetlights. There were still a lot of people around and she again wondered why.


  Her question was answered when Valentine led her towards one of the buildings and gave some money to a man on the door.


  She flinched as the music assaulted her ears and the strobe lights made Valentine look jittery as they headed deeper into the club. She growled and hissed at the people as they pushed her, making her almost lose her grip on his hand. The beat of the music was heavy, pounding with guitars and drums, and she tried to catch some of the words but failed. There was a bar against the wall furthest from her, and every inch of the floor was swarming with people. They were dancing, writhing against each other under the blue lights and flickering strobes. The air was hot, swamped with the smell of sweat and the tempting fragrance of blood.


  She was knocked backwards by a group of people and she growled at them. When she regained her balance, she found that Valentine was nowhere to be seen. She looked around her, hers eyes darting over every face that she could see as she searched for him. She felt dizzy when she tried to reach out with her senses to find him and was flooded by the intoxicating feeling of every heartbeat in the room. They all sped, making her head spin. She covered her mouth, trying to hide her teeth as they began to descend. She wanted to close her eyes and breathe in the delicious scent of blood that was engulfing her. Her claws extended and her eyes changed.


  Overwhelming hunger swept through her.


  She saw another person enter, a tall man who was broad in build, and she remembered why Valentine had brought them in here.


  Someone was following them.


  Her vampire guise receded, forced away by panic in an attempt to make her blend in, and she quickly searched for Valentine. She couldn’t see him anywhere and the tall man was beginning to move through the crowd towards her. She needed to find somewhere safe to hide. Her eyes darted to her right as a bright white light appeared and disappeared. Perfect.


  She forced her way through the crowd and pushed the bathroom door open.


  The brightness of the light was blinding and her hand came up instinctively to protect her eyes. The door closed behind her and she breathed a sigh of relief as the wall dulled the feeling of the people in the club. She paused when she sensed that she wasn’t alone.


  Someone flushed a toilet and then fell out of the cubicle door into a heap on the floor.


  Her head cocked to one side as the girl struggled to her feet. The girl stared at her with wide eyes and then stumbled towards her, wobbling on her feet as she leaned heavily against the row of washbasins.


  Prophecy focused on the sound of her heartbeat, licking her lips as it pounded erratically, the staccato rhythm calling to her, urging her to feed.


  “You’re pretty,” the girl said in an accent that sounded like the people in the television programs Prophecy had watched back at the mansion. American.


  She didn’t say anything, just moved slightly as the girl reached a hand out towards her face. Her eyes were on it immediately, her Hunger begging her to bite into it and drink her delicate blood down. She needed to sate it. Valentine wouldn’t feed her for ages. Besides, she didn’t need him to feed her. She could feed herself. She frowned and told herself that Valentine had promised to feed her as soon as possible. She didn’t need to eat the girl. It would only make the situation worse.


  She stared at the girl’s neck, watching the pulse that was visible in her jugular.


  It wouldn’t be the same. Whatever Valentine could offer her wouldn’t be the same as drinking from the girl. Her claws extended against her will as her hunting instincts began to take control, whispering words of temptation to her as she struggled against it.


  He didn’t have to know.


  She needed to feed her Hunger. Bottled blood wasn’t going to sate it.


  “I like your style,” the girl drawled and tried to stand without the assistance of the washbasins. “Pale and innocent. Guys dig that.”


  Prophecy cocked a brow. Pale and innocent. Pale maybe, but she wasn’t innocent. None of her kind could be considered that.


  She lost control the moment the girl turned to face the mirror, her eyes widening when she saw only herself reflected in the glass. Not waiting for the girl to turn to face her, and not giving her a chance to scream, Prophecy snapped her neck. She was too weak and desperate for blood to deal with the struggle the girl would have put up.


  It would be easier this way.


  When the girl began to fall, she grabbed her around the waist and held her tightly. She sank her teeth deep into her victim’s neck, her eyes fixing on the mirror and watching the twin puncture marks appear on the dead girl’s skin. The sight of it drove her on, making the blood taste even sweeter as it intoxicated her. A rivulet of red ran down over her victim’s collarbone and she held the girl tighter, digging her claws in. She drank deeper, desperate for the pleasure that came from the fresh blood. It was delicious. She felt as though she’d been starving since her first kill. Now that she’d found the remedy for her craving, she didn’t want to relinquish it until there was nothing left for her to drink. She bit down harder. Her head began to swim and she felt her hunger abating.


  She blinked when she looked into the mirror again and everything seemed to sway and spin.


  When the door opened, she hazily sensed something familiar and dropped the girl. She tried to wipe the blood off her lips but missed and instead watched her hand as it moved slowly in front of her. It looked fuzzy and the more she tried to get it to focus the worse her head felt.


  She barely registered the tight grip on her arm before she was spun on the spot and her knees collapsed beneath her.


  Valentine growled and caught her other arm, forcing her to stand. She beamed up at him, her eyelids heavy and her lips and chin covered in blood.


  He tightened his grip on her upper arms until she pulled a face of discomfort and then he tugged her close to him.


  “There are places to get blood. There are sources in every city where it is untraceable. But you have to do this! You are worse than a child!” His eyes narrowed, reflecting the anger in his voice. She flinched away, making a small whining noise while trying to prise his fingers off her. He towered over her, increasing his grip until he saw the pain reflected in her eyes. “Even children know the rules!”


  He should have let go of her then, he knew that he should have, but he suddenly found that he didn’t want to. He’d gotten dangerously close to her and now he could smell the blood on her. A feeling of desire began to grow in the pit of his stomach, running through every inch of him and taking command even as he tried to shut it down.


  She broke free of his grasp but was back in it again before she’d even had the chance to move a foot.


  “I’m not a child!” She retaliated and his fingers closed tightly around her arms again as he stared into her eyes. They moved over her, hunger burning in him as he ran them down her body and back up again.


  “You really aren’t.”


  She stilled in his grasp, her eyes becoming wide at first as she caught his meaning and then drooping again as the moment of recognition passed and the pleasure of the feed fogged her brain.


  Her flesh felt so warm under his fingers. The borrowed heat from the blood and the alcohol made her even more alluring than she had been in the cemetery. He pushed her away, wanting to shut out the desire he felt for her. A deeper sensation coiled in the pit of his stomach, spreading into his chest and drawing him to her as she stood before him with a drunken smile on her face. She was too tempting right now and he was too weak to resist if she made a move.


  He looked down into her eyes and stepped towards her again. He licked his lips at the same time as she cleaned hers of blood. He wished it were his tongue doing that, not hers.


  He shook his head in an attempt to clear it of such ideas and then found his eyes drawn back to her. She closed her eyes and smiled. He could see she still took intense pleasure in the kill. It wasn’t the alcohol that was making her this way. The taste of fresh blood straight from the body had a profound effect on her, one that she didn’t bother to hide.


  His breathing became heavy while he looked at her and she opened her eyes to reveal their emerald depths to him. She had changed, her vampire guise making her even harder to resist. His chest heaved and he stared at her, unable to draw his eyes away no matter how much he tried. He wanted to reach out a lone finger and swipe the blood off her lower lip. He wanted to let her lick it clean. He wanted to taste the blood in a kiss that he knew was forbidden.


  He barely kept control as his eyes switched and his fangs tried to descend.


  Finding the strength, he turned away from her and grabbed her wrist, yanking her along behind him while he strode towards the door.


  He was foolish to have waited so long before moving. The hunter may have realised where they were and it would be difficult to see him in amongst the crowd in the club. He shouldn’t have let her get to him. He should have kept his mind off blood and on the business of getting safely to the hotel without being followed.


  He shouldn’t have wanted to kiss her.


  Leaving the bathroom, he scanned the club, hoping that the hunter had given up his chase this time.


  “Useless child!” he shouted over the din of the music and tightened his grip on her wrist when she tried to twist herself free.


  The room went silent as someone screamed and he didn’t need to look in order to know that they had found the body.


  It was time he and Prophecy got out of there.


  He mentally chastised himself and dragged Prophecy through the club behind him, heading for the fire exit sign he could see on the other side of the stage. He didn’t relinquish his grip on her as he pushed the door open and took a deep breath of air to clear his senses of all the blood and the scent of humans.


  “I feel funny,” Prophecy mumbled.


  He walked her out of the alley and into the street, and then looked at her. She was still swaying. It took a lot of alcohol to get a vampire drunk. The girl she’d fed from must have been close to falling unconscious. Her first kill had been drinking, he’d tasted a trace of the alcohol in her blood, but it hadn’t been to this extent and it hadn’t got Prophecy drunk too.


  He gave her a look that said he wasn’t impressed.


  “I think someone drugged me,” she said.


  He began walking with her again.


  “You are not drugged. The girl was drunk and now you are drunk. It will wear off soon.” He stopped to get his bearings and then walked down the road to his right.


  They weren’t far from the hotel. It was something he was thankful for when Prophecy fell in a heap on the floor and giggled.


  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a drunken vampire.


  He hauled her to her feet and cast her an angry look. She bit her lip, an innocent look on her face as she held her hand out to him. He rolled his eyes and took hold of it, tired of telling her off and wishing they were already at the hotel. He wanted some time to think. He’d let her sleep off the effects of her feed and do a little pacing so his head would clear.


  It felt as though there was so much going on in it that he couldn’t cope with anything else that came along. It was a dangerous way to feel. One wrong decision and they’d both be dead.


  He picked up the pace when he saw the bright sign of the hotel beckoning him up a side street and scanned their surroundings to check it was safe before heading towards it. Prophecy stumbled along behind him, muttering things to herself that he didn’t care to hear. She mentioned his name a few times, but he told himself it was best not to listen. She wouldn’t be making any sense right now and the last thing he needed was to spend the whole night trying to decipher what she’d been talking about.


  Stopping outside the hotel, he looked her over and roughly wiped her chin on his jacket sleeve in case there was any trace of blood on her. He didn’t need the concierge seeing the blood and presuming he’d been hitting her.


  He pushed the door open and held it for her. She walked unsteadily through it and stopped in the lobby. Her head fell backwards and she stared at everything with wide eyes and an open mouth.


  Shaking his head, he went to the reception desk and checked them in, all the while keeping his senses locked on her where she was turning gradually on the spot.


  Taking his door card with a smile, he grabbed her hand and pulled her over to the lifts. He kept the smile on his face as people passed him, and tugged on Prophecy’s hand, trying to speed her up as his cheeks began to ache. He never could smile for long. Cornelius had always said it was because his position demanded for him to be serious all the time. He just thought it was because there wasn’t much to smile about in the world.


  He pushed Prophecy into the lift when the doors opened. The smile dropped off his face. He ran his fingers through his hair and leaned his head backwards while he heaved a sigh. Why did everything about the girl seem so difficult? They couldn’t even achieve the simple task of arriving in Paris without drawing the attention of both a hunter and the police. It wasn’t bad enough that they had guardians and Law Keepers hunting them, she had to get humans involved too. He looked at her. She was leaning against the wall opposite him humming to herself while she traced patterns on the mirror.


  He shook his head again and sighed.


  He’d arrived in this city no less than a hundred times in his life, not once had he been tracked by a hunter the second he’d arrived, and not once had he drawn the attention of the police.


  The lift door opened and he went to grab hold of her wrist again but she pushed him away and walked in what she clearly thought was a straight line out into the hall.


  He turned her around when she started heading in the wrong direction and suppressed his desire to growl when she jerked her shoulder backwards, making him let her go. She wove down the corridor, bumping into the wall occasionally and mumbling things under her breath whenever she did.


  At least she was amusing to watch sometimes.


  He whistled at her when she walked straight past the door to the room and she turned very slowly to face him, as though she was sure she would fall if she moved any faster.


  He pushed the door open.


  She held her hand out, ghosting it along the wall while she walked back towards him and then taking hold of the doorframe as she went into the room.


  He almost walked into her when she stopped dead and looked around the room. Easing the door closed behind him, he slipped past her and let her take it all in. He went straight to the mini bar and opened himself a whisky. Sitting down on one of the couches, he watched her as she continued to stand in the same spot, her eyes moving over everything in the expansive room.


  “Big,” she said and he looked around.


  It was big.


  Not as large as the apartment he owned in Paris, but he couldn’t risk taking her there. Whenever he’d travelled, he’d always stayed at the best hotels. There was no point in being immortal if you couldn’t enjoy the finer things in life.


  The décor was typical upmarket hotel. The walls were painted a warm cream colour and the furniture was pompous and expensive. The living area between the two bedrooms was brightly lit. Flowers and fruit adorned the table that was situated near the window and the whole room smelt of them. His gaze moved back to Prophecy when she muttered something.


  She moved painstakingly slowly towards the middle of the room. She blinked rapidly, her eyes rolling as she pressed her hand to her head and pouted. Standing, he downed the little bottle of whisky and tossed it into the bin. He caught her around the arm, pushed one of the sets of white double doors open and held his other hand out, intimating the bed.


  “Sleep. You will feel better tomorrow,” he said.


  She looked up at him, right into his eyes, and smiled.


  She placed her free hand against his chest. “Thank you.”


  He relinquished his grip on her arm and then turned away when she began to strip in front of him. His jaw muscles tensed and he stared at the ceiling, ignoring the voice at the back of his mind that told him to look. It had been hard enough in Prague when she’d got changed in front of him, now it was bordering on impossible.


  He heard a soft thud and a sigh.


  Risking a look, he found her flat out on her front on the bed wearing nothing but her underwear and a black vest top. The rest of her clothes were in a crumpled heap on the floor. He looked around the room, searching for a blanket to cover her with. She didn’t need it to keep her warm since her body would never naturally get above room temperature. It was more for him than for her. He would never be able to concentrate if he knew she was lying on the bed like this.


  He found what he was looking for in the wardrobe. Unfolding it, he draped it over her body and raised a brow when she moaned, shifted onto her side and curled up into a tight ball.


  He should have got her some nightclothes when he’d gone to get them clothes to change into but he’d been in a hurry. As it was, all he’d managed to bring with them was a small black bag filled mostly with underwear and clothes for her. Mathias had given him a black jacket to wear that wasn’t too dissimilar to his old one. It was less conspicuous, but made him feel like a Japanese schoolboy.


  He gave her one last look and then walked back into the living area. He would leave her door open. That way if she woke during the day she wouldn’t panic because she’d easily be able to find him. He didn’t know how much of tonight she would remember, but he was sure it wouldn’t be enough for her not to be frightened when she woke to find herself in unfamiliar surroundings.


  Crossing the room, he pushed open the other set of double doors. He carefully unbuttoned his jacket and placed it over a hanger in the wardrobe. Throwing a glance at the bed, he walked back into the living area and over to the mini bar. He couldn’t sleep when it was still dark out. He opened another whisky and went back to his room, pacing along the length of it while he tried to get his thoughts into order.


  Prophecy was going to want to kill again, unless the blood Mathias had given her had helped abate the Hunger. Apart from her indiscretion in the nightclub, she had seemed fine, so there was a chance that another feed on bottled blood would free her of the effects of the Hunger. It would be better if she didn’t need to openly kill again.


  When they had the key, they would need to get the first part of the scroll. He knew exactly where it was and who had it. Mathias had said that a veritable princess was holding it.


  Valentine swigged his whisky.


  She was one at that. Mia was always pleased to see him and he would be able to kill two birds with one stone. She would give them her part of the scroll and she would be able to help Prophecy remember things. They would need good cover to slip in unnoticed and meet with her. The families in that city were powerful and although one of them had not released their guardians, it would still prove difficult to avoid detection.


  But first, they had a job to do in this city.


  First, they had to go and see the Three.


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  The murky alleys they had been walking were a stark contrast to how Prophecy had imagined Paris. There was nothing beautiful and delicate about the places they had passed through in the last twenty minutes. They were dank, wet streets with little lighting in what seemed like a bad neighbourhood. She’d heard the sirens of police cars several times and had seen them as they sped down the wider roads that the alleys led out onto.


  She looked at the old stone walls of the buildings around her. They looked like factories or something similar. She couldn’t quite tell.


  Her brows met in a frown when she trod in a puddle that had been made in a pothole and felt the cold water seep into her boot. She shook her foot off, the scowl remaining on her face as she tried to rid her boot of water.


  “I hope you know where you’re going,” she grumbled, staring at her foot. She could see Valentine’s meticulously clean boots just out of the corner of her eye. They were facing her, meaning he was probably watching her with another frown.


  He’d been frowning all night. Whenever he looked at her, his brows knit and his eyes narrowed into a hard look. She knew that she’d done wrong and she’d apologised a thousand times, but it didn’t seem to be enough for him. He was still angry with her. He hadn’t seemed to hear her when she’d told him that she’d tried to resist the urge to kill but it had been too great. She could still hear his words from last night, had felt them hit her deep in the chest through her drunken haze.


  She was worse than a child.


  But then he’d changed, he’d looked at her with such a hunger in his eyes that all the words she’d been ready to throw at him had slipped from her grasp, leaving her lost in his eyes and wondering if he was going to do something they’d probably both regret.


  It would only make things even more confusing and that wasn’t what they needed right now.


  She’d awoken early tonight, before he’d risen, and had paced around the living area, occasionally sneaking glances at him when she passed his open door. She’d spent most of her time formulating an apology; the apology she’d recited at least ten times over to him throughout the course of the evening. The rest of the time, her mind kept replaying the moment in the bathroom. She could remember it all, could remember the way he’d held her close and tight, and the look in his eyes. She didn’t know what to make of it. He’d told Mathias that he hated her and he couldn’t bear her wanting to be close to him, but last night he’d been the one that had wanted to be close to her and it hadn’t been hate in his eyes.


  She raised her head to look at him when he spoke.


  “A good hunter knows everything about his environment,” he said and glanced up the alley. “It’s not far now.”


  “A good hunter? Like the one who was following us last night?” She fell into step beside him when he began walking up the alley again.


  “Him, myself, any one of the many elite.”


  She frowned, her eyes narrowing as she scrutinised him. He wasn’t wearing his long red embroidered jacket any more, it had been replaced with a black one of similar stand up collar design, but he hadn’t lost the proud and confident air she’d noticed the moment she’d met him. He still reminded her of a Law Keeper.


  “You’re a hunter? But hunters are human... do you hunt vampires?” Her frown remained in place. Had he been hunting her that night? Had he killed the son of her house?


  “No,” he said and relief bloomed inside of her. “I hunt the hunters.”


  She looked at him. He hunted the vampire hunters? No wonder he seemed like a Law Keeper. They had to be strong enough to take on the hardest of opponents and win, and Valentine looked as though he could certainly do that, especially if he’d spent a lot of time hunting the hunters that plagued their species. There were only a few vampire hunters that were skilled enough to take on a member of one of the seven pure bloodlines. Most hunters probably spent their whole life tracking and killing the weaker-blooded vampires that all of the pure bloodlines detested. Her family saw those hunters as nothing more than a form of pest control, something they were glad of as it kept the weakling population steady. Most hunters probably never met one of the seven. They were incomparable to the weaklings, their strength and abilities far superior, and their senses sharper. Most hunters who met one of them probably never lived to tell the tale.


  There were only a handful of hunters that the seven had to be concerned about, and only one of them made the families worried.


  Was he the one who had followed them last night?


  She’d never heard of a vampire who hunted the hunters before. Her family didn’t have one, and none of the others did as far as she knew. Valentine was unique. She mused that it must take great skill and courage to fight against the hunters and wondered how long he’d been doing it for. Mathias had said that Valentine was three centuries old. How much of that time had been spent working as a hunter for his family?


  “We are here.” Valentine’s voice roused her and she looked at the dull grey metal door.


  He knocked. She moved to stand behind him, waiting for someone to answer and not taking her eyes off the door.


  He pressed his hand against the metal.


  “Cold,” he said.


  She followed suit. It wasn’t just cold. It was freezing to the touch. On looking closer, she could see small intricate patterns of ice crystals near the edges of the door. What kind of place was this? What kind of witches lived somewhere so cold?


  The door creaked open, revealing a set of steps and a small woman. Her silver hair was frizzy and wild, making her round face look even pudgier. She was dressed in dark clothing, her dress skimming the floor as though it wasn’t made for such a short woman. She was pale, her skin almost white in the darkness.


  “You’re early,” she said in a thin voice that made her sound older than she looked, if it was possible. “We need proof.”


  Prophecy looked at the hand she’d extended and then at the other one that held a needle.


  Valentine stepped between her and the witch. “You are not touching her. You know who we are if you have been expecting us.”


  “We know everyone who comes to our door, young man.” She smiled at him, her eyes closing and her cheeks rising with it. “Can never be too careful.”


  She stepped to one side and pointed up the stairs.


  “Follow,” she said and started up them, muttering to herself while she slowly mounted each step.


  Prophecy could see why when she looked down at them. They were covered in a thin film of ice. It rose higher and grew thicker at the edges where it met the wall and her eyes followed it up. She let her fingertips graze the ice that was coating the walls and then looked up at the pale blue light at the top of the stairs.


  It was getting colder the closer they got to it.


  She moved nearer to Valentine when they finally entered the large circular chamber at the top. The walls were thickly encrusted with ice that sparkled like diamonds with an eerie blue glow. She could feel what little body temperature she had being drained from her as she moved further into the room and closer to the flickering blue fire that danced in the centre of it. She realised it was emitting cold rather than heat.


  She looked at Valentine and he managed a brief smile before a door opposite them opened and revealed two other witches. One was a contrast to the short witch that had greeted them at the door. She was tall and thin, her white hair drawn back into a tight bun, making her face appear even more severe than it already looked. Her nose was slim and pointed, her brows arched highly and her chin was long. Her dress was similar to the other witches, made of a dull blue cloth that looked uncomfortable and itchy. It was tight against her body, dipping in at the waist where a belt held it, and making her look even taller than she really was.


  The other witch seemed similar to herself. She was of average height and build, slim but not thin, and her silver hair was long with soft waves kinking it. She looked much younger than the other two witches, her features still delicate and not wrinkled with age. She wore the same type of dress as them and had the same pale blue eyes.


  They moved towards her, the short witch falling into line beside the other two as they closed the gap. Prophecy moved closer to Valentine, wanting to feel that she was safe.


  The tall thin witch clasped her hands together in front of her so tightly that her veins stood out.


  Prophecy leaned back as they all looked her over, their expressions curious.


  “She is so young.” The tall witch looked at the others.


  “Too young.” The short witch frowned.


  “To have the weight of the world on her shoulders.” The youngest witch finished.


  She frowned at all of them, unsure of what to make of what they’d said. They seemed to move as one, closing in on her, but backing away again when Valentine growled at them. They bent towards each other, their faces reflecting various feelings, and she got the feeling that they were talking about her. She knew that witches didn’t need to say things out loud in order to talk with others. They could say things straight into other people’s heads. They all looked at her.


  “She has red hair,” the tall witch said.


  “Red like blood.” The short one reached out a hand and stroked the air as though she was stroking her hair.


  “Red like her mother’s.” The third witch smiled.


  Her mother? Did they know who her mother was? When the tall one opened her mouth again, she realised that they always spoke like this, in order and as one. They seemed to finish each other’s sentences as though they were one person split into three, one mind in three different vessels.


  “Her mother would be proud.”


  “So proud.”


  “I believe so.”


  “What about my mother?” She took a step towards them and Valentine caught her arm, holding her back. “Tell me about my mother.”


  “We need your blood.”


  “Your blood will make a key.”


  “Your blood is a key.”


  Her blood? She wished that they’d explain more, wished they had answered her question about her mother. Did they really know about her? Did she really look like her mother? Was this all some cruel trick?


  “Come with us.” The thin witch began to move.


  Prophecy broke free of Valentine’s grip and found herself following her.


  “Don’t move.”


  “You must remain here.”


  She turned to see the young witch with her hand against Valentine’s chest stopping him from moving. Prophecy tried to give him a look that said everything would be okay, but she wasn’t sure that it would. Turning away, she took a deep breath and followed the tall witch into the other room. It felt even colder than the first one. She could hear the other two witches still talking to Valentine and it only made her more uncertain.


  “Don’t enter that room,” the short witch said.


  “No matter what you hear,” the younger one said.


  “She wouldn’t like what you’d see.”


  “But you’ll see soon enough.”


  Prophecy watched them walking over to her, leaving Valentine looking lost. She wanted to go back to him, back to where she felt safe, but the witches had said they needed her blood in order to create the key and she needed that key.


  The doors closed and she swallowed hard.


  She stood in silence while they looked her over and she tried her best not to let her nerves show.


  “Don’t be frightened.” The thin witch smiled at her.


  “Never be frightened.”


  “Fear is empty, pointless.”


  They pointed at her clothes and she looked down at them, unsure of what they wanted. The youngest one came towards her and began unbuttoning her shirt for her.


  “You want me to strip so you can take my blood? Can’t you just use a needle?” She looked incredulous as they all shook their heads in the negative.


  “There are things you’ll need.”


  “Things to unlock the power.”


  “The power that is in your blood.”


  “Power?” She frowned at them. She had power in her blood? The power to act as a key? Or something else?


  They all indicated the raised slab of ice in the centre of the room. It was covered in a thick white blanket made of fur. At least she wouldn’t freeze while they prodded and poked at her naked body. Her eyes strayed to the door and she tried to sense Valentine on the other side.


  Her eyes widened. That’s why they’d told him not to come in, because she’d be naked. She was glad they’d stopped him now. She was having a hard enough time knowing how to act around him already without the awkwardness this would have added.


  She stripped off and placed her clothes in a pile beside her. The floor was freezing underfoot and the chill that hung in the air stole the last of the warmth from her body. She carefully hopped up onto the slab and lay down, taking a deep breath when the three women moved to stand at different points, the tall one at her head and the other two on opposite sides of her. They all smiled down at her. She moved her gaze to the icy ceiling and kept it there as they began to chant. Her skin prickled, the hairs standing on end as a feeling like static electricity filled the air. They were drawing symbols and her body began to burn. Her shoulders ached and her stomach twisted.


  She tried to sit up, but found that she couldn’t move her hands. She looked at her left hand and attempted to lift it off the table but it wouldn’t shift. In desperation, she tried to move her ankles and found they were stuck too. A chill of fear swept through her. It was as though she was being restrained but couldn’t see the bonds.


  “The boy can see her.” The tall witch cast a glance at the door.


  “Likes her.”


  “Has tasted her.”


  She felt a finger run over the marks on her throat and furrowed her brows. She tried to move away from it and desperately wriggled. There was something soothing about their voices as they continued to talk and she began to focus on them, shutting out the fear that was engulfing her and the spots of searing pain that began to burn deeper at her shoulders and over her chest and stomach.


  “Their paths are entwined.”


  “Now.”


  “Forever.”


  Whose paths? Were they talking about Valentine and her? They said he had tasted her, and that he liked her and could see her. See her how? There had to be a deeper meaning to it than just being able to physically see her. Was it because of the blood he had taken from her? Were they talking about the vision he’d had?


  “It is a good match.” The thin witch’s hands began to get closer to her, still drawing the invisible symbols in the air.


  “He will protect her.” The short one’s hands edged towards her, matching the descent of the thin one’s.


  “Save her.” The young one smiled at her and brought her hands down to hover over her chest. She craned her neck to see what was happening as the witch continued to draw symbols.


  “Like she will save him.” They all spoke at once and fiery pain ripped through her body as their fingers touched her, moving in a pattern against her skin and searing her.


  The thin one’s hands were marking her shoulders and she could feel the short one touching her stomach while the youngest witch drew upon her chest. Prophecy could see faint marks appearing as the witch’s hand moved faster and faster until it was almost a blur.


  She felt numb when all the pain focused on where their hands were touching her and she screwed her eyes shut as it began to intensify, making the points where they were in contact with her feel as though someone was pushing a hot poker into her flesh.


  She arched off the table, flung her head back and screamed.


  * * * *


  Valentine ran to the door the moment he head her scream and pounded it with his fists. She sounded petrified, in pain, and he had to get to her. He banged on the ice, hitting it with everything he had and growling when it didn’t break.


  “Prophecy!”


  He was thrown away from the door by some invisible force and reacted quickly when his senses screamed danger at him. He flipped backwards over the cold fire, narrowly avoiding it and coming to land gracefully on the other side of it on one knee and with one hand pressing into the floor.


  He looked up the instant the door opened and stood, ready to fight if he had to.


  It was Prophecy.


  She looked white as snow against her black clothing, her body trembling as she held herself tightly, and he knew it wasn’t the cold that had done this to her. It was the witches. He went to attack them when they appeared behind Prophecy but the youngest one stopped him dead in his tracks by simply holding her hand up.


  “We did not harm her,” the thin one said.


  “She will be stronger,” the short one continued.


  “Stronger now than ever,” the youngest witch finished.


  “Prophecy?” He looked at her.


  She was shaking badly, her eyes fixed on the fire in a distant stare and her arms crossed over her chest, her hands gripping her shoulders. He went to move closer to her but she backed away, her eyes wide when she finally looked at him. She blinked rapidly and furrowed her brows.


  “What did you do to her?” He didn’t hide his anger as he looked at the three witches who were standing behind Prophecy.


  They didn’t answer him either. They were more interested in Prophecy.


  She had turned to face them, her body still shivering and her lips as ashen as her cheeks. It made her red hair look like blood against white tiles and an image of the nightclub bathroom flashed in front of his eyes. He wanted to lick his lips as he remembered the sight of Prophecy’s mouth covered in blood. He had to get some food, and not just for himself. Whatever they had done to her, she looked like she needed blood in order to speed her recovery. He would take her back to the hotel and make sure she was asleep before heading out to get supplies. Shaking his head, he focused on the witches and what they were telling Prophecy.


  “In two nights, come to see us.”


  “When the moon is fat.” The short witch moved to the steps.


  “Then the key will be ready.”


  He saw Prophecy nod and stepped to one side when she began to move, giving her room to walk past him without upsetting her any further. He glared at the witches and they all smiled at him as though nothing had happened. He shouldn’t have let her go in alone. He should have gone with her or not let her go at all.


  But it hadn’t been his decision to make.


  He walked in silence behind her. She quietly descended the stairs, her arms still wrapped protectively around herself. When they reached the bottom, he removed his jacket and placed it around her shoulders. She smiled weakly but didn’t say anything. She looked too drained to speak.


  He didn’t speak either as he walked with her back to the hotel, letting her go at her own pace. She continually stared at the floor and held herself, showing no sign of even knowing that he was there let alone wanting to talk to him. When he looked up to see the sign of the hotel, he was silently thankful. She had clearly been through a lot tonight and was going to need to rest. There were only another three hours until sunrise, but something told him that she’d be asleep long before it came.


  He held each door open for her as they made their way back to their suite and took his jacket from her shoulders when she finally came to a halt in front of her bed.


  “Do you want me to?” He intimated her shirt and she shrank away from him, shaking her head. She sat down on the edge of the bed and curled up. “You need blood. I shall go and get some for you.”


  She shook her head again, swallowed hard and opened her mouth. “I just... I want to sleep now.”


  “I understand. Get some rest,” he said.


  She crawled further up onto the bed and pulled the covers over her without taking her clothes off.


  He looked at her feet. She hadn’t even taken her boots off. He didn’t notice what he was doing until her boots were in his hands and then he looked at them for a moment before placing them down at the foot of her bed. He wanted her to be comfortable. That’s all it was. She’d suffered some kind of trauma in that room, bad enough that she didn’t want to talk about it, and it had awoken a desire in him to look after her.


  She seemed so small and weak, like Mathias had thought on first meeting her. She looked as though every ounce of strength had been drained from her.


  He walked over to the chair in the corner of her room and put his jacket down over the back of it. Sitting down, his eyes fixed on Prophecy when she shifted on the bed.


  He would wait a few minutes to make sure she was sound asleep and then he would go to retrieve some blood for them both. It wouldn’t take him long and then he could return to this place where he could easily see her without being too close to her. He could feed while keeping an eye on her. He wouldn’t move from this spot all night or all day.


  He would wait here for as long as it took her to get the rest she needed.


  When she finally awoke, he would be here. He would be the first thing she’d see and she would know that she hadn’t been alone.


  She would know that he’d been watching over her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  Valentine watched Prophecy’s eyelids flutter and her nose wrinkle up. He could feel the sun setting outside. He managed a smile when she opened her eyes and looked at him. He was leaning back in the armchair, his elbows resting on the arms and his hands together with his fingers pressing into each other and his palms apart.


  She frowned and cleared her throat. He flicked the switch on the table lamp beside him so he could get a better look at her and she squinted as the light filled the room. She was still paler than normal and her eyes still betrayed how tired she was even as she sat up.


  “I shall get you some blood,” he said and stood. He went to the mini bar in the other room. The little bottles of water and alcohol now sat on the counter above it, discarded in favour of keeping the blood chilled. He opened the door and took out one of the packs of blood he’d got last night from one of the Paris sources.


  He poured its contents into a tall glass and took it to her. She would need more than just a glass to feed her properly, but he didn’t want to rush her. She had refused his offer of blood last night. There was a chance she would refuse him again if he offered her more than she could stomach. He’d be satisfied if she only had a sip. Even a sip of human blood could go a long way to giving a body the strength it needed to heal.


  He held the glass out to her. She was now sat on the edge of the bed and when she took it from him, he moved back to his chair and sat down.


  She looked at the blood and then closed her eyes and drank. She was hungry, he could see that, but she wasn’t drinking it as swiftly as she’d done in Oxford.


  When the glass was empty, she glanced at him.


  “Would you like more?” he said but she shook her head.


  She looked terrible.


  He tried to think of some way to make her feel better again. The blood clearly wasn’t going to have the effect he desired. Although it would help her body heal, it would do nothing for her mind. She blinked and when she opened her eyes again, they were fixed on the window behind him.


  She longed to go out. It was written in the way she was staring at the curtain, as though she could see straight past it to the night falling on the other side.


  He considered what he was about to suggest. Experience told him that it was too dangerous to leave the hotel without a good reason. Someone associated with the seven was likely to see them and he was certain that it had been the hunter who had followed them when they’d first arrived.


  He looked at her while she continued to stare at the window and ignored all the warnings that were ringing through his head.


  “Would you like to go out? I mean... ” He stumbled on the words when her eyes moved to look at him, her lips curving slightly at his suggestion. “Would you like me to show you Paris?”


  She nodded, her smile increasing. It felt good to see it. It seemed to bring a hint of colour to her ashen cheeks and her eyes looked brighter.


  “Get dressed and I will take you anywhere you want to go.” He stood and walked to the door, closing it behind him and giving her some privacy as he went to his own room. He was sure that this would turn out to be a mistake, but he had to do something to get some life back into her and take her mind off whatever it was that was plaguing her.


  Putting his jacket on, he waited for her while he drank some blood, taking the edge off the hunger that was beginning to creep in. He never had been one to gorge himself. He always preferred to be just the right side of hungry. Not enough that he couldn’t control himself, but enough that his senses were sharper and more likely to detect humans in places they shouldn’t really be at night. Cemeteries, parks and open industrial areas were all a favourite haunt of vampires and therefore vampire hunters. His hunger not only made them easier to detect, but it made him want the kill more.


  He looked up as the twin doors to Prophecy’s room opened. She was dressed in black again. Her boots were in place, hidden beneath the baggy bottoms of her combats and she had put on the only other black shirt he’d been able to find for her. It was a little tight, but it suited her, and it meant she’d blend in more. All women’s clothing seemed to be either tight or overly revealing these days. Cornelius had told him he was too old fashioned and needed to see the advantage of their restrictive clothing. Apparently, it gave you something to look at before you decided to kill them. All he saw when he looked at humans was his next meal or a potential problem. There was no attraction.


  He smiled at the same time Prophecy did. She looked self-conscious and he realised that he’d been staring at her. He dragged his eyes away and headed for the door. Opening it, he checked that the do not disturb sign was still in place. The maids were probably becoming annoyed by the fact that they weren’t allowed to tidy the suite, but he didn’t want them coming in while he and Prophecy were sleeping and vulnerable, and it certainly wouldn’t do to have them discover the blood stained glasses or the packs in the refrigerator. He waited for Prophecy to pass him before closing the door.


  Turning to face her, he began to walk down the corridor towards the lifts.


  It would be good to get her mind off things, if only for a short while.


  * * * *


  Prophecy’s eyes were wide as she surveyed the city stretching out below them, a mass of twinkling lights in varying hues of yellow with different intensities. Valentine looked away from her and at their surroundings. There were buildings that stood out from the rest, landmarks that were lit by bright spotlights. He could see the church of Sacré Coeur in the distance to his right and the Arc De Triomph directly in front of him. Between the arch and where they were standing, there was a long row of fountains. Their water carried the light as they danced in the darkness.


  When his eyes fell to rest on Prophecy again, she was still staring at the city, drinking in the sight of it. She looked much better. Her eyes were bright and her lips were curved into a permanent smile. Even her skin had more colour.


  He couldn’t get over how fascinated she was by what she could see. They had already seen the Arc De Triomph close up. She’d watched the cars whizzing around it, their taillights streaking through the night as they hurried to unknown destinations. They’d walked down from the arch to the Eiffel Tower, and she’d insisted that they go up it. He had paid the entrance fee and let her choose her floor. She’d mumbled something about heights and had chosen the first.


  And here they stood.


  “How long has it been since you’ve been to Paris? I mean, apart from passing through,” she asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the scenery.


  He leaned against the railings and looked at the fountains dancing before bringing his eyes back to her. She was far more interesting than Paris. He’d seen this city so many times that he’d become immune to its beauty. Paris was just another city. Prophecy was enthralling.


  “Five years, possibly more.” He kept his eyes locked on her face, taking in the changes in expression as she thought about his answer and looked at another sector of the city.


  “That long? If I had your job, I’d always be travelling. I’d see every city I could, as many times as I could. Tell me about the things you’ve seen. Tell me about the cities. Have you been to many of the balls that are held in the palaces and the mansions? Arkalus and Iona often attended them, but I was never allowed to go.”


  He shook his head in amusement. She was talking so fast that if she had needed to breathe she would have been blue in the face from lack of oxygen.


  “I have attended a few. My position does not afford me such privileges. I can only go where I am ordered to go.”


  She frowned. “But you’ve seen cities? I bet you’ve spent years living in some of them. I’d live a year in each city and when I ran out of cities to see, I’d start all over again.”


  “You would grow bored. They lose their sparkle over time. When you spend too long in a city, you begin to see it as just another gathering of buildings. It becomes nothing special.”


  “Oh. But it’s so fascinating. Look at it.”


  He did. It wasn’t remotely fascinating any more. It was dull, tarnished by years of fighting for his life in its dirty back streets and searching for hunters. To him, it was just another battleground. He didn’t see the buildings any more, didn’t stop to look. All he focused on when he entered any city was completing his mission. He looked at her again.


  She was fascinating, not the rest of the world. He could watch her for hours, especially when she was like this.


  “What is it?” She caught him looking at her.


  “You are so young.” He straightened up and reached a hand out, brushing his fingers against her cheek. “You are so very young and everything is so fresh and new. I have seen the whole world change. I have witnessed man’s progress... seen it all.”


  Her eyes were large and round. He withdrew his hand and hers touched the spot on her cheek where his fingers had been.


  She really was young, maybe too young to be facing something like saving the world. She’d spent her whole life trapped inside her family’s mansion. As far as he knew, she’d learnt everything from books and television, and her physical training had always been against the same opponent. She had a lot to learn and she was going to have to learn fast. He would protect her to the best of his abilities, but there was a chance that she may have to fight without him at some point and he had to know that she could handle herself. He needed to test her.


  “When I met you, was that the first time you had been out of your family’s house?”


  She nodded. “I told you, they don’t let me hunt. I guess I know why now. I don’t think I would’ve been able to handle this whole crazy situation so well if I had been any younger.”


  “If you do not mind my asking, how old are you?”


  Her look turned pensive and she stared at the city in silence for a few seconds before answering, “I honestly don’t know.”


  She looked as though she wanted to cry as she said those words and the need to comfort her rose up inside him again.


  “We shall find out. Do not worry.”


  She smiled at him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  He stared at her, feeling as stunned by her words as she looked. If she had been able to blush, her cheeks would’ve been blazing. She averted her eyes, turning her head away from him and fiddling with the railing.


  He searched for something to say.


  “The last time I was here was insane.” He knew that she wanted to know about the things he’d seen and if it alleviated some of the tension between them, he was happy to tell her. She looked out of the corner of her eye at him. It was a small gesture, but it told him that if he continued to talk she would turn back around and face him. “I had not one but two hunters to track. I had planned to kill the weaker one first, but things rarely go to plan. I ended up fighting them both at once. It wouldn’t have been such a bad thing if the second hunter had not been one of the few good ones.”


  “What happened?” She turned a little more to look at him. If he kept talking, he’d be able to see her face properly again. He could see that she wanted to face him, but she was still embarrassed about what she’d said.


  “It was close. I haven’t been back since because of it. I can handle most weapons in combat, but two hunters with swords were beyond my capabilities when I did not have a weapon myself. The scars still haven’t disappeared, and I doubt they will now.” He subconsciously rubbed at his chest while he remembered the fight. It really had been close. Looking up, he found that she was facing him again, her eyes full of questions.


  “Did you kill them both?” she said and her eyes fell to rest on his hand which was still pressed against his chest. “Did they badly hurt you?”


  He couldn’t get over how everything seemed to fascinate her.


  “If it had been holy wooden swords they’d had, I would not be here today.”


  She reached out her hand towards his chest. Her eyes were locked on it in a distant stare and her brows were raised. She paused, clearly realising what she was doing and withdrew her hand.


  “So you still have the scar?” she said and he nodded slowly. He still had it. It served as a reminder of just how close he’d been to meeting his end and since receiving it he had worked even harder at perfecting his skills.


  “I would show you it, but... ” He trailed off when she averted her eyes again.


  She leaned against the railing and heaved a sigh. “Valentine? What’s Prague like?”


  He leaned beside her and his eyes settled on her profile. He’d thought she was going to ask him something more personal. He was beginning to get the feeling that she was avoiding asking directly. She was learning about him from his tales about the cities he’d seen and the things he’d done in them. All the way here, she’d been asking about them. He’d told her about the time he was nearly killed in Istanbul by nothing more than a group of angry people. He’d told her about his visits to Rome and Florence. He’d even told her about the times he’d spent in England with Mathias. She’d now added Paris and Prague to the list. She asked him about cities, but not about himself.


  All he’d asked her was about her family and how she’d learnt things without being out in the world to gain experience. He hadn’t asked her anything personal like how she’d felt to be trapped inside the house, or what she liked to do.


  It seemed they were both avoiding asking about each other. It was as though they were both trying to maintain their distance for some reason. He knew why he was doing it. A part of him believed that if he kept that distance between them, then he wouldn’t be breaking the law. It was pointless. They had already broken one law; they may as well break the rest too. The penalty would be the same. Nothing they could say or do would stop the Law Keepers from coming for them.


  He hated that name. It should have been his.


  Two centuries he’d spent working his way through the ranks of the guardsmen, from the lowly rank that was assigned to stand guard outside the house all the way through to the high guardsmen, those that protected Kalinor. He’d moved one step beyond that by attaining the role of hunter nearly a century and a half ago. He’d been a single step away from becoming a Law Keeper.


  Perhaps it was best that he hadn’t achieved that rank. He would have had to do his duty and murder Prophecy. The punishment a Law Keeper suffered if they broke the law was unspeakable, so harsh that no vampire would bring themselves to consider it. All it would have taken was for the Law Keeper of Aurorea to have been killed and he wouldn’t have had the choice of going against his family and his duty.


  He sighed.


  In a way, what he had done had proven that he wasn’t perfect for the position after all.


  He looked at Prophecy. She was still waiting for an answer, her eyes fixed intently on him. He’d given it all up for her. He hadn’t even thought about what he was doing. His decision had been made the moment he’d laid eyes on her, he just hadn’t realised at the time.


  “Prague is beautiful, even when you spend many years in it. It has been my home since I was given this dark gift and I have spent half of my life as a vampire there. You can feel its history when you walk around it. It looks so at home at night that it seems as though it was built to be seen in darkness.” He noticed the solemn edge her expression picked up and placed a hand on her shoulder. She winced slightly but tried to hide it from him. He frowned at her, concerned that she was hurt. Opening his mouth, he thought about questioning her about it but let it go instead. She clearly didn’t want him to know what had happened with the witches and he didn’t want to force her into telling him. It would only spoil the evening. “You will see it again. I am certain of that.”


  He removed his hand and let it rest on the railing again.


  She smiled at him, evidently relieved that he wasn’t mentioning her flinching. “I know.”


  His brows knit again when something caught his eye. It was too far off to make out in the dark square below them, but it was rapidly approaching. His fingers tightly gripped the railing as the creature below them finally came close enough for him to see it properly.


  It looked as though the evening was about to get spoiled after all.


  


  


  


  Chapter 13


  Prophecy didn’t quite know how to react when Valentine leapt up on top of the barrier around the first floor of the Eiffel Tower. She’d been enjoying a quiet evening away from the increasing pressure of the prophecy and suddenly it was coming to an end. She looked at Valentine. He was peering at the ground below them, scanning it for something. He’d seemed a lot better tonight. He’d been happy to be near her and talk to her. In a way, she got the feeling that he was concerned about her. She’d given him good reason to be worried after all.


  She pressed her hand into her shoulder and frowned while she rubbed it. It was still sore.


  Her whole body was sore, but she didn’t want to worry Valentine. It was strange seeing him so concerned about her. He was so agitated and attentive, and it made her feel self-conscious and awkward. She wanted him to be confident about everything again, everything including herself.


  “What is it?” she said and then heard a scream from far below.


  Her eyes immediately sought out the owner of it and she saw two men harassing a woman.


  “Someone is about to get much more than they bargained for,” he said and gave her a grim look. “Werewolf.”


  “Which one?” She focused her senses, trying to determine which one out of the three people was the werewolf.


  “See you down there,” he said and dropped off the side of the tower.


  She watched him plummet towards the ground, land gracefully on his feet and then run straight for the three people. She hesitated and then jumped up to the same spot where he’d been. Looking down at the dizzying drop below her, her gaze followed Valentine where he was now fighting the three. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard.


  If he didn’t break anything by jumping, then she wouldn’t.


  Would she?


  Another scream pushed her into a decision and she stepped out into mid air, letting her instincts guide her movements during the fall. She kept her eyes closed, not wanting to see the ground as it came up to meet her. There was no point in looking; she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it if she was going to hit the ground wrong. She’d rather not know.


  She landed on her feet in a crouching position, opened her eyes and bolted over to Valentine.


  She levelled a swift kick at the head of the man who was about to hit him and when it connected, she realised that he was human. He fell to the floor unconscious and she wondered if Valentine would be sorely disappointed if she killed him. She was getting hungry again. She looked at Valentine as he grappled with the woman and saw the other man unconscious on the ground. He hadn’t come here to fight the men.


  The woman was a werewolf.


  A roar of pain filled her ears and Valentine clutched at his arm.


  She was by his side immediately, trying to check the damage, but he was looking straight past her. She realised that the woman was gone and turned to see her running across the square towards the Eiffel Tower.


  When Valentine started running, Prophecy did too. She kept up with him as the world sped by, nothing more than a blur as they tracked down the werewolf. They ran into an area of low bushes and trees. She stopped when Valentine caught her arm and pulled her backwards.


  He pressed a finger to his lips and then pointed through the trees.


  She looked there. It was another open square and the woman was stood in the middle of it, waiting for them to make a move. Prophecy looked up at the moon. It was only a quarter full. She wished it still held its sway over all werewolves, but those over a century old learned to defy it and change at will. The woman was staring at them and she got the feeling that they were about to find out if she was older than one hundred years.


  The woman’s bones shifted and clicked into place, her body changing shape as fur erupted across her skin and her face distorted into her werewolf guise. It stared across at them with yellow eyes, its teeth glistening with saliva as it waited.


  “We have to kill her.” Valentine’s voice broke the silence and Prophecy glanced across at him.


  “Why? She’s just a werewolf. She probably doesn’t even know who we are.”


  “She knows,” he said, looking down at Prophecy. “She is a guardian of Aurorea. I have met her before. That’s why Kalinor sent her out to hunt us down, because she would recognise me. If we do not kill her, she will report back to our families.”


  She looked from him to the woman and back again. “But I’ve never fought a werewolf before.”


  “It is about time you learned then.” He removed his jacket and placed it over a bench before he walked out into the open square.


  She couldn’t move. She didn’t know what to do. She had to fight, but a part of her was begging her to remain in the safety of the trees. Valentine would be able to handle this. He wouldn’t need her help so she was fine where she was. A quiet voice at the back of her mind said that she was hiding because she was frightened of going into a fight where she didn’t know the strengths and weaknesses of her opponent. She couldn’t even remember how to kill a werewolf. She knew it wasn’t just silver that could kill them. Although they were immortal like her, they were weaker and more vulnerable than a vampire. She cast her mind back, trying to remember what Tiberius had told her when she’d been learning about different demon species. A werewolf could be killed by silver, severe blood loss and decapitation or breaking of the neck. She didn’t have any silver other than her necklace, she didn’t have a weapon that she could use to damage it enough to create severe blood loss, and she didn’t think she had the strength to break its neck. She had to fight it though.


  She’d feel a lot better if she didn’t have to fight bare handed.


  Her eyes scanned the bushes surrounding her for something she could make use of. There wasn’t even a decent-sized branch to make a club from.


  She was really going to have to start carrying a weapon.


  She watched as the werewolf and Valentine began to circle each other, both of them growling as they sized their opponent up. She had to move. She should be fighting by his side, not cowering in a bush. He was relying on her to help and she really did need to learn how to fight a werewolf if she was going to survive this prophecy.


  Valentine changed into vampire guise. His face shifted when his teeth descended and his eyes became a rich blue. She flinched when he launched himself forwards, clashing with the werewolf as it mimicked his move. The twin roars of the warriors in front of her made her feeling of nausea worsen. Valentine lashed out at the werewolf, leaving deep gashes across its chest where his claws had made contact. The werewolf sneered at him, growling low in its throat as it leapt backwards, placing some distance between it and Valentine.


  She couldn’t move as the two pounced on each other again. Their actions were raw and primal, not measured or executed with skill. They both slashed and hacked with their claws, not giving the other an inch as they attempted to defend themselves while attacking. There was no room between them and as they moved into a darker area of the square, they seemed to merge into one. Fur flew as they clashed, their growls filling the night air. She couldn’t tell who was winning.


  A loud roar filled her ears and instinct drove her to run out into the square. She hadn’t needed to be able to see them to know that Valentine was hurt. When she reached them, she saw the werewolf hunched over Valentine with its teeth sunk deep into his shoulder.


  She leapt onto its back, grappling with it as she tried to get an arm around its neck and drag it off him. When it released Valentine, she struggled to get her hands on its jaw. It tried to get her off its back, its teeth gnashing as it attempted to bite her hands.


  She slipped into vampire guise and dug her claws deep into the flesh under its jaw and the side of its head. She tried to summon the strength to kill the beast as it shook, trying to shift her while she clung on tightly. It wouldn’t come.


  A low moan caught her attention.


  She didn’t need to summon any strength. When she saw Valentine lying on the ground with one hand pressed to his shoulder and smelled the blood on him, she roared.


  Twisting the werewolf’s head, she smiled in satisfaction when she heard the bones in its neck crunch. It fell to the floor with her still on its back. She sprang off, her face shifting back into her human guise while she ran over to Valentine.


  She pressed her hand to his where he held his shoulder and then withdrew it, frowning at the sticky, dark blood that coated her fingers. He removed his hand to inspect the damage and fear clenched her heart.


  The wound was bad. There were deep, ragged teeth marks in his left shoulder and the whole of his shirt on that side was wet with blood and saliva. It looked as though the werewolf had been chewing him.


  “I must taste good.” He pressed his hand back to his shoulder and grimaced.


  She looked from him to the werewolf. The woman had changed back now. She was lying naked on the floor with her blonde hair caked with blood and deep scratches marking her pale flesh. Crimson stained her lips and chin.


  Prophecy realised that the werewolf had been drinking his blood in an attempt to weaken him.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hesitated. I should have fought beside you from the beginning, then you wouldn’t be hurt,” she said. Her brows furrowed into a worried look and she touched his shoulder again.


  “It is not you fault.” He pushed himself up onto his feet, his left arm dangling limp at his side. He stretched and gritted his teeth, his fingers clutching tightly at his shoulder.


  “We should get that patched up.” She pointed to the wound. She wanted to tend to it, not only to alleviate her guilt, but because she needed him strong if they were going to make it through this. The battles that lay ahead of them were only going to get harder. They both had to be strong.


  She followed him over to the bench where he’d placed his jacket and helped him slip it on over his good arm. He winced and sucked a sharp breath in through his teeth when she placed it over his injured shoulder and she gave him an apologetic look.


  His eyes met hers and she didn’t bother hiding her concern. She ignored his weak protests as she manoeuvred herself under his good arm, letting it rest heavily on her shoulders and supporting his weight. Taking a deep breath, she started walking with him back to their hotel.


  * * * *


  Prophecy settled Valentine on the edge of his bed and gently pushed the jacket off his bad shoulder before slipping it down his good arm. He looked pale. His skin was white and sickly and he kept swallowing, evidently trying to keep control of the pain. She waited for him to push her away but he didn’t. He just looked at her and she in turn stared at him.


  His eyes moved to rest on the wound and hers followed suit.


  There was blood everywhere. The sharp metallic smell of it tainted the air, making her stomach gurgle. Looking down at his shirt, she could see the blood soaking through. It created a sticky dark patch that stuck the black material to his skin. The wound looked deep. Her eyes flickered to the buttons on his shirt. She would need to remove it in order to clean the cuts. Werewolf saliva acted as an anti-coagulant and with vampires, it had a tendency to slow the healing. She had to clear the injury of as much of the saliva as possible. Some of it would have been absorbed into his body already, but she could aid him by removing the rest.


  She took a deep breath and edged her hands towards the row of buttons. Her eyes met his. Her fingers curled into fists and she withdrew them slightly, trying to build up the courage to remove his shirt. He couldn’t do it himself, not without the use of his other hand.


  She reached for the top button, fumbling with it as her fingers shook and moving swiftly onto the next one when it gave way. She kept her eyes fixed on her hands, not looking at his body as she gradually exposed it.


  She was surprised that he was letting her do this for him. She’d half expected him to shut her out of his side of the suite once they’d made it back to the hotel, but here he was, sitting quietly on the edge of the bed and silently watching her every move. He was as still as a mill pond apart from the occasional twitch of his jaw muscle when the pain became too much and he gritted his teeth.


  When she reached the last button, her eyes skipped over his chest and came to rest on his hurt shoulder. She carefully peeled the shirt back, ignoring the way he breathed in sharply each time she accidentally hurt him. She couldn’t help it. She was being as gentle as possible as she drew the sleeve down his arm and over his hand. She didn’t remove the rest of his shirt. It was better that it kept half of his chest hidden from view. That way she would be able to concentrate on what she was doing.


  Walking into his bathroom, she gathered everything she could find that could be of help to her, deposited it on the bed beside him and then went to her bathroom to do the same. She emptied the fruit bowl that was in the living area and filled it with warm water from the sink in his bathroom. She walked slowly back into the bedroom, trying not to spill any of it, and placed it on the low table beside the bed. She glanced at Valentine, checking that he was still all right. He was staring at the wound and looking paler by the second.


  She grabbed one of the washcloths and stared at it. It was white. Why was hotel stuff always white? It was the most ridiculous colour on the planet. There was no way she could use it. The blood would stain it and she’d never be able to get it out. The last thing they needed was the maid seeing a bloodied cloth.


  She spotted the bag that Valentine had brought with them sitting by the door into the living area and opened it. Rifling through the clothes, she found the tunic top that Valentine had taken from her room when he’d kidnapped her. She gave it one last look and found she didn’t have the heart to tear it to shreds. Carrying it with her, she bunched a section of it up in her hands and dipped it into the water.


  He winced when she dabbed his shoulder with it, applying tentative strokes to his skin to clear away the dried blood before moving on to the actual wound.


  The bite was deep, cutting into his shoulder on both sides of his body. There were a series of perfect teeth marks where the werewolf had bitten him several times, probably trying to get a better grip on him. She bit her lip while she cleaned his back, her brows furrowing when the voice in the back of her head told her that this was all her fault. Valentine was hurt because of her. She cursed the tears as they began to fill her eyes and brushed them away so he wouldn’t see them. He’d only think she was even more of a child if he saw how badly she wanted to cry. It was all so difficult to deal with. She just wanted to break down and give in right now and they’d barely begun their journey.


  Picking up the cotton wool and cotton buds that she’d found, she soaked them in the water and began to clean the wounds on his back. She couldn’t bring herself to look at his face, didn’t want to see the pain in his eyes as she tried to clean the saliva out of the deep holes. He wasn’t bleeding as badly now so his body had probably begun to heal but it would be days before he was fully able to use his arm again. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his fingers tense against his knee, gripping it so tightly that his knuckles turned white. She knew she was hurting him, but it had to be done. She just wished he knew how sorry she was.


  She mentally berated herself for what she’d done and then made a silent promise to herself that she’d never hesitate again, especially if Valentine was in danger.


  When she’d pulled the werewolf off him, she’d struggled to find the strength to kill it until she’d seen how hurt he was. In that moment, she’d felt power surge through her, making her feel invincible as she snapped the werewolf’s neck. She hadn’t felt like that before and she didn’t know where the strength had come from. It had felt strange and had left her fingers tingling and numb.


  A split second before she’d felt the strength rise up in her, she’d thought about what would have happened if she had hesitated still. Valentine would have been lost to her. The werewolf would have killed him. That thought alone had given her the power to kill it.


  Without him, she’d be alone in the world. No one else was on her side. Mathias wouldn’t work with her without Valentine there to make sure that he did. She knew that in her heart. He was only helping because Valentine had asked him to.


  Moving around to clean the cuts on his chest, she briefly glanced at his face. He was watching her hands as she worked, his brows knit and his lips compressed. She could see the muscle in his jaw tensing whenever she hurt him. He was doing an admirable job of hiding how much he was hurting and steeling himself against the pain. She returned her attention to her work, going to soak another piece of cotton wool in the water and then realising that it was as red as blood.


  She carried it into the bathroom and emptied it into the sink. She rinsed the bowl out and refilled it, staring into the mirror as it reflected nothing but an empty room back at her.


  Sometimes she wondered what she looked like and sometimes she wondered how others saw her.


  Valentine had called her a child more than once, but had also said she wasn’t a child. Other than Serenity, he was the first person to treat her like the adult she was. Her mother treated her as a child, her family treated her like a princess whom they wouldn’t speak to, and her brother treated her like a prize to be won or taken.


  She looked down to see the water running over the edge of the bowl and sighed. Shutting the tap off, she emptied some of the water out and carried it back into the bedroom. She glanced at Valentine while she soaked some fresh cotton wool, her eyes straying to the patch of his chest and stomach she could see. His muscles were tensed, clearly defined beneath his pale skin, and she could see the scar over his heart.


  She wasn’t a child.


  He knew it.


  He’d said it with so much fire in his eyes that she’d seen his desire for her through the drunken haze in her head.


  She applied the cotton wool to the deep gash that ran upwards towards his shoulder. He’d confused her that night. After the way he’d acted in Oxford, she hadn’t known what to make of his reaction to her, and then tonight he’d been so concerned about her that she didn’t know what to make of her own feelings. To wake to find him sitting near her, his sleep-filled eyes showing her that he had watched over her all day, had stirred something inside her and the way he’d touched her cheek tonight had made heat sweep through her veins.


  For one infinitesimal moment, she’d felt like one of the heroines from the movies she watched on the television in her room or the books she had Serenity bring to her. It had taken a lot to remind herself that it was forbidden, and was only made worse by the fact that he was an Aurorea.


  An Aurorea who had sentenced himself to death by helping her.


  An Aurorea who seemed to feel the same way she did.


  She stepped back and looked at the wound, avoiding looking at him.


  She had nothing to cover it with. It needed to be bound, not to help it heal, but to stop him from staining the sheets while he slept. She wondered if there were any places open where she could get bandages and things. A glance at the clock said it wouldn’t be likely. It was almost two in the morning.


  There was something else he was going to need too.


  Blood.


  She idly touched the marks on her neck. She had strong blood. She’d heard him say that before. Her blood was strong but it carried even stronger visions. She didn’t know whether he’d be able to take them right now and there was a chance she wouldn’t be able to suppress them if he did drink from her.


  “Do not even think about it,” he said and she looked at him. “I will heal.”


  “But—”


  “I said no,” he interjected. “There is blood in the refrigerator. I can drink that.”


  She frowned and went into the living area to retrieve the blood. She stared at it and then at her wrist. If she removed her blood from her body, he wouldn’t receive visions when he drank it and he wouldn’t know the difference. It would be warmer than the blood from the refrigerator, but he probably wouldn’t realise until it was too late.


  She extended her claws and punctured her wrist with her thumbnail. Holding her wrist over the glass, she watched the blood trickle from her. When the glass was almost full, she licked the cut clean, sealing it with her saliva. She bit into the packet of blood she was holding and swallowed most of the contents before adding a small amount to the top of the blood in the glass. She smiled at her plan. Now he would be none the wiser to what she’d done. He’d smell the bought blood and not hers, and the first thing he’d taste would be ice cold. He wouldn’t suspect a thing.


  She kept her face straight as she carried it into the bedroom. He was sitting against the pillows on the bed, his shirt now completely off, and was inspecting the wound. He looked up when she approached and she held out the glass, willing her hand not to shake. He took it from her. She held her breath when he sniffed at it and then relaxed as he drank it all down in one go. She took the empty glass and placed it into the bowl of dirty water.


  Carrying it into the bathroom, she removed the glass and washed both it and the bowl out.


  Valentine had moved, leaning at an awkward angle against the headboard to avoid putting any weight on his hurt shoulder.


  She rounded the bed, picked up his ruined shirt and her tunic top and threw them into his bath. She walked into her own room, looking for something she could use as a bandage for his wound until they found something more suitable tomorrow night. She remembered that they had to go see the witches and swallowed noisily as her shoulders, stomach and chest ached and burned with pain. She clutched her shoulders, her eyes shut tight as cold fire swept through her veins.


  When it receded, she took deep breaths and focused back on helping Valentine. She looked at the array of cards on the dressing table that mentioned all the different services the hotel offered and smiled when she found what she was looking for.


  She paused briefly at Valentine’s door.


  “I won’t be long,” she said and didn’t wait for him to say anything before heading to the door of their suite and opening it.


  Hurrying down the stairs, she went to the lobby and scoured it for a sign of the shop mentioned on the cards. She spotted it down the corridor to her left and went to it, breathing a sigh of relief when she found that it was open. She wished she’d known about it before she’d started cleaning him up; she might have been able to save her tunic top. She filled a little basket with bandages and cotton wool pads, and was about to go to the counter when she spotted bottles of liquid soap. She tossed one into her basket, intent on getting the blood out of her top.


  She gave the woman behind the counter her room number and then smiled as best she could when she was handed her purchases in a little plastic bag.


  She rushed back to the room and pushed the door open.


  “Prophecy? What in the Devil’s name... ” Valentine trailed off when she walked around the corner, put the bag down on the end of the bed and tipped its contents out.


  “Pharmacy,” she said with a smile. “Sit up.”


  He was still frowning at her. She stared straight back, showing him that she wasn’t going to let him tell her off for leaving the suite alone.


  “I wasn’t gone long, and I was careful.” She emphasised the last part so he didn’t have a reason to be angry with her.


  He responded by sitting up, his good hand tightly holding his injured arm while he shuffled towards the edge of the bed.


  Concentrating on her work, she opened the pack of cotton wool pads and the crepe bandages. She wrapped a couple of the pads in some of the bandage to stop bits from entering the wound or sticking to the blood and then pressed them against either side of his shoulder before bandaging him up to the best of her abilities. She’d never had to do this before and it was an awkward place to try to bandage. She frowned while she pinned the end of it into place and then wondered if she’d tied it too tight when she saw the pained look on Valentine’s face.


  “I can make it looser,” she said quickly and went to unpin it.


  “No.” He caught her hand. “It is better this way. It... it just stings a little.”


  She smiled at the way he was trying to mask his pain, as though she’d think any less of him if he admitted that it hurt like hell. Her eyes dropped to their hands. He was still holding hers. When she looked up at him with wide eyes, his fell to rest on where she’d been looking and he quickly let go of her.


  “I should rest,” he said and averted his eyes.


  She nodded, watching him manoeuvre himself into a comfortable position on the bed. He looked so tired. The wound was going to take a few days to heal, she was sure of that. If it hadn’t been a werewolf bite then it would have been fine by the night after tomorrow. She just hoped that she’d done a good enough job cleaning it up so he would heal faster. One of the guards of her house had been bitten once and it had taken nearly a week to heal the wound. She needed Valentine strong again. Anything could happen in a week.


  He closed his eyes and lay on his back, his chest still exposed and his boots removed. He must have taken them off at some point. Had it been when she had gone downstairs? It would have hurt him to do it.


  Her brows furrowed while she watched him trying to sleep and images of the fight flashed in front of her eyes. She shouldn’t have hesitated, but that didn’t bother her now, there was nothing she could do to change that. There was only one thing playing on her mind.


  The strength she’d felt.


  She curled up in a chair near Valentine and stared at him while he slept.


  Where had she found the strength to kill that werewolf?


  Why had it come to her when Valentine was in danger?


  She touched her shoulders.


  Why had every mark on her body burned with pain at that very moment?


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  Prophecy looked at Valentine. It had been over eighteen hours since he’d closed his eyes in sleep and he’d not moved once. She went to the window and opened the curtains a crack. High above her was a large moon. It was only half full, but it was bigger than she’d ever seen. It seemed so close.


  It was fat; that’s what the witches had called it.


  She had to go to see them to get the key to the prophecy.


  She looked over her shoulder at Valentine. He needed his rest. She couldn’t make him come with her when he was hurt. She would let him sleep and heal while she went out alone to see the witches. She could do this without him. All she had to do was go and collect something. Getting there wouldn’t be a problem as she had the witches’ scents now and her instincts would be able to guide her back to their icy home.


  Something told her that if Valentine woke while she was out, he would be angry with her, but there was no point in making him come along when he wouldn’t be able to defend himself if they ran into trouble. There was no way she could protect him. She wasn’t strong enough.


  She frowned.


  But she had been strong enough. Last night she had killed a werewolf with bare hands, only she didn’t know where the power she’d felt had come from.


  She pressed her hands against her stomach and chest as they stung with a sharp, stabbing pain.


  Maybe the witches would have the answers to that too.


  Giving one last look to Valentine, she walked out of the door.


  * * * *


  Prophecy walked with her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her eyes fixed on the floor and her senses extended as far as they would go. She had found her way to the area where the witches lived; now all she had to do was find their door. Her stomach flipped and spun, making her feel sick. She turned down the alley and realised that she was almost there. The pavement was wet underfoot and puddles reflected the moon and stars. She struggled to stifle her nerves when she remembered what had happened the last time they were here and wished that Valentine were with her. He wouldn’t let them hurt her again.


  She stopped when she recognised the metal door to her right and glanced back up the alley.


  Maybe she shouldn’t have come alone. Even in his weakened state, having Valentine beside her would have made her feel safe.


  She stepped up to the door and then jumped back as it opened before she reached it.


  She stared into the icy eyes of the short witch. The witch poked her head out of the door and looked both ways up the alley.


  “Alone?” she said.


  Prophecy nodded and willed her nerves not to show. She could do this. All she had to do was go in, retrieve the key and get back to the hotel. It was simple and nothing to be scared of.


  When the witch ushered her in, she didn’t hesitate. She strode past her and up the stairs, not slowing down until she was in the circular chamber at the top. She looked at the two other witches as they paused at their work to glance at her.


  “She is here,” the tall witch said.


  “She is alone,” the short witch added.


  “Why alone?” the youngest one said with a questioning frown.


  “Valentine was hurt. It was my fault. When I went to help him, I found I had strength that I’ve never had before. Do you know why?” Prophecy watched them exchange knowing looks and then followed them when they intimated for her to come into the other room. She didn’t want to go in there again, but she got the feeling they weren’t going to answer any of her questions until she did.


  She sat down on a low bench while they gathered around the table they’d laid her on before. The fur blanket was gone now. There was nothing on it except a small wooden box.


  “There is strength in your blood.”


  “A strength that you call.” The second one smiled at her.


  “Whenever your heart fears.”


  “My heart fears? Fears what?” She frowned, not understanding what they were saying. She wished they would tell her straight, not confuse her mind with their riddles.


  “We do not know.” The first one picked up the box.


  “Your blood is pure.”


  “Powerful.”


  She kept her eyes on the box as the witches carried it over to her and then peered inside when the youngest one opened it. There was some kind of jewellery sitting nestled in amongst the plush purple velvet lining.


  “The key?” She looked up at them and they all nodded. “This is the key to the prophecy? How will this help us translate it?”


  They smiled.


  “It will unlock what it is supposed to unlock.” The tall witch moved the box closer to her.


  “It is a key.” The short one picked up the object.


  “A key you must wear.” The youngest one held her hand out.


  Prophecy wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do so she just looked up at them, hoping they’d give her more information.


  “Which hand is strongest?”


  “Which do you write with?”


  “Fight with?”


  She held up her left hand and they smiled again.


  “Perfect,” the tall one said.


  “Wear the amulet on your right.” The short witch took her hand and slipped each ring onto her fingers before shutting the clasp around her wrist.


  “Like your mother.” The youngest witch smiled broadly.


  “My mother? You keep mentioning my mother. Did you know her? Am I like her as you said before?” She looked at the amulet they had placed on her. “Has she worn this?”


  “It was hers to keep.”


  “To protect.”


  “Until death.”


  She swallowed hard. “She’s dead then. That’s what you’re telling me. My mother is dead?”


  They nodded. She stared at the amulet. A ring fitted on each of her fingers and her thumb. There were strange silvery twisted threads of what might have been metal running from each one. On the back of her hand, they joined and formed an intricate star before attaching to the solid bracelet around her wrist. On her palm, all the threads met to support a dark purple stone. It shone in the icy blue light, and when she looked closely, she swore she could see movement in its clear depths. She flipped her hand over. It was exactly opposite the star. She remembered the night she’d been here last and the marks the witches had been drawing. All stars.


  She looked up at them and was about to open her mouth to ask more questions about her mother when they spoke.


  “You have memories locked inside,” the tall witch said and she remembered what Valentine had said about her memories and Arkalus.


  “They will give you answers.”


  “They’ll find their way out in time.”


  “How do I use this? What does it do?” She held her hand up.


  The tall witch looked at the other two and they both nodded several times. She got the feeling they were talking to each other without speaking again and she wondered what it was about. Her question had been a simple one, or so she’d thought.


  The tall witch gave her a sinister smile that sent a shudder up her spine.


  “It is time you learnt your true power.”


  * * * *


  Prophecy stared at the amulet as she walked. Her fingers still hummed and her whole body was buzzing. She couldn’t believe the things the witches had told her. She’d had a mother. She’d had a powerful, brave mother.


  She lowered her hand when she heard a noise and then thought nothing of it when it didn’t come again. She continued along the dark streets, heading back towards the hotel. The sky was clouding over. Small streaks swept across the moon, glowing silver-grey as they passed it. She’d lost track of time when she was with the witches and couldn’t tell how late it was. The sky was still pitch black and the lights were still lit on the Eiffel Tower and other landmark buildings. There weren’t many people around though. She’d only seen a couple since leaving the witches.


  The witches had told her to be careful.


  She decided that she wouldn’t have felt so jumpy if they hadn’t said that.


  She walked out of a small road and into a large square. It was dimly lit and the moon had disappeared completely behind cloud, leaving the world in darkness. She sharpened her senses so she would be able to pick up on anything out of the ordinary. She considered changing into her vampire guise so she could see better and then decided against it. There were still people around and she didn’t need to add any other crimes to her already growing list.


  She frowned when she sensed something and looked around her at all sides of the square but couldn’t see anything in the shadows. Walking faster, she kept her eyes fixed on the road that would lead to the hotel, and sharpened her senses. Her imagination conjured images of werewolves and vampire hunters. It wasn’t far to the hotel. She could make it.


  Something moved again. It was stronger now, which could only mean it was closer.


  She jumped when a cat ran across her path.


  “Stupid kitty.” She watched it go and tried to relax. That’s all it had been. Just a cat.


  She froze.


  Instinct forced her to change as her senses screamed of danger.


  She turned on the spot and stared at the man standing not fifteen foot from her. His face was hidden in shadow, his scraggly hair hanging to below his jaw blocking the light. She sized him up, assessing the situation and all possible outcomes. He wasn’t of a broad build like Arkalus, or tall like Valentine. He seemed average in every way. Her instincts told her not to underestimate him when he moved forwards into a more brightly lit section of the square and she saw his face.


  There was hardness in his eyes, and a sparkle of wisdom and calmness that set her nerves on edge.


  “So you’re a Caelestis,” he said in a deep voice that made her stomach flip.


  He knew what she was. He knew the bloodlines. He wasn’t a vampire; he was human. A hunter.


  Her mind raced and she considered whether this was the hunter that Valentine had spoken of. She wished he were here with her. She couldn’t fight a hunter alone. She’d never met one before and she didn’t know what to do. If Valentine had never been able to kill this one, then how could she?


  She backed off a step, wanting to place some distance between them and hoping she could get closer to the alley that led out of the square. She had been stupid to walk straight across it when she couldn’t see into the shadows. She should have walked around the perimeter, keeping to the shadows herself.


  The hunter moved with her and her eyes were drawn to his hands. He had a weapon. She flexed her fingers, trying to focus but finding it impossible when the hunter raised the crossbow and pointed it at her.


  “Why don’t you fight?” he asked with a frown.


  She glanced at the alley and then at him.


  “There’s no escape. I hadn’t realised that you were a Caelestis. I thought you’d be an Aurorea too.”


  It was him. He was the one who had followed them when they’d first arrived in Paris. What did she do? It was obvious he wasn’t going to let her go, not without a fight first. She didn’t want to fight him. There was something about him that made a part of her not want to hurt him. He was familiar somehow.


  She looked at the alley again.


  “Not going to fight me then?”


  She shook her head, wanting to run but finding her feet didn’t want to cooperate while he had the crossbow trained on her. She flexed her fingers again and he looked down at her hand, frowning at it and cocking his head to one side as he did so. When he lowered the crossbow a fraction, she bolted for the alley.


  She had made it out of the other side when she felt something impact in her shoulder. She didn’t stop running as the pain erupted and every vein in her body felt as though it was filling with ice cold liquid.


  She stumbled and fell, landing hard on her knees and left hand as she tried to stop herself from damaging the stone in the amulet she wore. Her head ached and spun, the world spinning with it as her mouth turned dry. She swallowed repeatedly but it had no effect. Pushing herself up onto her feet, she clutched at her head as it swam and her stomach turned, making her feel like throwing up. She cringed as the points on her shoulders, stomach and chest began to burn and the ice in her veins was replaced with a fire.


  When she moved her arm, she felt the dart in her shoulder and reached over, trying to grab hold of it but failing.


  She was hot, too hot.


  She wiped her brow with her hand, stunned to find sweat coating her palm as she brought it away. She turned around, her eyes shifting in and out of focus as she tried to see if the hunter was nearby. Her senses were off the scale, as though a million people were surrounding her but not at the same time. She couldn’t concentrate on anything but the intense pain that ebbed and flowed through her.


  She had to get to Valentine. He’d know what to do.


  Pushing onwards, she clung to the walls of the buildings as she made her way back to the hotel at a painstakingly slow pace. Everything was getting darker, as though a black film was coating her vision and was getting worse as time drew on. She was barely conscious and had to force herself to keep her eyes open and keep moving. Her limbs were heavy as she approached the turning that led to the hotel. She felt numb, cold and hot at the same time. She reached again for the dart she could feel in her back and then pressed herself into the wall. She rubbed her back against it, gritting her teeth and crying out in pain when it didn’t shift the dart. It just hurt.


  She looked up to see the hotel sign and forced herself to keep heading towards it. She stumbled through the lobby, ignoring the calls of the concierge and staff when they saw the state she was in. She needed Valentine.


  Valentine would save her.


  Fumbling with the little buttons in the lift, she tried to focus on them as they swam in front of her eyes and she pressed the one that she thought corresponded to her floor. When the doors opened, she fell out into the hall and tried to stand but found she didn’t have the strength.


  She was so tired, so very tired. She just wanted to sleep. She crawled along the carpet, heading for the door to their suite by following her muddled senses. She could smell Valentine. She could smell his blood. He would fix her and make the hurt go away.


  Reaching the door, she clawed herself up into a standing position and pressed her hand into it. Her head spun and she barely managed to stop herself from passing out as the world around her twisted and distorted in front of her eyes.


  Mustering up the strength, she managed to bang her fist down once on the door before slipping into unconsciousness.


  


  


  


  Chapter 15


  Valentine paced the length of the room, his hand balled into a fist and pressed against his mouth as he waited. She couldn’t have been gone long. Mathias’ phone call had woken him about two hours after the sun had set. Stupid girl. Why had she gone without him? He knew where she’d gone and he couldn’t bear the thought of her going to see them alone. Why?


  He sighed heavily and let his hand drop to his side. He winced when his shoulder throbbed with pain. Had she gone without him because she was under some kind of misguided belief that he wasn’t fit enough to go out into the night? He’d had injuries worse than this before and had still managed to fight.


  Where was she?


  He glanced at the clock again. It was almost three in the morning. If she had left shortly after sunset, then she had been gone a long time.


  He had to find her.


  Grabbing his jacket, he headed for the door and stopped dead when a weak knock sounded. He opened the door and dropped his jacket as Prophecy fell into his arms. He collapsed to the floor with her, cradling her gently as she writhed against him. She was burning up. He pressed his hand against her forehead. She had some kind of fever. He caught her under her arms, gritted his teeth against the pain in his shoulder and dragged her into the living area.


  Going back to the door, he closed it and locked it. He looked at Prophecy.


  She was lying on the floor muttering things to herself. When she moved, something caught his eye and he frowned. He went to her and pulled her up into a sitting position so he could get a better look at the slim shaft protruding from her shoulder. His stomach dropped when he recognised the type of dart. The hunter had found her.


  He tried to ignore her ramblings as she moved closer to him. He didn’t want to hear the things she was saying while under the influence of the drug. He couldn’t stand hearing them.


  She ran her hands up over his chest and he winced as they passed over his injury. She drew him closer to her, tugging harder when he tried to resist her and smiling coyly when he complied.


  “My blood burns... ” she whispered into his ear and tingles swept up his spine. “I hunger... ”


  He leaned to one side so his ear was away from her lips and the temptation they offered him but she pulled him back to her, digging her fingers in as she shivered with the fever. He looked at her. She was barely holding on as she moved her mouth back to his ear. He couldn’t miss the seductive tone her voice had taken on as she whispered into it.


  “Only your blood can sate mine, Valentine... give it to me... don’t deny me... ”


  He closed his eyes, struggling against his desire to do as she’d asked and let her have what she wanted from him. He was powerless to resist her and she knew it. He tensed when she ran her lips slowly down the right side of his neck, teasing his skin.


  “You have been drugged.” He tried to keep focused while she edged ever downwards. “The dart was drugged and fitted with a tracking device.”


  He didn’t know why he was still talking, she wasn’t listening to him, but he felt compelled to talk, as though by doing so he could pretend this wasn’t happening and could still the desires that were beginning to take control.


  She reached the curve of his throat and nipped at him with blunt teeth. He could feel her feverish skin against his shoulder as she drew the collar of his shirt to one side. He could feel it all happening, sense it before it even happened, and he knew there was no way he could stop her.


  There was no way he would stop her.


  He wanted it to happen.


  He wrapped his hand around the dart in her back and pulled it out of her at the exact moment she sank her sharp teeth into his neck. He tensed, his whole body jolting with pleasure as she pulled on his blood and moaned low in her throat. He crushed the dart, letting it fall to the floor in pieces and trying to focus on it as he resisted giving in to the delicious feeling running through him. She just needed blood to cleanse her own of the drug and that’s what he was giving her. That was all.


  Bringing his hands around as she sucked harder, stirring his passion into life, he hesitated for a moment, standing on a brink between retaining control and distance, and surrendering to his darkest desires.


  He wanted to focus and suppress his memories, but she was so hungry for his blood, for him, that it made it impossible. He let his hands hover over her, wanting to hold her to him but not wanting to at the same time. He couldn’t cross that line. It was forbidden. They were doomed anyway. They had already committed sin when they’d fled together. No, he wouldn’t cross that line. Crossing it would be admitting that he was doing all this for a reason other than it being his fault that she was discovered. Her life had been stolen from her. That was the reason he was doing this. It had nothing to do with the reasons his dreams whispered to him.


  He closed his eyes when she bit down harder, her fingertips digging into his ribs as she held onto him. Before he’d realised what he was doing, he’d wrapped his arms about her. He felt as though he was falling as he held onto her, burying his fingers into her wild red hair and holding her to his neck.


  The feeling of her fangs in him was divine, an exquisite pain that defied words, and he found himself clinging to her and letting her take everything she wanted from him. He wouldn’t stop her, not now, not ever. He couldn’t stop her. He didn’t have the will any more. Something that felt this right could never be wrong. The law had no hold over him any more.


  His body ached and tightened in response to the desire she was stirring in him, and he growled quietly when her fingers moved against his sides, drawing him towards her.


  When he opened his eyes and the room spun, he pushed her away from him, forcing her to stop drinking. She looked at him. Her mouth was surrounded by blood and her eyes were still a vivid shade of green. He stared into them and didn’t stop her when she moved to lick the wound. He closed his eyes, breathing in deeply and relishing this last drop of pleasure she was offering him by closing the wound. Her tongue moved lightly over his skin, fanning the embers of his passion until he was forced to push her away again for fear of doing something he’d regret.


  “We need to move. Are you feeling any better?”


  She blinked at him and slid out of her vampire guise. She looked more conscious now at least. The drug would be starting to wear off and his blood would have helped, but she needed more if she was to cleanse her system. He stood up and ignored the way his head spun. He should have stopped her sooner. She’d taken so much from him and he’d been dangerously lost in the feeling of it all. He should have kept his focus and not let it affect him, but it had been impossible.


  Grabbing her arm, he hauled her onto her feet and sat her down on the couch while he gathered their things. They needed to leave now. He had been foolish to waste time by letting her drink from him in the same place where he’d killed the dart she’d been shot with. The hunter would have used the homing device it was fitted with to track her here.


  He threw everything back into the bag and zipped it shut before walking into the living area and putting it down on the table. He took his jacket and placed it on Prophecy, not listening to her weak protestations as he did so. When it was on, he grabbed the bag and put an arm about her waist to help her stand. He led her to the door and took one last look around the room to make sure they had everything.


  Leading her down the corridor to the lift, he thought about what to do. They would check out and get as far away from here as possible without being spotted. They were going to need somewhere to hide, somewhere quiet and safe, and she needed more blood.


  There was only one place he could think of.


  A cemetery.


  * * * *


  Valentine turned to face Prophecy when she began to lag behind. He pressed a hand to her forehead and frowned when he found she was burning up again. He was running out of time. Whatever poison the hunter had laced the dart with, it was powerful and he feared that if she didn’t feed soon it was going to consume her. He’d never seen a vampire as sick as she was. She was constantly shivering, her arms wrapped tightly around herself as she held his jacket closed. He picked her up, shutting down his own pain as she nestled close to him and aggravated his shoulder. He had to get her to safety. The sky was on the verge of lightening and there wasn’t a sign of shelter so far in the cemetery.


  When he reached the small church in the centre, he placed her down by a narrow door. This side would remain in shadow for most of the day. She would be safe here and it would be quicker for him to find shelter without her slowing him down. He crouched and ran his fingers across her brow as she murmured.


  “I shall not be long. You will be safe here.” He promised her and she curled up, holding her knees. She said things beneath her breath that he knew were directed at him. “We are running out of time. Stay here. The sun will not get you.”


  He straightened up and took one last look at her before walking off around the other side of the building. He hadn’t got far when he sensed someone in the vicinity and turned to see a man dressed in dark clothing walking towards the spot where Prophecy sat. He moved swiftly, aiming at first to cut the man off before he reached her and then deciding to wait so he could see the man’s reaction.


  He rounded the corner, looking at the man who was now bent over Prophecy and reaching a hand out to touch her. She growled and the man paused.


  “Leave her be, preacher man, this is something that you do not want to see,” he said.


  The clergyman looked at him. “She is hurt. She needs assistance. She must come into the church and we shall help her.”


  “To help her is to sin.” Valentine took a step towards the man. “To look upon her, is to look upon the Devil himself.”


  The man’s expression became one of confusion and Valentine knew it was no use telling him again not to look. The man’s eyes were already moving to Prophecy and all Valentine could do was wait.


  Prophecy snarled at the clergyman, exposing her fangs by curling her top lip up.


  The man stumbled backwards, his face blanched and his hands trembling as he stared at her.


  “Wha... what... what is she?” The clergyman looked at him.


  “We’re angels with broken wings.” Valentine grinned, snapped the man’s neck and caught his body before it hit the ground.


  Grabbing the keys from the man’s belt, he carried him over to the small door and opened it. He placed the man down just inside and returned for Prophecy when he heard her whimpering outside. The sun was rising. He could feel it. He helped her up onto her feet and picked up the bag as he walked with her into the cold stone building, locking the door behind them.


  He dropped the bag, put his arm about her waist and led her deeper into the church. It was small and bare. The altar was home to a single gold cross. He got the feeling that it wasn’t visited very often. He didn’t mind churches and the crosses that adorned them barely bothered him. They were handy places to hide since most demons hated them and most hunters never thought to check them, presuming that vampires hated them too.


  Setting Prophecy down in a sheltered part of the building, he went back for the clergyman and the bag. She was muttering to herself again by the time he returned and her head snapped up when she smelled the man. Valentine let the man fall to the floor beside her and smiled when she pulled him to her and sank her teeth into his neck.


  Watching her feed, Valentine wondered how many more sins they would commit before the Law Keepers caught up with them. Revealing the existence of vampires to humans was always a favourite of theirs, but this time wouldn’t count since they had killed and fed off the human. The law was really created for vampires like Mathias, who clearly harboured feelings for his female housekeeper. Some of the most well known trials by the Law Keepers had been about human/vampire relations.


  He couldn’t see the attraction himself.


  He stared at Prophecy. She was gorging herself on the clergyman, drinking so deeply that she looked as though she’d been starving for blood. How did she do that? How did she make him watch her like this? How did she make him want to watch her as though she was the most enthralling thing on earth?


  Sitting down, he leaned back against one of the pillars, sighing to himself as he watched her.


  She’d literally drained the clergyman dry when she dropped the body. His eyes followed the motion of her hands as she wiped the blood from her face, licking and sucking her fingers clean as she relished the last of it. He could feel the sun rising but it didn’t bother him. They were safe here. They had gone far enough into the outskirts of Paris to not be tracked by the hunter. The area was quiet, the church was locked and the clergyman was dead.


  Valentine closed his eyes.


  He frowned when he felt Prophecy close by. He opened one eye and watched her curling up next to him. Holding an arm out to one side, he let her nestle close to him so she would feel safe.


  “You shall be fine by nightfall,” he assured her.


  “The witches... power... a key... my blood... the hunter in the square... why don’t I fight? I’m sorry... sorry for everything... you’ve sacrificed... ” She trailed off when her head came to rest heavily against his shoulder and he realised she’d fallen asleep.


  “It will be worth it. I am certain of that,” he said and let his hand rest around her upper arm, holding her to him.


  She winced.


  He frowned again.


  Peeling the jacket off her shoulder, he pulled her shirt to one side to reveal what should have been smooth white skin. It wasn’t. There on her shoulder was a black star, intricately patterned with symbols around it. It was red raw like a new tattoo. His fingers hovered over it and he was surprised when he could feel power in it. Moving his fingers downwards, he looked inside her shirt to find a similar mark over her heart. He let her shirt cover her again and stared at her. Something was going on here.


  Prophecy was going to have to do some explaining tomorrow.


  But for now, she could sleep.


  His eyes remained fixed on her face. He could remember his first encounter with a hunter and what it was like to be so young. The world had been a frightening place and knowing that he was immortal only seemed to make him fear death even more. There was nothing to comfort him if he was killed. No Heaven awaited. There was only Hell. He wondered how scared she was. She’d barely been out in the world for a few days and so much had happened. She was strong though, and quick thinking by the looks of what had happened to her tonight. She must have run when the hunter attacked and that’s how she got a dart in her back.


  He looked down at her hand when she shifted and something glinted. Whatever it was, she was clutching it tightly and when he placed his hand near it, he could feel the same power he’d felt in the marks on her body. What had the witches done to her? There was magic involved, his instincts were telling him that much.


  But how was it possible?


  Vampires had never been able to control magic; it never obeyed their commands. Centuries of research by vampires wishing to command it had turned up nothing. Every attempt to use it had failed. Even the elders didn’t have the power. But he felt magic in these marks, a power that went beyond anything he’d felt before.


  No, not anything. The Three held such magic and he knew of another witch who commanded a power that was this strong.


  But this felt different to hers.


  He watched her face for a few moments longer as his eyelids began to grow heavy.


  She had some explaining to do.


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  It was bright. The sun was setting over unfamiliar scenery, all of it pale and beautiful in the warm light. Row upon row of arched windows surrounded her and the sky was a vaulted ceiling above. She turned on the spot, completely unfazed by the daylight and feeling a strange sense of comfort. She watched the people as they zoomed past her, nothing more than blurs and jumbled words and laughter. She stopped when she saw someone in the distance. The world around her faded into black and white, but the woman in front of her remained in colour. The woman’s wild red hair was long and the rich green skirt of her dress flowed like reeds in the river as she moved in slow motion away from her.


  Prophecy followed, wanting to see the woman’s face. She disappeared down the corridor and out into the narrow alley on the other side. Catching her should have been easy, but Prophecy was moving as slowly as the woman was. She felt as though she was running through deep mud or snow, unable to move faster as it hindered her. She just wanted to see the woman’s face.


  There was something familiar about her.


  She chased her down the street, trying to catch a glimpse of the woman’s features as she spun and turned in front of her. It was as though she was dancing rather than running. There was something joyful about her, wild and free, like a beautiful creature that had been released from a dark cell into the wilderness of the world.


  Prophecy smiled too, running after the woman who was crossing over an arched wooden bridge. She could hear her footsteps on it and looked down to see slim dark boats passing underneath. The man who was pushing the boat with the pole didn’t see her. He just waved at another similar boat as it passed him. She looked around to see the woman was far ahead of her now.


  Running down the other side of the bridge, everything around her began to blur until only the woman was in focus. Prophecy followed her, watching her spin and twirl while she continued to run. She still couldn’t see her face. Every time the woman turned, her hair shifted and hid it from view.


  She stopped dead when the woman hopped up onto the low wall surrounding the long stone road they had been running along. There was nothing but water on the other side. Prophecy stretched out her hand to the woman but she turned and disappeared over the edge. Everything seemed to speed up and Prophecy ran as fast as she could to the wall the woman had fallen from.


  Looking over the edge into the water, she found the woman, her face washed of colour but tinted with blue as she shimmered below the surface. Prophecy reached out her hand to her but the woman began to sink.


  The woman’s mouth opened.


  “Don’t be scared, child.”


  Prophecy woke with a start. Her breathing coming fast and ragged, she shot into a sitting position and quickly took in her surroundings. Where was she? She recoiled in fear when her eyes fell to rest on the crucifix on the altar and she shuffled backwards into the corner. Her brows furrowed, her eyes darting about as she tried to locate Valentine.


  A glance at the stained glass windows told her it was night. The candelabra above her cast a warm glow on the interior of the church. Others hung above the aisle, but the candles in them were unlit.


  She jumped when a door near her creaked open and she instinctively changed, letting her demon guise come to the forefront. She hissed at the intruder.


  It was Valentine.


  She slipped out of vampire guise and frowned. “Where were you?”


  “I was on the roof, watching for danger.” He closed the door and cocked his head to one side when he finally looked at her. “Is something wrong?”


  She managed to sit up straight and rearranged her clothing so she didn’t look as dishevelled. Her fingers paused when she realised that she was wearing Valentine’s jacket and her head ached to recall the events of last night. Raising her eyes briefly to rest on him, she saw that he was waiting for her to answer his question. She stared at the floor, trying to remember what she’d seen and felt.


  “I had a dream,” she said quietly, unsure of whether she wanted him to know about it or not. If she told him, he might be able to tell her which city it was that she’d seen.


  He crouched down beside her and looked into her eyes. “Are you sure it wasn’t a vision? Dreams do not usually shake people up like this.”


  “Maybe it was... it was strange. I can’t make sense of it.”


  He sat down and smiled. “It is even harder when you are trying to make sense of someone else’s visions.”


  She smiled. She couldn’t imagine what he’d made of the things he’d seen in her blood. She had seen nothing in his last night. She remembered drinking from him and could see the marks on his neck as he sat next to her. His blood was strong, rich, and the more she’d drunk, the more she’d craved it. She still craved it.


  Dragging her eyes away from his neck, she fixed them on the floor, tracing the cracks in the cold flagstones while she tried to remember her dream.


  “I saw a city. There was a big square with a tower that seemed to reach to Heaven itself. There were a lot of people but one stood out amongst them. She was colourful when everything was dark and grey. I followed her down narrow streets with no names and when we crossed over a bridge, I saw a white church and boats that had no rowers.”


  “No rowers?” he said.


  “None. The men pushed them with a big stick,” she said and then frowned when she remembered what came next. “I followed the woman again. I felt I had to see her face. I wanted to know who she was. She had hair like mine and skin as white as snow. She kept laughing and twirling as she ran along this road that was surrounded on one side by buildings and on the other by water. She stopped at the end of it, on the wall, and fell.”


  “She fell?”


  “Straight into the water, but there wasn’t a splash. I think I ran then, ran to see what had happened to her. She was in the water, looking up at me. She told me not to be scared.”


  He frowned. “How real did it feel to you?”


  “I felt I was living it. I was there,” she said and his expression became even more pensive. “It felt like the dreams I’ve had of battles but they’d never felt as real as this. The witches told me to dream. They told me sleep would give me answers.”


  She noticed that he was staring at the floor now, lost in his own thoughts. His brows knit together into a frown and his jaw tensed. It made her uneasy for some reason.


  “Valentine?”


  “Venice. You saw Venice. This cannot be a coincidence.”


  “What can’t?” she said.


  He looked at her briefly before standing up and extending his hand to her.


  She slipped hers into it and stood with his assistance.


  “Mathias telephoned the hotel last night. He has discovered the location of a retired curator who might be able to help us discover the whereabouts of the second half of the scroll. The curator lives in Venice.”


  She could see the disbelief in his eyes and she couldn’t blame him. Her dream had been a vision. She’d been shown where to go to find what she was looking for. How? What higher power was guiding her?


  She looked at the amulet on her hand and tensed when Valentine’s hand appeared in view. He took hold of her hand and turned it over.


  “I know about the marks.” His tone was low, thick with unspoken anger. “What’s going on Prophecy?”


  Raising her eyes, she saw nothing but hardness in his. He wasn’t going to let her get away without answering his question this time and she supposed that if they were going to work together as a team, he had a right to know what was happening.


  She raised her hand. The candlelight shone off the purple stone where it sat against her palm.


  “The witches marked me. They told me that the stars were there all along and they just made them visible and activated them. They wouldn’t tell me anything else until I asked them again last night.” Her eyes met his and she found they were still full of silent demand.


  “How many do you have?”


  “Eight of them.” She pointed to both of her shoulders, her stomach and her chest. “Each mark on my front has a corresponding one on the back.”


  “What do they do?” he said and she could see the hardness in his eyes beginning to disappear.


  “They focus something... it’s... ” She hesitated, feeling foolish and trying to think of a good way to say it. “You won’t believe me.”


  “Does it have something to do with the amulet you are wearing?”


  She held her hand up again. “It’s the key.”


  “How is that supposed to unlock the prophecy’s meaning?” He turned her hand over so he could see the back of it and then looked at the front. She had expected him to be rough, but his touch was gentle.


  She smiled. “It doesn’t unlock the meaning... it... um... well, it unlocks me.”


  He looked confused and dropped her hand. “What—”


  “Watch.” She cut him off and concentrated hard, focusing on her hand and smiling when the stone began to glow. It had come quicker than last night. The witches had told her she would need to practice in order to make it come without her having to focus so much. Lazy threads of purple arced between her fingers, interlacing with each other and sparking wildly as her focus lapsed and she looked at Valentine.


  He was staring straight into her eyes, his own full of amazement.


  Her hand began to buzz and her eyes widened when she saw the threads of magic were winding themselves into a tight glowing ball above her palm.


  She bit her lip as the magic crackled, sparked and disappeared with a pop.


  Trying to call it back again, she frowned and pouted when nothing came. She still had to work on her control of it. The witches had said that when she got to know the power she commanded better, she would be able to use some of the more potent abilities that it carried. There was a book that had been her mother’s. It contained spells that she would need if she wanted to win the battle they were heading towards. They would find it for her, and would contact her to tell her where it was.


  “What... how?”


  She looked at Valentine. He seemed more confused than ever. Her fingers idly ran over the amulet.


  “I don’t know. The only thing I know is... ” She trailed off and stared into the depths of the purple stone.


  “What?”


  She raised her eyes to meet his.


  “It has something to do with my mother.”


  * * * *


  Valentine kept his eyes fixed on his destination, not letting them stray to Prophecy like they wanted to. He still couldn’t believe what she’d told him. She could use magic. The witches had given her the key they had been seeking, but instead of translating the prophecy, it unleashed the magic inside of her. He’d been speechless when she’d shown him what she could do and he suspected that this was just a fraction of her power. She was just learning to control it and summon it, but he could already feel how strong the magic she commanded was.


  She needed to be given time to practice. If she learnt to control it, the magic would help to protect her and it would be a useful weapon in the coming battles. He could feel the wave of battle building already, tugging at his feet and dragging him towards it. Before long, they would be lost in the midst of it, and the quiet they were currently enjoying would become something they longed to see again.


  But they wouldn’t see it, not until they had been pushed to the limit and had fought for their lives. It was going to take a lot to get through this and live to see the other side, but he was sure they could do it. Prophecy had proven herself to be strong and capable, she just needed to shed her more impulsive side and learn to deal with situations like the nightclub without making rash decisions like killing someone.


  It was asking a lot at this point. The world was still new to her, but she would adjust and learn with time. She would make a fine warrior, especially now she had such a powerful weapon in her arsenal.


  He looked up to see the towers of Notre Dame silhouetted against the moon and broken cloud. It had been a long time since he’d been here. Prophecy had been quiet since they’d left the church in the suburbs, but he could sense she was on the verge of speaking again and he knew what she would ask. Why were they here? Why had he made her walk halfway across Paris under the pretence of getting to the train station?


  She’d be right to ask him those questions. They could have easily taken the underground to the train station and left Paris in relative safety, but there was something he needed to do first, someone he needed to see. He knew exactly where to find them and it wouldn’t add much time onto their journey.


  Her head jerked up and she looked at him with a frown. He felt the same movement she had on the edge of his senses. He stopped. They were in the middle of the square in front of the imposing arched door and dark, heavy façade of the cathedral. Exactly where Valentine had thought he’d find him.


  “So she is with you?” The voice came from the shadows and he didn’t need to turn around to know whom the owner of it was.


  “She is,” he said calmly and looked at Prophecy. She had tensed, her every muscle tightening like a coiled spring, and in her eyes, he could see her desire to let her face shift into demonic guise.


  “Is this why you came this way?” she whispered to him, leaning closer.


  He finally turned around to face the hunter, who was now standing a few metres from them.


  “It is,” Valentine said with a smile. “It will not take long.”


  “Is there a reason why a vampire of Aurorea as elevated as yourself is roaming Paris with a female Caelestis? A loyal soldier no more?” The hunter looked at Prophecy as he spoke, his eyes reflecting curiosity.


  Valentine felt her step behind him and heard her growl.


  “It is a long story, hardly one for a meeting like this.” He placed his bag down and straightened up again, looking the hunter in the eyes. He could see in them that the man was confused about his being with Prophecy and he wanted to keep it that way. If the hunter was distracted by trying to figure out what was happening, it would make the fight all the easier.


  “Vengeance? Valentine, I’d thought you were above such a disagreeable act.”


  He smiled, brushing the comment off. He wasn’t above vengeance at all, especially when it had an added bonus as sweet as fighting his favourite quarry.


  “Did you seriously expect us to still be there when you arrived at the location where I’d killed the dart? You should know me better, Caden. I have been toying with you for twenty years.” He smirked when the hunter frowned, a glint of anger showing in his eyes. It was fun to play with Caden sometimes, a pleasure to lead him in circles and wind him up.


  “Toying with me? Is that what you think you’re doing?” The hunter laughed mirthlessly and then stopped abruptly. “It’s only a matter of time before you slip up. I knew you wouldn’t be at the hotel, but I also knew you would be here tonight. I knew you would want to protect her.”


  Valentine glanced at Prophecy. She was staring at the hunter with dark eyes full of hate. From where he was standing, she looked as though she wanted vengeance of her own and he had half a mind to let her take it, but it wouldn’t do to have her getting hurt again. Even with her newfound powers, she wasn’t skilled enough to fight Caden, not yet.


  “What are you going to do if I win, Valentine? What will happen to her then?”


  “You shall not win. You never do.” Valentine smiled casually, sure of himself as he flexed his fingers and hid the pain it caused in his shoulder. Even with the injury, he could still defeat the hunter if he chose to.


  “This is madness, Valentine.” Prophecy grabbed his arm and he looked down at her. “Your shoulder... you can’t. We’ve no time for vendettas. We must go... please, Valentine?”


  He considered her request for a moment, a part of him wanting to do as she’d asked if only to ease the worry he could see in her eyes, and then shook his head. “It’s too late to leave, the battles already begun.”


  She glanced at the hunter, who was removing his jacket, and then back at Valentine. “It’s still madness to fight an unnecessary battle.”


  He frowned and thought over what she’d said. She was proving to be quite the ambassador for peace. She’d said she would die if it brought peace between their families, that she would die for peace in general. Now she was giving him a lesson on only fighting necessary battles. Something told him that her answer to most fights would be the pragmatic option.


  Talking wasn’t going to stop this fight.


  He turned away from her and focused on Caden, shutting out the feeling of her nearby and silencing the voice in his head that was telling him that she was right—this was unnecessary.


  But he couldn’t let the hunter do that to her and get away with it. Caden’s actions deserved retribution and this was the most satisfying form Valentine could find.


  He quelled his desire to change into his vampire guise. Caden wouldn’t get the pleasure of provoking him into using the heightened strength it gave him. He would make sure that the hunter suffered at the hands of his weaker side so he would know never to touch Prophecy again or he would unleash his full strength upon him and end the merry dance they’d shared these past two decades.


  It would be a shame to have to do it, but he could if he wanted to.


  The hunter’s eyes narrowed, his feet shifted and his hand came up to reveal a slim shaft of wood.


  Valentine shook his head. “Been grave robbing again?”


  The hunter spun the piece of wood around to reveal the other end of it. “Found it in a church. At least I know it’s definitely blessed, not like that time in Budapest.”


  Valentine raised a brow at the crucifix and heard Prophecy hiss behind him when she noticed it. He wanted to turn to look at her but taking his eyes off the hunter would be a childish mistake. The battle was close to starting. He could feel the anticipation building inside of him and it was reaching a crescendo. Soon, one of them would make a move and then everything would become a blur as the fight began.


  He extended his senses to see how far from him Prophecy was. She was close.


  Reaching his hand out behind him, he pushed her out of the way at the same time that he sprang forwards towards the hunter. He slammed his fist into Caden’s face, catching him hard across the jaw and smirking as the hunter stumbled backwards a few feet and tightened his grip on the makeshift stake. He was ready for the hunter’s retaliation and easily blocked the punch he threw and the kick that followed it.


  Ducking down, he swept a leg out towards Caden’s feet and growled when his foe leapt over it. For a middle-aged man, the hunter certainly had a lot of energy. There had to be something driving him. Valentine just hadn’t figured out what yet.


  He kicked Caden in the shin and then flipped backwards onto his feet, instinctively blocking the hand holding the stake as Caden thrust it towards him.


  “Getting slow in your old age,” Valentine said and launched into a barrage of punches, each one hitting their target and knocking the hunter backwards. He growled and caught him hard in the stomach, smiling with satisfaction when Caden doubled over. Grabbing hold of the long dark locks of his hair, he slammed the hunter’s head down into his knee and let go of him.


  Caden fell to the floor and pressed his hand to his head, his teeth gritted in obvious pain and his eyes screwed shut.


  “Valentine!” Prophecy called to him and he turned to look at her. She pointed at something.


  His eyes quickly moved to follow her finger and he frowned when he saw two dark, dangerous shapes coming towards them on the opposite side of the river.


  “Werewolves,” he whispered and tried to calculate how much time he had before they reached them.


  “Getting weak in your old age,” the hunter said and pushed himself up onto his feet.


  “No. I could kill you in a heartbeat, but that is not the purpose of our tryst. This is merely a warning. If you go near her again, I will end this.”


  Valentine responded fast as the hunter launched a fist at him. Catching hold of it, he twisted Caden’s arm around and punched him hard in the chest, launching the man into the air. The hunter landed heavily on the ground and lay still. Valentine stared at him for a moment and extended his senses. He hadn’t killed him. He could hear the man’s heartbeat coming quiet and steady. It took a lot more than idle play fighting like this to hurt the hunter. He knew that from experience.


  He could feel the werewolves coming now. They were there on the edge of his senses and closing in. He watched Caden get to his feet once more.


  “Leave. This is not your fight,” Valentine said and the hunter looked at the werewolves as they approached.


  The smaller werewolf was running over the bridge, a larger one following a short distance behind it. The hunter nodded and gathered his jacket before leaving.


  Valentine set his jaw, slid into vampire guise and roared at the approaching werewolf.


  He could feel Prophecy close behind him, could sense that she had changed into her demon face too.


  She would have to fight now.


  Prophecy reacted the second the werewolf sprang towards Valentine. As it landed, she moved swiftly, kicking it hard in the back at the same time as Valentine caught it across the jaw. She dodged its claws as it swiped at her and snarled. The other werewolf was fast approaching. They didn’t have much time.


  She swept its legs out and extended her own claws in an attempt to level the playing field. Lashing out, she slashed down its back, smiling grimly as it howled in pain and then rolling out of the way when it turned to bite her. She found herself standing by Valentine. He had a hand pressed into his shoulder.


  “You’re hurt. Fall back,” she said and ignored the dark look he shot her way.


  The werewolf pounced and she pushed Valentine to one side while she went the other way, dodging it and punching it hard on the back as it moved past them. She growled and leapt on it, digging her claws in and avoiding its jaws as it tried to get hold of her.


  Valentine appeared in view and she motioned for him to leave but he stood firm as the werewolf went straight for him. She jumped from its back, trying to kick at it but missing. It roared at Valentine. On the edge of her senses, she picked up the other werewolf and turned in time to see it crossing the bridge.


  She looked back at Valentine. He growled with effort and twisted the werewolf’s arm, snapping it clean in two and forcing the bone through its skin. It whimpered and tried to escape, but he blocked its path and grabbed it around the throat, crushing it to strangle the beast as it struggled against him.


  She ducked when she felt the second werewolf leap towards her and rolled underneath it. Coming to a standing position, her eyes widened when she saw that she’d allowed it to run straight at Valentine.


  “Valentine!” she almost screamed his name.


  He turned just in time to catch hold of the werewolf’s front legs.


  She grimaced as the stars began to itch and her right hand tingled. She could feel the power growing inside of her as the marks became hot, burning her skin until she could almost feel the ones on her back connecting to those on her front. When Valentine was thrown to the floor, threads of purple crackled between her fingers, making them prickle with tiny spots of pain as the magic passed through them.


  Her breathing became heavy when she watched Valentine stand with a wobble and the werewolf began to close in. He couldn’t fight any more. She couldn’t let him fight any more.


  She looked down at her hand where the magic was beginning to grow. It twisted ever faster as it formed a ball of purple and became white as it started to move so fast that she could no longer make out the individual threads.


  “Valentine!” she shouted at him while he grappled with the werewolf again, his face contorting in pain. “Run!”


  The moment he rolled to one side, she grasped hold of her right wrist, letting her palm face the werewolf. It turned to look at her and snarled as it started towards her. She curled her hand into a fist, forcing the power back inside of her, and drew it back as far as it would go.


  The werewolf pounced.


  She slammed her fist into it, punching a hole straight through its chest and releasing the magic inside of it.


  The werewolf yelped and exploded, showering the square with blood and flesh.


  Panting hard, she fell to her knees, her head spinning, and closed her eyes.


  “Prophecy?” Valentine’s voice appeared close to her and she looked at him. He was plastered with bits of werewolf and was gripping his shoulder. “Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” she said and pushed herself up into in a sitting position. “Just feel a little weak.”


  “What in the Devil’s name happened?”


  “I don’t know.” She stared at the amulet. He’d been in danger. The witches had told her that the strength would be called whenever her heart feared. She’d been scared that she was going to lose Valentine.


  He offered his hand to her and she looked at it for a moment before slipping hers into it. It felt comforting as his fingers wrapped around hers and he gripped her tightly, helping her stand. When he released her, she stared at her hand again. When Valentine had been hurt by the werewolf below the Eiffel Tower, she’d feared for his life and the strength had come. It couldn’t just be a coincidence. It came whenever she wanted to protect him the most. It hadn’t come when they were fighting the vampire hunter or when the hunter had attacked her. It had only come when she’d been petrified of losing him.


  “We should move,” Valentine said, picking a piece of werewolf flesh off his jacket. He frowned at it and then slung it to one side. “You might want to work on using something less volatile next time.”


  She smiled at his mock annoyed tone. He was still impressed by the power she now commanded. She could see it in his eyes.


  A clock struck out the hour in the distance and she tiptoed to pick a piece of werewolf out of his hair.


  “You might want to get cleaned up.” She continued to smile.


  He ran his hands over his hair, frowning as he found it was saturated with blood and small chunks of flesh. He gave her an unimpressed look and then started walking in the direction they’d been heading in before the hunter had shown up. She followed him, wondering how he was going to get cleaned up before they went to the station. As they rounded a corner, she saw a fountain and then looked at him. He was smiling.


  “You’re not... ” She started.


  He peeled his jacket off and handed it to her. “I am.”


  She raised her brows as he dunked his head into the clear pool. Threads of red crept through the water, turning it a pale pink.


  Holding his jacket up, she wrinkled her nose up at it and began to remove all the little bits of werewolf. She shook it at the same time as Valentine shook his head, flicking water all over her. She frowned and he smiled at her.


  Handing him his jacket, she kept her face blank when he took it from her, the smile not moving from his face. She wanted to tell him it was incredibly childish to take such obvious pleasure from splashing her, but couldn’t find the words when he continued to smile at her, his whole face lighting up with it. She’d never seen him smile properly before. They’d always looked restrained or forced, but now he was really smiling at her and she was glad that she couldn’t blush.


  She drew her eyes away from him as he put his jacket on and was thankful that he had stopped smiling when she looked up at him again.


  “Where now?” she said to fill the silence.


  He picked up the bag and started walking. She hurried to catch up with him and fell into step beside him, smiling when he looked at her and spoke.


  “Venice.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  The ceiling above her bed was cracked and dirty. She’d never been in a room as small as the one she was currently occupying. The sun was setting outside. The call of the night had awoken her and she was giving herself a moment to wake slowly for the first time in a week. It was nice, relaxing, and something she was missing dearly.


  They had arrived in darkness at the main station in Venice. The vaporetti had all finished for the night, so Valentine had made her walk all the way along the Grand Canal to their hotel. They’d found it down a tiny side street. All of them seemed to be narrow around here. It must have been a haven for her kind considering that sunlight would barely penetrate most of the city. They could probably move safely around it during the day if they needed to.


  She hadn’t seen much of the city as none of the landmark buildings had been lit because of the late hour. The ornate streetlights did nothing to illuminate the murky streets but they did give Venice a feeling of antiquity. She could see the attraction for humans and demons alike. All of the pictures she’d seen of it had been beautiful, making it look like something out of a dream rather than reality.


  Sitting up, she clawed her hair back out of her face and sighed. She was getting tired of it being in her eyes all of the time. She scanned the room, searching for something she could use to tie it back. Rummaging through the empty drawers in the dresser, she smiled when she found a length of string sitting discarded in the bottom of one. It would have to do until she could find something more suitable.


  She pulled her hair back again and wrapped the string tightly around it before tying it off. She ran her hands over it and smiled again, satisfied with her work.


  Another glance around the room brought her amulet to her attention. She retrieved it from the nightstand and slipped it on, fastening the bracelet around her wrist and wriggling her fingers to make sure it was comfortable.


  She still couldn’t believe what she’d done in Paris. She’d blown the werewolf up. Ever since then, she could sense a slight edge of uneasiness in Valentine whenever he looked at the amulet, as though he wasn’t sure about the magic she suddenly had control over. She wanted to know more about where it came from just as he did, but there was no way it was going to happen any time soon. For now, she would have to deal with it without having any information about it, just as she had to deal with everything these days.


  Her eyes fell to the star on her chest and she touched it lightly. Would they ever go away? Was she going to be marked forever?


  The door opened, only to be quickly shut again. She dropped her hand away from her chest.


  “Sorry.” Valentine’s voice drifted through the closed door.


  She grabbed the shirt that was on the bed and slipped into it, buttoning it up as fast as she could before putting on her black trousers. She suppressed a giggle when she tried to picture what he looked like right now. He’d shown her such chivalry by not watching her change in Prague. He was probably mortified that he’d walked in on her when she was only in her underwear.


  Opening the door, she smiled at him when she found him standing with his back to the door and his hands clasped behind him.


  “You might want to knock next time,” she said.


  He turned to look at her, his eyes betraying how awkward he felt.


  “I was coming to see if you were ready... obviously you weren’t.” He stepped back and looked her over, his eyes settling on her bare feet. “And still aren’t.”


  “I won’t be long.” She nipped back into her bedroom, pulled her socks on and then shoved her feet into her boots and tied the laces. Walking back into the other room, she leaned against the doorframe, amused by the fact that Valentine was again standing with his back to her. “Ready.”


  He walked across the room and picked up a small piece of paper. She frowned.


  “What’s that?” she said with a nod in the direction of his hands.


  “The location of the curator. It is not far from here.” He put the piece of paper into his pocket and took his jacket off the back of the armchair in the cramped area between their bedrooms.


  It had to be the smallest suite on the planet.


  She watched his fingers while he buttoned his jacket up carefully, smoothing the area around each one as he fastened it. Sometimes, he was so methodical and practical that she could really see why he had wanted to be a Law Keeper. Other times, she couldn’t figure him out at all. It was as though he was two people. One was nothing more than an emotionless assassin just like a Law Keeper and the other was caring and protective, as he had been in Paris when he’d wanted to take revenge on the hunter for what he’d done to her and give him a message to never touch her again. In both, there were common qualities, like loyalty and duty, skill and determination. She wished he’d decide which one he wanted to be and stick with it, but she got the feeling that he didn’t know that yet.


  If he let himself go more, he’d probably find he was the protective one, and that the emotionless side of him was only there because he felt he shouldn’t feel anything towards a vampire of another bloodline, just like she felt she shouldn’t have feelings for him.


  She averted her eyes when his expression told her that he’d known she’d been staring at him.


  “Shall we go?” he said.


  She nodded, going straight to the door without looking at him. She wished that she could shake the feeling inside of her that said she shouldn’t care about him, but it wouldn’t shift. She didn’t care if it was wrong. The law meant nothing to her, and it meant nothing to him. If they were caught, they’d be sentenced to death regardless of the things they did now. As far as she could see, they may as well make the most of it. She reasoned that she only kept a tight hold on her emotions because Valentine did so with his. Whenever he slipped and let himself go a little, her feelings rose to the surface and she didn’t feel the need to contain them. On the Eiffel Tower, she’d felt as though the law didn’t exist, that their families meant nothing, because it was just about the two of them and that moment together. He’d been so gentle, his eyes full of tenderness, that it had only served to confuse her even further.


  “You are very quiet. Are you feeling all right?” he said as they left the hotel behind them.


  She came out of her thoughts long enough to smile at him. There was concern in his eyes, a flicker of his other side. Over time, he seemed to be slipping more often. He’d changed so much since they’d left Prague, but at the same time, he seemed the same. She wondered if he was really changing or just growing used to her presence and letting his guard down. Either way, she preferred him like this. It was far better than the cold, indifferent man she’d first met.


  “Fine,” she said and then dropped her gaze. “How’s the shoulder?”


  He looked at it with a raised brow. “Healing. You did a good job of dressing it. I never did thank you.”


  She shrugged, not wanting him to thank her now because it would make her feel awkward and she didn’t want that. She was silently thankful when he didn’t say anything more on the subject. He just continued walking.


  Her eyes roamed the streets around her. It was beautiful, just like it had been in the pictures, but she had a feeling in the pit of her stomach that said that whatever fate had in store for them, it wasn’t going to be romance and flowers like the scenery suggested.


  The city was old and, for that reason alone, it was probably the favoured haunt of many different demon species. With an unknown bounty on their head, it wasn’t going to be easy to move about undetected. A dark sense of foreboding told her there were going to be fights and there was a high probability that they were going to face worse things in Venice than they had done in Paris. They were going to have to stick close together and she was going to have to learn how to use her magic if they were going to make it through.


  “Whereabouts are we going?” she said, trying to dispel the silence between them.


  “Campo dei Frari,” he replied, turning down another narrow street.


  She wondered if he really knew where he was going. He seemed to know the city well. Had he lived here for some time too? It would be a wonderful place to live. She’d once seen a program about the carnival they held here. The people were all wearing masks and dressed in elaborate costumes. The canal was packed with boats of different shapes, sizes and colours. It had been a real Mardi Gras. It was a shame it was spring now. She would have liked to see such an event. It reminded her of the Creator Day masquerade held by the pure bloodlines.


  When they came out into a square, she immediately looked around her. The buildings were all old, their plaster façades beginning to deteriorate with age. They had small windows and their roofs were low and tiled. She looked at the well in the centre. One side of the square was open and lined by a canal, with a small white bridge crossing it to the other side. As they walked further out into the open, she noticed the imposing front of the church and frowned up at it. She never could stand the sight of a cross. It made her stomach turn and her demon visage push to the forefront. Valentine didn’t seem at all bothered by it. He strode purposefully towards a building opposite them and went in.


  She wove her way through the corridors and narrow stairways, following him as he moved further into the building. Her unease grew when she looked around. The building appeared to be empty, unlived in. The walls were dirty and most of the lights didn’t work. She focused, letting her senses reach out and using them to survey the area.


  When Valentine stopped in front of a door on the second floor, his signature grew stronger and she realised that he was doing the same as her. He was using his senses as a radar to see if there was any danger on the other side.


  He knocked and she ventured a step closer when the door creaked and gave way, opening a crack. Something wasn’t right.


  Valentine looked at her and she shook her head, silently telling him that she couldn’t sense anything on the other side.


  “This is not good,” he said.


  “Why... oh.” She realised that his hand was inside the boundary of the apartment and that could only mean one thing.


  Their contact was dead.


  Valentine frowned and withdrew his hand.


  The curator had been human, and no vampire could enter a private place owned by one without an invitation. He tried to see into the room through the crack but it was too dimly lit to make anything out. Signalling for Prophecy to stay put, he pushed the door open and stepped into the apartment.


  He stopped dead as it hit him and he covered his mouth. For the first time in nearly three centuries, he felt like retching.


  The air was heavy with the scent of rancid blood. The coppery smell of it was tinged with death and decay, causing his stomach to lurch as he breathed it in, practically tasting it on the edge of his senses.


  He fought the temptation to breathe and moved further into the room, his hand still covering his mouth. He held his other hand up when Prophecy started to follow him and shook his head. She probably hadn’t caught the scent of death yet and it was better that she didn’t. He didn’t know how she’d take it. He found a lamp and turned it on, glancing at Prophecy.


  Her eyes widened as she stared at the floor and he looked there too. There was a trail of blood leading across the living room and as he followed it, he noticed the blood streaked across the walls. It made them look as though they had been scratched and were bleeding.


  He moved stealthily across the room, letting his instincts guide him towards where the scent was strongest. He stared at the door ahead of him and edged towards it, uncertain of whether he really wanted to see what it contained. He slipped into his vampire guise, trying to use the extra boost it gave his senses to see if anyone was in the room waiting to attack, but they were too full of the scent of rancid blood. His teeth receded, his face shifting back into its human form. He listened intently for a sign of someone as he approached the room.


  Stepping in front of the door, he looked into the room long enough to know that the ones responsible had been gone a long time and then turned his back on it. He closed his eyes, shutting out the sight of the carnage for fear of being sick. He could feel Prophecy’s eyes boring into him.


  “What is it?” she said from the threshold of the apartment.


  He could hear her footsteps on the soft carpet, could sense her approach, but couldn’t move quick enough to stop her.


  “Don’t... ” He raised his head and shook it, hoping she’d listen to him.


  “Why?” She frowned at him, searching his eyes for the reason he didn’t want her to come any closer.


  “You do not want to see this,” he said and grabbed her shoulders when she stepped up to him, holding them tightly in an attempt to stop her from seeing past him into the room.


  She peered over his shoulder and her eyes widened in shock, her hand coming up to cover her mouth. The colour seemed to drain from her face. He pushed her away and she turned, running for the door as fast as she could.


  He listened to her retching in the hall and steeled himself before turning to look at the room again.


  It was carnage. It looked as though it could have been three men originally. Their bodies were battered and mutilated, their flesh slashed open and torn apart. Blood covered the floor and drenched the sheets until it was a sea of red. It was splattered across the walls. There were deep grooves in the plaster where it had been broken in the fight.


  Valentine stared at one of the men. His right arm had been torn out of the socket and his face had been smashed in. The other two men had suffered a similar fate of being mauled to death and having their skulls crushed. Looking down at the one nearest to him, Valentine could see the maggots crawling over his broken flesh and it looked as though he’d been gnawed on, partially eaten by whatever had done this to them.


  Valentine stared blankly at them.


  He didn’t need this kind of setback.


  Turning away from the room, he walked over to Prophecy. She was bent over in the hall with her hands pressed into the wall. She was breathing heavily. His brows furrowed when he sensed her distress and he went to her. He rubbed her back gently, not knowing what else he could do to soothe her.


  When she straightened up at last, he led her down the hall. He took long deep breaths and tried to clear his senses of the smell of rotting meat and blood. Looking across at Prophecy, he felt sorry for her when he saw she was still struggling against her desire to be sick. He’d only ever thrown up once since becoming a vampire. With nothing in his stomach but remnants of undigested blood, it had been horrible. It was one reaction he could live without but it seemed the human mind didn’t forget the instinct, just as it didn’t forget to make you breathe until you were nearing five centuries old, and even then he knew some vampires that still kept up the pretence in public so they didn’t draw attention to themselves. Although he could stop himself from breathing, it was still an automatic reaction for him and he couldn’t control it for long. He wondered if Prophecy could control her breathing.


  Stepping out into the square, the cool night air washed over him, carrying away his nausea. He closed his eyes and exhaled a sigh of relief.


  “Why... what did that?” Her voice trembled and he looked at her. She was stood clutching her stomach, her skin still drained of colour.


  “Werewolf, possibly two by the looks of things. The curator was not alone. Whatever killed him, killed another two men at the same time.” He felt concerned when she went a little paler and swallowed hard. “The question I would like answered is who sent the werewolves and how did they know we were going to see that man.”


  “You think they know we’re here?” She looked around them at the empty square.


  “They know, or at least someone does, and that someone did not want us discovering the location of the scroll. It is safe to say that somebody knows what we are up to and they are willing to go to any length to stop us.”


  “But who?” she said. His brows met briefly in a frown. She seemed to see straight through his eyes and into his thoughts. “Arkalus wouldn’t. At least I don’t think he would.”


  “You place a lot of faith in someone who has combined forces with my lord to hunt you down and kill you,” he said, walking away without bothering to check if she was following.


  He hated the way he felt whenever she mentioned her family’s Chosen Son. It gave him an overwhelming desire to hit something, or someone, possibly Arkalus himself.


  “We need to contact Mathias. Surely he’ll know of another source of information about the second half of the scroll?” she said, catching up with him as he headed towards the bridge over the canal.


  “We need to get back to the hotel in one piece first.” He caught hold of her arm when she slowed down and frowned at him.


  He scanned their surroundings for potential trouble and was only mildly reassured when he couldn’t detect anything.


  Their contact was dead but the werewolves that had disembowelled and played with the three men in the apartment were very much alive. If their master was clever, they would have been ordered not to stray far from the bodies so they could catch Prophecy and himself when they arrived.


  Leaving the square in the opposite direction to which they’d entered it, he led Prophecy into the maze of narrow alleys at the heart of Venice.


  They needed some answers and he knew where he might be able to get them. He glanced at Prophecy. She was walking beside him, her eyes darting down each alley they passed. He’d have to tell her his plan, but he was going to have to find the right way to break it to her.


  She wasn’t going to like it one bit.


  


  


  


  Chapter 18


  They wove through the streets of Venice, trying to leave a trail that would be hard to follow as they made their way back to the hotel. Prophecy could feel Valentine looking at her as she walked next to him with her hand still pressed against her stomach. She felt better, but the images of what she’d seen were haunting her still.


  She slowed as they walked over a large bridge that crossed one of the canals. The bridge was old and packed with tourists. In the centre of it were little stores selling souvenirs and she looked at them, taking her mind off the dead curator. She came to a halt when she saw the Grand Canal stretched out in front of her. The lights of the buildings along its length were reflected in the water and made it sparkle as the surface rippled in the wake of the boats.


  It was breathtaking.


  Narrow boats passed by below her, the tourists onboard them waving up at the people on the bridge. She looked at them. Everything here seemed so peaceful and relaxing.


  “Prophecy?”


  She turned her head and found Valentine watching her with concern visible in his clear green eyes.


  She hesitated for a moment, struggling with the words she wanted to say and then finding the strength when he took a step towards her.


  “Can we stay out a while? Just, I don’t think I can go back yet... I feel safer out here.”


  He nodded and she was thankful that he hadn’t questioned her about it or told her it was best that they went back to the hotel. She wanted to be out in the city, enjoying the night and letting the images of buildings and people erase the horrors of Campo dei Frari. She wanted to be out in the open where she could run if it was necessary, not get trapped in a room where there was no easy escape.


  When Valentine leaned against the wide white stone wall that formed the side of the bridge, she mimicked his move. Her eyes traced his profile while he looked at the city and then moved to rest on the canal when he turned to look at her.


  She smiled at the people in the gondolas and then turned her back on the canal and watched the people walking over the bridge.


  Meeting the eyes of people as they passed, she wondered what she and Valentine looked like to them. They probably appeared to be a couple, just some more tourists in a tourist infested city on a warm spring night. She pondered how unaware of everything they were, not only of the presence of vampires and demons, but of the impending war.


  She wondered if they really were as blind as they appeared.


  They wrote stories about demons, had television programs and movies about them. It seemed to be instilled into some cultures. They had folklore about zombies, vampires, and various other ghouls and goblins. She looked at her hand. Even magic was something they dreamt of having. People became vampire hunters, and witches were magically inclined humans. It meant that at least some of them knew demons were real.


  The others were just happy pretending it was all make believe.


  She could understand why. It would be a frightening world for them if they all realised that they were actually lower down the food chain than they wanted to be. They believed themselves top of it, when in reality they were food for most demons, including herself.


  There were demons that did worse things to humans than vampires did. At least some vampires spared the occasional human by turning them into another vampire. No other demon did that. They were too busy eating their victim’s eyeballs, hearts or brains to want to give them a chance at life after death. All a vampire needed from a human was the essence of life they held in their veins.


  She watched a young girl skip across the bridge, her face bright with laughter as golden hair flowed around her shoulders.


  She wouldn’t be smiling if she knew the killers that lurked just feet from her. She’d be screaming.


  Her teeth itched and her eyes flickered briefly into their green state before she got control of herself. No, she could never kill something so innocent, not even if she was starving. She turned away from the people and looked at Valentine. Would he? He’d admitted that he hated the taste of bagged blood. Would he rather eat a child if he were starving?


  She bit her tongue, not wanting to broach that question because she already knew what the answer would be. She could live with it if she didn’t hear him say it. So long as he was with her, she wouldn’t let him kill an innocent child.


  “Is something the matter?” he said without looking at her.


  “No... nothing.” She drew her eyes away from him.


  “I can feel something’s wrong.”


  She smiled. He must have grown used to her presence if he could sense the barest bones of her feelings. She could only do that with Serenity, the one vampire she’d spent a lot of time with. It was as though her senses had become attuned to her maid’s feelings. Apparently, it happened to many vampires. She’d been told that claiming and mating between vampires had the same effect, only it was so strong that you could feel your mate’s emotions as though they were your own and you were so attuned to each other that you shared telepathic communication. The strength of the bond determined the distance the empathic and telepathic powers worked over.


  A thought rose at the back of her mind but she pushed it away. It wouldn’t do to be thinking about things like that. A bond between her and Valentine was forbidden. She didn’t even like him in that way. Did she?


  She realised he was still staring at her, giving her that concerned look that seemed to melt her reserve towards him a little more each time. Her eyes met his and something stirred deep inside of her, forcing her to recognise that she did like him after all and it was in a way that would lead to a claiming if her feelings grew stronger. She told herself that it didn’t matter how she felt. There was a war on the horizon and it was no time for love, not when the fate of millions would rest in her hands. She couldn’t let herself get caught up, and she couldn’t let Valentine know how she felt.


  “I just feel... funny still. I can’t shift the images of those people,” she lied without flinching. She had shifted the horrifying pictures from her mind a short time after they’d stopped on the bridge.


  “It will pass.” The corners of his mouth moved into a small smile of reassurance.


  He pushed himself up off the bridge and looked down the other side of it. She realised that he wanted to move and started walking. She knew they had spent too long in one spot. The werewolves could be looking for them so it was best they kept moving. Besides, she wanted to see the rest of the city.


  Her eyes roamed lazily over the goods in the windows they passed, heading along a narrow corridor of buildings towards St. Mark’s Square. She raised her eyes up to the top of the campanile as they walked out into the piazza. It was so tall, capped with its pyramid roof that marked a contrast against the square walls. Dropping her gaze, she looked at the elaborately decorated façade of the basilica. She could see the domes and the horses above the entrance arches as they approached it. It was beautiful. She’d never seen a building so richly decorated and ornate.


  “It is even more beautiful on the inside,” Valentine said and she looked at him. He was standing beside her, his hands clasped behind his back and his eyes on the building in front of them.


  She tried to resist the temptation to ask him what it looked like and then caved. “How pretty?”


  “The inside of the domes are decorated with millions of gold mosaic tiles, pure gold.” He leaned his head towards her and she remembered the time he’d told her of sunsets. Everything he said seemed so easy to imagine. “They surround each mosaic of saints and other heroes of Christendom. There are angels, and demons, all looking down on you from a sea of gold. Every wall is covered with it, right down to the floor.”


  “It sounds beautiful,” she said, looking at the doors. They were closed and the sign said it wasn’t open after dark. “How did you see it?”


  “I just had to look.” He smiled and she got the feeling she was being teased. It was strange to be teased by him. He was evidently enjoying how hungry she was for information about the things he’d seen in his life.


  He turned to walk away but she caught his arm. “Tell me.”


  He looked over his shoulder at her. “I heard about it from a werewolf. They can move about during the day so they can see the things we cannot. I had to see it, so I broke into the building one night, lit every candle I could find and drank my fill of the beauty it contained.”


  “I’d ask if we can do that... but you’ll say no, won’t you?”


  He nodded and went to walk away but paused and turned to face her instead. “Some day I shall take you in to see it.”


  She didn’t know what to say as she watched him walking towards the two columns near the canal. He’d made her a promise of sorts. He’d said he would take her to see the beautiful mosaics inside the cathedral and she knew he wasn’t talking about doing it before they had fulfilled the prophecy. It was a masked declaration of intent to remain in contact with her if they made it through this.


  She tried to make sense of him, then realised that he had stopped walking and was waiting for her. The people in the square kept walking across the path between them, but she didn’t notice them. She just stared at him, looking into his eyes as he stood patiently waiting. Everything else became a distant blur.


  The spell broke when she placed one foot out in front of her and started towards him. He turned away from her again, walking slowly towards the canal, letting her catch up with him. Her eyes were drawn to the Victorian lights that lined this section of the square. They glowed warmly, adding to the romance of the piazza.


  She looked at the couples as they walked past them. She’d seen movies about love and had read books, but she’d never been drawn to anyone like the heroines in them had. Arkalus wanted her as his, but the idea of it repulsed her. She could never love him.


  Her eyes strayed to Valentine and she forced herself to look at the scene ahead of her. It was no use going down the route her thoughts were heading towards. No matter how much Valentine changed, he could never change enough to love a vampire outside of his bloodline. She wanted to tell herself that it was just his sense of duty driving his actions, but deep inside she knew that wasn’t true. Neither was her belief that he could never love her, but it was the only way of protecting her heart. If she believed that he couldn’t, then maybe she wouldn’t have these feelings either.


  She stared at the lights that were dancing on the water and sighed.


  Things were complicated enough without her girlish fantasies carrying her away.


  “Prophecy?”


  She looked up and found her eyes meeting his. She couldn’t look away when he gave her a small smile, narrowing his eyes, his head inclining to one side as he blinked slowly. Her insides trembled and she swallowed hard when he went to raise his hand and then lowered it again, as though he’d wanted to touch her and then got the better of himself.


  “Are you sure that you are all right?” His expression became one of tender concern and she nodded mutely, unable to find her voice while she drank in the sight of him looking at her as though he really cared about her.


  A shout brought her crashing back down to earth and she noticed it’d had the same effect on him too.


  His head shot around and his brow arched at the gondolier as he shouted again in their direction. A smile curved his lips and she realised he could understand, if not speak, Italian.


  When he looked at her, she smiled awkwardly, unsure of what to say or do to make things between them less uncomfortable. The moment had been shattered, but the feelings he’d stirred still lingered inside of her.


  Her eyes dropped to the floor and it seemed impossible to bring them back up again. They moved everywhere, scanning over everything, but avoiding him. She bit her lip, struggling to overcome the shyness the gondolier’s shouts had made her feel. She didn’t even know what he’d said.


  “What—” She cut herself off, feeling foolish that she’d even started to ask him.


  “Did he say?” Valentine finished her question and she found the courage to raise her eyes back up to meet his. He looked amused. “That I am lucky in love and should never let a beauty such as you go.”


  She turned her head to one side and stared blankly at the rippling water. The gondolier had thought they were in love. Her stomach swirled and she felt as though she should try to say something funny to alleviate the tension between them, but funny had never been her strong point.


  “Oh,” she said, her eyes still fixed on the canal.


  “Italian’s are a romantic race... he did not know any better.”


  She frowned at his words. He didn’t know any better. It sounded like a flat denial of love to her. She straightened up, trying not to let how crestfallen she felt show in her eyes as she looked at him.


  “Crazy Italian, thinking we’re in love. Completely ridiculous.” She forced a giggle as the feeling of elation she’d felt evaporated, leaving her cold and hollow.


  “Absolutely. An Aurorea could never love a Caelestis, and vice versa.” He smiled but it faded from his face when her frown intensified and she narrowed her eyes on him.


  “An Aurorea did love a Caelestis once, but then true love overcomes all boundaries.” She turned sharply and strode along the canal front towards the bridge.


  “Prophecy?” Valentine called after but she continued to walk away, her head bent as she pushed her way through the crowds lining the street.


  He sighed. He’d regretted his words the moment they’d left his lips. She really believed in the love that Lord Aurorea and Lady Caelestis had shared and how it had united their families. He could see no future in it, no comfort. He didn’t want to go down in history as a star-crossed lover. He didn’t want to be history at all.


  When she gave no sign of stopping to wait for him, or even slowing down, he went after her, following her at a distance while she roamed the city. It wasn’t safe for her to be alone right now, no matter how much she needed the solitude. He couldn’t let her be alone. He knew that when he caught up with her, he wouldn’t be able to find the words that would make her believe that he hadn’t really meant what he’d said. He had answered without thinking but nothing he could say would heal the hurt he’d seen in her eyes brief seconds before they’d become dark with anger.


  Was she in love with him? She’d barely known him a few days and there was so much bad blood between their families that it seemed impossible to him. But she was young, perhaps young enough to get caught up in the fantasy and not see the reality. No, he had seen in her eyes before that she knew the consequences of what she’d spoken of, and she knew that this was no time for falling in love.


  There was never a good time to fall in love.


  He knew that from bitter experience.


  He couldn’t let her love him, not because he could never return those feelings, but because he would never be certain that it was true love, as she put it, on her part. She had never been in a situation so fraught with danger before and his heart kept telling him that it was the only reason she believed she had feelings for him. He was the only one with her. She was bound to feel a bond to him and want to stay close to him at all times. He was the only person she had in the world, the only one standing between her and death.


  He found her staring at the wooden bridge that crossed the Grand Canal.


  She was frowning but he knew it wasn’t because of what he’d said.


  “Something wrong?” he said quietly not wanting to disturb her if it was going to upset her further.


  She shook her head as if rousing herself from a daydream and blinked.


  “Just... I think I’ve seen this before,” she said, looking at him.


  “In your vision?”


  She nodded, her gaze returning to the bridge. He knew what was on the other side. He knew exactly where her vision had shown her. He’d thought nothing of it until they’d found the curator butchered and then it had dawned on him. They had been destined to have to turn to the contact he knew in Venice. It still didn’t mean that Prophecy was going to like it and he got the feeling that he needed to tell her soon.


  When she went to step onto the bridge, he caught her wrist. “Come this way.”


  She would cross that bridge soon enough but he wanted to keep her hidden for as long as possible.


  She gave him an expectant look as she walked beside him, down from the bridge and into the maze of alleyways again. He could see she wanted an apology or at least an explanation for the things he’d said back at the square, but he didn’t have the words. He couldn’t believe how difficult everything was when it came to her. She didn’t have to do anything and he was tied up in knots inside, a shadow of his former confident self. He’d dealt with the girls of Aurorea on a daily basis, had amused countesses with his idle talk and was so socially groomed to perfection that at the last Creator Day masquerade he’d attended, someone had believed him to be a prince, but whenever he tried to speak to Prophecy, he became nothing more than a youngling.


  Even Mathias had said he was acting like one.


  Around her, he lost every ability and skill he had gained in his three centuries and he knew she was beginning to notice it. He’d tried to get the better of himself and maintain the professional distance he’d sworn he would, but it was growing impossible. She drew him in completely. She had enthralled him the moment he’d laid eyes on her.


  The gondolier’s words haunted him and he turned his head away, as though he could physically avoid them.


  She wasn’t in love, and neither was he.


  It was a childish infatuation on her part, and on his, he didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t love.


  He looked down at the marks on her neck, wanting to blame it on her blood but knowing that wasn’t the problem any more and it never really had been. He laughed internally at himself. This wasn’t like him. He hadn’t been like this since Lucya, and he’d sworn he’d never be like it again.


  “Valentine?” Her voice reached out to him, luring him out of his thoughts.


  He found himself staring at the floor, his fists clenched and his jaw set tightly as he stood rooted to the spot. People were walking past him in both directions along the narrow street. They brushed against him, making him want to growl and take everything he felt inside, all the frustration and confusion, out on them.


  He raised his eyes to meet Prophecy’s. He wanted to take it all out on her. He wanted to slake his thirst and desire for her, wanted to get it out of his system in the hope that it would allow him to go back to how he’d been before she’d wandered into his life. He narrowed his eyes hungrily on her and hers widened, her hand coming up to press against her chest as her lips parted.


  It would be so easy. She wouldn’t resist. Hell, she wanted it as badly as he did. The voice at the back of his mind pushed him, cajoling him into taking everything she was offering so openly. He could have her blood, her body, and her heart. He could take it all.


  No.


  He closed his eyes, forced those thoughts back down and turned his head away from her. He wouldn’t cross that line. It would destroy her and he didn’t want that. Even if it would rid him of his feelings towards her, he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her.


  “Valentine?”


  He breathed in deeply. She was close and he felt her hand on his shoulder.


  “I am sorry.” He opened his eyes, staring unseeingly at the pavement.


  “Don’t worry about it.” Her voice was light and he could hear a smile in it. It was probably mostly for show, but it alleviated some of the tension he felt.


  He cleared his throat and managed to look at her. She was smiling. Her soft lips were curved into it and her eyes were bright. He gave her a small smile in return before heading roughly in the direction of the hotel. They had been out long enough now to satisfy her and he needed some time to pace and think.


  They turned down a narrow street and followed it to where another street intersected it. He paused and inhaled, raising his head as he tried to catch another whiff of the familiar scent.


  “What is it?” Prophecy frowned at him.


  The sound of her voice broke his reverie and he cast his eyes around them.


  “It is probably nothing. My mind must be playing tricks on me, echoing something from my past.” He felt as though he was trying to reassure himself as much as her. He could’ve sworn that he’d smelt something.


  She gave him a look that spoke volumes and this time he could understand it. She knew he’d sensed something and she’d seen that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.


  “There is someone that I think we should see. They may be able to offer us some answers about what happened to our contact.” He neglected to mention that the person in question might have answers about her powers too.


  He doubled his pace through the tiny streets, using his senses and knowledge of the city to guide him back to the hotel. A quick glance in her direction showed him that she’d noticed his increased speed.


  “Some answers would be nice.” Her tone was pointed but it didn’t draw him into responding.


  They turned down another street and he looked back up the alley as they left it behind. He frowned again, searching the darkness for a sign, something that would tell him that his mind hadn’t been playing tricks on him.


  She couldn’t be here.


  Could she?


  


  


  


  Chapter 19


  Prophecy raised her hand to protect her eyes from the sun, which was sinking slowly towards the horizon, turning the sloping field of wheat and poppies around her into a golden sea that swayed gently in the warm breeze. It looked exactly as Valentine had described it, the sky burning with vivid bands of orange, pink and green as the blue ceiling above her began to darken. Her hand fell slowly to her side and she took a deep breath and sighed. It was beautiful. Her eyes followed the path of the sun as it continued to creep downwards until it touched the rich purple mountains in the distance, drawing her attention to the dark grey castle that was half hidden by the dense forest in the valley.


  She smiled when she saw Valentine standing a short distance from her in the field. He held his hand out and she began towards him, picking up speed until she was running. She came to a halt just short of him. He surprised her by catching her hand, his fingers easing into hers and locking tightly with them as he pulled her towards him. As their bodies pressed against each other, she couldn’t stop herself from reacting. Her hand brushed over his chest and came to rest around the back of his neck. He didn’t resist when she lured his mouth down to hers. The warmth she felt from their lips barely touching made her close her eyes. She savoured the tenderness he was showing her and how real it felt.


  Her eyes shot open when his hands snaked around her waist to pull her possessively against him. She pressed her hands into his chest and her eyes closed again as his mouth claimed hers, crushing her lips in a demanding kiss.


  She tilted her head back as he kissed along her jaw and down her neck. She frowned when she saw the sky was rapidly darkening and everything seemed to be speeding up. Before she could blink, the moon had risen and set, risen and set, and risen again. It slowed as it arced across the sky towards the horizon and she frowned.


  There had been no sunrise, no daylight.


  She pulled away from Valentine only to see him change into Arkalus, then into a robed person whose face she couldn’t see. She stumbled backwards, fell over and hissed at the person when she felt the power they held.


  The person’s hood fluttered in the breeze as they roared at her.


  Or at least she’d thought they were roaring at her.


  Another roar caught her attention and she realised it had come from behind her. She looked up to see Valentine towering above her. She moved towards him but he rushed past her, his claws and teeth extending as he ran at the masked person. She didn’t want to watch as they clashed with each other, but she couldn’t take her eyes off them.


  Suddenly, she realised that they weren’t alone and they were no longer outside. Vampires, werewolves, and other under-demons surrounded her. They were dressed in armour, all fighting each other to the death. There were bodies everywhere. Blood of all species soaked the cold flagstones beneath her. She rushed to her feet, grabbing a sword from a fallen vampire as he began to quickly decay. Lunging forwards, she fought to get to Valentine. He was standing on a platform above the thousands of warriors filling the room. She paused for a second when she saw a vampire, tall and proud, stood by a large wooden door and flanked by two guards in ornate armour. Her breath caught in her throat and a chill swept through her as he said her name. Her gaze flickered to the guard on his right, her eyes meeting his rich blue ones for a second before she turned away. A scream of pain pierced the din of battle and her attention was immediately with Valentine.


  She slashed and hacked at anyone standing in her way, panic growing inside her as the fight between Valentine and the robed person escalated.


  As Valentine fell to his knees and the robed person raised their sword to deal the final blow, she stopped dead, her breathing the only sound in her ears.


  The sword fell.


  She screamed.


  “No!”


  Silence filled the room.


  She looked around her with wide eyes. The battle had been frozen in time. She raised her hand to see the stone in her amulet glowing bright white. Her eyes darted to the platform, her body trembling. The robed person’s sword had stopped only inches from Valentine’s neck.


  She tried to get to him, wanting to push the robed person away, but her limbs felt heavy and unresponsive. Panic lanced through her as the sword began to slowly fall. Her hand moved of its own volition and before she had noticed what she was doing, she’d unleashed a glowing, crackling orb of magic that tore through the room, turning everything in its path to dust as it headed directly for the robed person.


  She flinched away when a blinding white light filled the room, then everything faded to black.


  * * * *


  Prophecy breathed in sharply as her eyes opened. She stared at the ceiling, not seeing it but seeing the last few moments of her vision before she’d awoken. There was so much to try to make sense of.


  A knock on her door made her jump and she scrambled into a sitting position, gathering her blankets to cover herself.


  “Come in,” she said in a voice that betrayed how flustered she was.


  The door opened and Valentine appeared in view.


  “I heard a scream.”


  “Um... ” She tried to think of something to say but failed dismally.


  “Another vision?” He took a step into the room and she noticed the way his eyes strayed to the thin blankets that were hiding her body.


  She nodded, not wanting to remember it but knowing that he was going to ask her to. She pulled her knees up to her chest when he gently sat down on the bed a few feet from her. Her eyes dropped to the distance between them. There was room for him to sit closer to her, but she knew that he wouldn’t, not when it seemed to be taking him so much effort just to be in the same room as her while she was in such a state of undress. When she saw that he was staring at the marks on her shoulders, she let the covers slip a little, revealing them to his eyes. She smiled inside when he immediately stared at the patch of bed beside his thigh. It seemed strange that a vampire his age was so prudish. All of the males in her household loved to relate their sordid tales of seduction to each other. Surely, he’d seduced enough girls in his time that sitting here with her shouldn’t make him embarrassed. She felt like asking him, but decided against it. He would leave if he thought she was mocking him about something like that and she needed his company.


  Looking at him again, she found he was staring at her chest and she realised that she’d been letting the covers slip while she was lost in her thoughts and was on the verge of completely exposing herself. She drew the covers back up again and caught sight of the fire in his eyes when he looked at her. Evidently, he wasn’t so prudish after all. The way he’d looked at her last night in the alley, and was looking at her now, told her that if he wasn’t in such good control of himself, she would have found out by now what it was like to be on the receiving end of one of the seductions the men of her house boasted about. She got the feeling that he’d know exactly what to do and would probably put their stories to shame.


  She bit her lower lip when part of her vision came back to her and she remembered him kissing her in the field. Her eyes dropped to his mouth, taking in the tempting curve of his lips. They had felt so delicious against hers and she’d not wanted the kiss to end. She wondered if it had meant something. It had felt like a vision. If it was one, then surely it meant he was destined to kiss her, just like he had done in her dream.


  “Prophecy.”


  She couldn’t miss the note of desire that laced his voice and found it was still evident in his eyes when she raised hers to meet them.


  “I saw... it was all so confusing,” she said, unsure of how to proceed or where to start.


  “Was it Venice?” He leaned towards her.


  “No.” She shook her head and stared at the far wall so she could concentrate. Whenever she looked at him, her thoughts roamed to the kiss and her eyes strayed to his lips. “I don’t know where it was.”


  “Were you in a city?”


  She met his question with another shake of her head. “No. It was countryside, wide-open countryside, like nothing I’ve seen before. There were mountains, and a field. You were there. And there was a castle. Then a battle. There was so much death. I screamed and it stopped, just before... before... ”


  She couldn’t bring herself to say what had happened.


  “Before?” He pressed her. She looked deep into his eyes and didn’t hide her feelings, wanting him to see that what had happened had upset her and hoping that he’d piece it together for himself so she didn’t have to say it. He frowned. “I see.”


  He was visibly shaken. A mixture of guilt and sorrow settled in her stomach, and she was overwhelmed by a sudden need to be close to him, to touch and comfort him.


  She leaned forwards, reached out and placed a hand over his while her other arm held the sheet against her body. She looked up into his eyes while he stared down at their hands.


  “Nothing happened. I didn’t let it happen.”


  He still looked shaken when he met her eyes and smiled.


  “I wouldn’t let it happen, Valentine.” She wrapped her fingers around his hand so the tips of them brushed against his palm and was surprised when he responded by curling his fingers under and holding her hand.


  “I know,” he said in a gruff tone of voice that betrayed what he was feeling.


  He was scared. She could see that now. Beneath the strong and confident exterior, he was hiding his true feelings. There was something about what lay ahead of them, or something about her, that scared him, that made him want to disconnect from it all and pretend that he could go back to his old life just like he’d wanted to in Oxford. She could understand. She was frightened too.


  She watched his thumb brush against her fingers and could almost sense the depth of his true feelings for her.


  They frightened her most of all.


  His hand slipped free from hers as he stood. “You should get ready. My contact will be expecting us, and she hates it when people are late.”


  Jealousy flared up inside her while she watched him leave. His contact was female. She glared at the far wall and wondered why he’d neglected to mention that earlier and then reasoned that he probably hadn’t thought it would matter that his contact was a woman. She huffed and threw the covers aside. It damn well mattered to her.


  Tugging her combats on, she frowned the whole time. She slipped into a black vest top and grabbed the piece of string off her side table. Pulling her hair back, she gathered two long strands of her red hair and let them fall down the sides of her face like a fringe. She tied the rest of it back, and then put her boots on before walking into the other room.


  Valentine was waiting for her. She noticed that he wasn’t wearing his jacket tonight. He was just wearing his shirt and trousers along with his boots. She gave him a black look and started towards the door.


  “Prophecy,” he said. She turned to see him holding her shirt out to her. He looked at her shoulders. “It is best that you hide those from prying eyes.”


  She looked at the mark on her left shoulder. He wanted her to hide the stars? Why? Was it because he didn’t want her drawing attention to them while they were out in Venice, or was it because he didn’t want his contact seeing them?


  She was tempted to ignore his thinly veiled order but took the shirt instead. He would have a good reason for wanting her to cover the marks, even if it was only to stop himself from staring at them. She slipped the shirt on and held her hands out by her side.


  “Better?”


  He raised a brow at her irritated tone and then nodded. She brushed her hair from her face and opened the door.


  “Good. Let’s go see this woman of yours.”


  * * * *


  Valentine glanced across at Prophecy as they walked. He’d known she would react like she had done back at the hotel. She had a jealous streak a mile wide. He smiled, amused by the fact that he could make her jealous. He couldn’t remember ever having that effect on someone before.


  She had been silent since leaving the hotel and he didn’t push her into speaking. She looked as though she was brooding while she walked beside him with her eyes locked on the ground. She couldn’t have made it more obvious that she was avoiding looking at him if she’d tried.


  He led her over the wooden bridge and she raised her head, a frown marring her features. She glanced at him and when she found he was looking at her, she dropped her gaze back to the floor. He raised a brow. She wouldn’t be able to keep up the silent treatment for ever. Eventually, she would crack. He could see the questions bubbling up inside of her.


  Besides, he knew she wanted to mention her previous vision of Venice and she had every reason to. After all, he was leading her along the same route it had taken her.


  When they walked down the other side of the bridge, he could see the imposing church of Santa Maria della Salute lit up in the distance. It disappeared from view as they turned down one of the narrow alleys.


  Prophecy sighed. She was looking at their surroundings now.


  “Familiar?” he said.


  She nodded, the tiniest of frowns knitting her brows.


  “I thought it would be.”


  When they reached the end of the promenade, he stepped up onto the wall. Her eyes widened and she moved towards him, fear written in the lines of her face.


  “Valentine!”


  She beckoned to him, trying to lure him away from the edge. He stepped down off the low wall and held his hand out above the water, flattening his palm as he ghosted it over thin air.


  “Can’t you feel it, Prophecy?”


  Prophecy frowned. There was nothing there. She couldn’t see anything but lights of the buildings across the water and couldn’t sense anything either. She watched his hand as he continued to move it like a mime feeling an invisible wall and then shook her head.


  “Can you feel it now?” he said and her breath caught in her throat when he pushed his hand forwards and it disappeared.


  “Valentine?” Her voice trembled as she struggled to understand what she was seeing.


  He drew back and his hand reappeared.


  “Don’t be scared,” he said.


  Her stomach dropped. That’s exactly what the woman in her vision had said. She mustn’t be scared. She moved towards him, closing the gap and holding her hand out in front of her, waiting to see it disappear as his had. When he extended his other hand to her, she slipped hers into it and held it tightly, using the feeling of his fingers against hers to bolster her courage. He stepped up onto the low wall and then walked out onto the water. Her eyes widened in alarm when he disappeared, leaving only his hand holding onto hers. She furrowed her brows, closed her eyes and followed him. There was a rush of cold air that chilled her to the bone and an overwhelming sense of power before her foot landed on solid ground.


  His strong grasp tugged her towards him and she opened her eyes to find herself staring into his. She went to speak but he forced her face into his chest as he buried his own into her neck. His arms encircled her, his hands locked against her spine. Her body ached for his touch, her mind racing to imagine the feel of his fingers against her bare flesh. Intense need filled her. She panicked at the new feelings and how strong they were. She wriggled and then stilled when his grip on her loosened. When he released her, she fixed him with a hard look and tried to gather herself.


  He pointed behind her.


  She looked over her shoulder to see two vampires disappearing through a shimmering blue-white portal. It must have been the way they had just come in. She watched it as it swirled and rippled, and then vanished.


  She turned back to say something to Valentine but he was no longer standing next to her. She spotted him a short distance away, walking further into the strange place they had arrived in.


  “Are we still in Venice?” she said and then noticed his clothing. He was no longer wearing his black shirt and trousers. He was dressed in black breeches, long boots, and a black tail coat. She frowned, completely confused by what was happening. “What... ?”


  He stopped, turned on the spot and smiled at her. When his eyes dropped to her body, their green depths now a smouldering flame, hers did too. She stepped back, stunned by what she was seeing and no longer surprised that he was looking at her so hungrily. He wasn’t the only one whose clothing had changed.


  She was now wearing a corseted dark blood-red dress with a wide skirt. Gold beadwork decorated the velvet bodice. She stared at her modest cleavage where it had been pushed up by the corset, put on display for everyone to see. It wasn’t the only thing on display.


  “Um... Valentine... I think we have a problem.”


  When she raised her head, she found he was already striding towards her. She pointed at the star on her chest that was now visible to the world. He removed his jacket and held it out to her. She stared at the loose white shirt he was wearing and smiled at how clichéd he looked. She’d read all manner of stories about male vampires in frilly white shirts with tight black leather trousers and she’d laughed every time. He’d had the smouldering look only moments ago. The only thing he was missing was long hair to his shoulders and a highly charged sexual appetite.


  He shook his jacket impatiently. She took it from him and slipped it on, standing in silence while he buttoned it up for her, making sure that the mark on her chest was hidden again. She wondered why he wanted to hide it. Was it something to do with the person whose power she could feel in this place?


  Something told her that he didn’t wholly trust his contact.


  “We are still in Venice,” he said. “The woman who created this place has cloaked it so only demons or the magically inclined can find it, and only if they’re searching for it. The change in clothes is because she likes the old world. She’s clinging to it.”


  He started walking again. She followed him, absorbing the scene around them. There was a large house a short way away on their right. On their left was the canal, its waters black like tar. In the distance, she could see more buildings but she couldn’t quite make out what they were. One of them looked like a tavern but the street was lit with oil lamps that burned low, giving the place a dank and dreary look, and making it difficult to see far even with her enhanced vision.


  When he came to a halt in front of the large house, she ran her eyes over it.


  It seemed to loom over her. She could feel the power that had created it and it was strong. She grimaced when the stars on her skin began to itch and her fingers tingled. A sense of foreboding crept through her, making her flesh crawl and her chest tighten. She stepped backwards, away from the building. Her senses screamed at her to leave. There was something wrong about this place, something that made her magic rise up as though she needed to protect herself.


  “Are you all right?” Valentine said.


  She automatically shook her head, her eyes never moving from the house.


  There was so much dark power, so incredibly strong. A part of her wanted to flee, but an even deeper part of her was telling her to fight.


  “We have to leave,” she said.


  He looked confused. “Everything will be fine. The vision told you to come here, did it not? Why would it lie to you?”


  She didn’t know why. She had been shown this place for a reason, but now she felt as though they had interpreted it wrongly.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t be here. Maybe I’m not supposed to meet this witch. Maybe I should be doing something else.” She knew she sounded panicked, but every instinct in her was telling her to leave.


  “You are right. She is a witch. The only reason you want to leave is because everything here is created by her power and therefore we can feel it the whole time we are here. It takes people many visits to grow used to the feeling and overcome the sense of fear it instils in them. I felt the same way as you once.”


  His little speech did nothing to calm her nerves, but she could see that he wasn’t going to allow her to leave like she wanted to. Maybe he was right. She was probably just overreacting. But the magic here was strong. It felt stronger than the power of the Three.


  “Come. Nothing terrible will happen. I promise.” He held his hand out to one side, intimating the house.


  She took a reluctant step towards it. He passed through the iron gates and walked up the steps to the door. Stopping just before the gates, she looked up at the two columns towering either side of the dark wooden door and then down at her amulet. She removed it, slipping it safely into the pocket inside her skirt. A feeling of calm washed through her when her magic lost its point of focus. She took a deep breath before starting up the steps after Valentine.


  He was waiting for her by the door. When she reached it, it swung open to reveal a brightly lit reception room and a young woman. The maid smiled, bowed and let them in. Prophecy’s eyes stung as the brightness of the lights hit them. She heard the door close behind her but didn’t hear what Valentine said to the maid.


  The house looked even bigger on the inside it. It was grand, with two staircases that swept up either side of the room to meet at a balcony in front of her. The walls were highly decorated with beautiful white and black marble with the occasional accent of green. She frowned at the floor. There was a mosaic. The design of it seemed familiar but she couldn’t put her finger on where she’d seen it before. It was a circle that contained a star, and within the star was a heart. There was a snake threading its way through the points of the star, and symbols that she felt she should know marked its path. She stared at it, trying to remember where she had seen something like it and hoping to decipher what it meant.


  A sense of power rushed through her and she pressed her hand against her chest as the star there burned. Her head shot up. She stared at the woman who had appeared on the balcony. The woman was shrouded in darkness. It clung to her like a veil, hiding her features as Prophecy tried to see past it to catch a glimpse of her face.


  Prophecy shrank back as the woman moved forwards, still hidden by shadows as though they were following her. She was about to turn to leave when she felt Valentine’s hand in hers. Latching onto it, she used the sensation of comfort it gave her to calm her unsteady nerves and soothe her.


  The woman extended a bony hand and crooked a finger.


  A chill ran through her.


  She felt powerless to resist the command behind the single word the woman uttered.


  “Come.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 20


  Prophecy moved forwards, her feet carrying her towards the stairs even as she tried to resist and turn away. She struggled against the power that was forcing her limbs to move of their own volition. Panic filled her, making her every vein hum with fear and her skin prickle.


  “Valentine?” She could hear the desperation in her own voice, as though it wasn’t her that had spoken.


  “Leave her alone, Elena.” His command seemed to break the spell.


  Prophecy clung to the banister for fear of falling as control of her legs came back and they wobbled beneath her. Strong hands caught her under her arms before she could collapse into the railing.


  “Got you,” he whispered into her ear. She closed her eyes, her whole being crying out over the safety those two words made her feel.


  “I was just playing.” A voice drifted down from above her.


  She leaned into Valentine, seeking the comfort of his arms as coldness swept through her again. He pulled her up onto her feet and turned her around to face him. Opening her eyes, she stared straight into his.


  “She likes to test people’s will. Try not to let her get to you, understand?”


  She nodded, unsure of whether she would be able to resist the witch but ready to try her hardest. She raised her eyes to the balcony, wanting to see her but finding it was empty.


  “Ready?” Valentine said as he walked past her, heading up the stairs.


  She took a deep breath and followed him up to the balcony, her sense of unease growing with each step. What kind of witch had the power to control someone? Did she have that power?


  She looked up as they entered a room. The walls were decorated with the same marble as the entrance room and there was a grand fireplace of pure white marble streaked with blue. Beside it were two high backed dark leather armchairs.


  In one of them sat an old crone.


  She must have been ancient. Her skin was sagging, wrinkled with time, and her hair was frizzy and grey. The crone coughed delicately, her bony hands covering her mouth. There was a scar on the left one. It looked as though she’d been branded. The deep grooves in her flesh marked the shape of a star.


  Prophecy’s hand roamed to her pocket, coming to rest over the amulet hidden there. The mark on the old crone’s hand was exactly like the star on the back of the amulet. Was it coincidence, or had the woman once owned something similar to that which she now possessed? Was this the reason Valentine had wanted to keep the stars hidden from his contact?


  The crone’s delicate cough became laughter.


  Prophecy raised her eyes to see Valentine standing in front the woman.


  “Valentine,” the crone said.


  “Elena.” He bowed his head as though in recognition of her standing in life.


  Prophecy didn’t know what to say when Elena’s eyes came to rest on her. She just stood very still.


  “What pretty immortal of Aurorea do you run with now?” Elena looked at her. Prophecy squirmed inside, feeling the power emanating from Elena in waves that washed over her, making her skin prickle. “Not Aurorea.”


  Prophecy swallowed hard. The witch could see that just by looking at her? She felt as though the woman could see right down into her soul and that she could keep nothing from her.


  “Little girl lost, should be dead.” The witch’s voice was silken and persuasive.


  Valentine placed himself between her and Elena. Prophecy frowned at his manoeuvre.


  “You want her to be like you. Make her like you. She has power.” Elena held her hand out to Valentine. “Take the power, make her yours.”


  He shook his head. “I will do no such thing.”


  “You will, in time.” Elena smiled knowingly.


  Prophecy’s brows rose at the statement. He was going to make her his in time? She remembered the kiss in her vision.


  When the tension in the air seemed to dissipate, Prophecy realised that Elena had been testing Valentine. Did she test everyone that came to see her? She thought that Valentine knew Elena. Surely, she wouldn’t test someone she knew?


  “I am not here to play games, Elena. I will not talk with you when you are like this.” Valentine almost growled the words but his face remained a calm mask.


  She didn’t know what to expect, but when the witch altered her appearance, her body and clothes morphing into another shape, she was stunned. Elena sat in the chair, her blonde hair hanging in loose soft waves around her shoulders and her dress of dark blue satin clinging to her curves.


  “Is this better?” Elena asked with a sweet look, her shiny red lips curving into a smile.


  Prophecy noticed that Valentine was frowning now, his eyes dark with anger as he looked at Elena. Clearly it wasn’t better. She didn’t recognise the woman that Elena had changed into, but he obviously did.


  He shook his head.


  Elena sighed, closed her eyes and hummed a little tune to herself while she altered her appearance again.


  Prophecy was mortified when she found herself face to face with herself, only naked. She noticed that there were no stars marking the witch’s body and took it as a sign that the witch didn’t know about them. She frowned at Valentine when she saw he was staring unabashedly at the naked version of herself.


  “Is this what you want to see, Valentine?” Elena held her arms out and smiled coyly.


  Valentine seemed to get the better of himself and sat down in the chair opposite Elena. Prophecy noted that he didn’t deny that he wanted to see her naked, he just waved his hand as though telling Elena to get on with it and change again.


  Elena closed her eyes and morphed into a woman of milk white skin, dark eyes and raven hair that reached far down her back. She was wearing a rich purple gown that pushed her breasts up and pulled her waist in until it looked impossibly tiny. Prophecy felt a stab of jealousy over how beautiful Elena was and then looked down at Valentine to see if he was looking at her in a way that would justify her feelings.


  He pressed his fingertips together, crossed his legs and leaned back into the chair.


  “Better.”


  He didn’t seem to care about how the witch looked. He’d seemed more fascinated when Elena had chosen the naked form of herself rather than her own real one.


  “What happened to your sense of fun?” Elena said with a pout.


  The idea that Valentine had once had a sense of fun stunned Prophecy. It seemed impossible to imagine him ever having fun. She moved a little closer to them where they sat near the fire and rested her hand against the back of Valentine’s chair. He looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. She could see that he was trying to reassure her. She smiled to show him that she was all right.


  “So sweet.” Elena commented in a voice that lacked the sweetness she spoke of. “Like Lord Aurorea and Lady Caelestis, and we all know how that ended. But then, love never does end well, does it, Valentine?”


  Prophecy frowned, trying to understand what Elena was insinuating. Had the gondolier been wrong? Had Valentine been unlucky in love before? Maybe that was part of the reason he was so against the idea.


  “You would know best of all,” he said with a smirk.


  Elena’s expression darkened. “He’s a fool. I made this place for him and he left me, he still left. He went to her. But... he’ll—”


  “Come back?” Valentine interjected in a cold tone. “I do not think he will, Elena. He will always go to her. He will always seek her out. It is in his blood.”


  Prophecy felt she was missing something. Was Elena keeping the place like this because of someone she loved?


  “Speak no more of him.” Elena waved her hand and lowered her head in a way that Prophecy thought looked submissive. When the witch raised her head again, the hurt that had been in her eyes was gone, replaced by a seductive look. “There’s still a chance for you, Valentine.”


  Prophecy’s gaze darted to Valentine to see what his reaction would be. He shook his head, silently declining the witch’s offer. It hadn’t been made in jest and she got the feeling it hadn’t been the first time Elena had offered herself to him. Prophecy stared at her, trying to quell the fire that was racing through her veins as she thought about what the witch had just done. She had clearly wanted Valentine to choose between them, and she had wanted him to choose her. Why?


  She closed her eyes and power surged through her. She tried to keep control of it, not wanting Elena to sense it, but when she opened her eyes again, she could see it was too late. Elena was staring at her, smiling.


  “She really does have power. Strange for a vampire to have such abilities.”


  “That is not why we are here,” Valentine said. Prophecy was thankful to him for drawing Elena’s attention away from her and giving her time to regain command of her magic.


  “Why are you here?” Elena cocked her head to one side in curiosity and smiled at him.


  “We were to make contact with someone yesterday. When we arrived, our contact had been killed. The method points to werewolves.”


  “There are no werewolves in this city, Valentine. They have long forsaken it.”


  Prophecy’s attention was drawn to a door to her right. It was half open, but the other side was in darkness. She could hear growls that reminded her of the fight with the werewolves in Paris and sent a shudder up her spine. She could almost picture them on the other side, great hulking bodies and sharp teeth lurking in the darkness, waiting for the order to kill.


  Coming out of her reverie, she found Elena staring at her again. She swallowed hard, trying to act casual and picking at the back of the armchair. Relief coursed through her when Elena resumed talking to Valentine.


  “As I said. No werewolves, no demons that would be interested in killing a human. It is a shame that I cannot help you discover the perpetrator of the butchery, but... ” Elena trailed off, fixing her with another frown when Prophecy glanced at the door again. The witch’s eyes became hard for a split second before she gently patted her thigh.


  Prophecy shifted closer to Valentine as two scruffy looking grey dogs appeared through the door. They growled and snapped at each other. Their teeth were red with blood, their eyes white and glazed as they stared at her when they passed, heading for their master.


  She looked down at Valentine, trying to gauge his reaction to the animals as they nuzzled Elena’s hand and then began to fight with each other again. He didn’t look at all bothered by them.


  “Still practising necromancy?” he asked her.


  Elena smiled. “How else would I still look so young after nearly a thousand years?”


  Necromancy. Prophecy stared unseeingly at the dogs as they fought. Was that how Elena had managed to have some control over her when they’d first arrived? Would necromancy give her power over a vampire? Or was she just weak and susceptible? Valentine wouldn’t have brought her here if he’d thought she’d be in danger.


  “I do have some information that might be useful to you,” Elena said.


  Prophecy looked around and found the witch staring at her again.


  “There is a great power rising in the east like the sun. An army is being gathered—vampires and under-demons alike. You have seen it, have you not?”


  Prophecy hesitated and then nodded. She flexed her fingers while she remembered the power she’d felt in her vision and the magic she’d unleashed in order to save Valentine from the robed figure.


  “I find it curious that a vampire is able to harness powers like yours. Where did it come from? They are not yours... they are a gift... a familiar one,” Elena said.


  Prophecy tried to think of something to say but the questions crowded her mind. The power wasn’t hers? It was a gift? The witches had given her an amulet that had belonged to her mother. Did the power she had also come from her?


  She was relieved when Valentine asked something and drew Elena’s attention away from her. She realised that Elena didn’t have any answers to her questions. The witch was curious about her magic and something inside of her told her to keep quiet.


  “You must go to the shadowed land. There the end will begin and there you will find the one that the girl has seen. He is a great power that must be stopped before he ruins everything.” Elena stood and walked across to her. “I see such light inside of you. You can defeat this enemy.”


  Prophecy swallowed hard, feeling the weight of responsibility on her shoulders. Her eyes roamed to Valentine when he stood and moved past Elena to stand by her side. She could see in his expression that he believed what the witch had said. She could defeat the enemy she had seen in her vision.


  “You must go directly, before it is too late. There is no time to lose.” There was a note of desperation in Elena’s voice that made her frown.


  “We have something that we need to do first,” Valentine said.


  Elena’s look darkened.


  Prophecy watched her closely. She reasoned that it was probably just her feelings of jealousy towards the witch that was making her suspicious of the witch. Elena had done nothing to raise alarm in Valentine. Prophecy was sure she would have seen it if the witch had.


  Her eyes narrowed when the witch gently ran her hand over Valentine’s chest and smiled up into his eyes. “I always had big plans for us. We could have been wonderful together, another Ineru and River.”


  Valentine removed her hand. “For that I would have to love you, and that is something I am incapable of.”


  He turned and walked past her. Prophecy watched Elena smile fondly at the dogs.


  “It doesn’t stop me from having plans for us,” Elena said and then looked at Prophecy. “Go to Romania. There you will find the castle of the lord of Tenebrae.”


  “We have business to attend to in St. Petersburg first. Grant us safe passage from there to Romania.” Valentine held Elena’s gaze.


  Prophecy noted that Elena looked uneasy about his request. The witch seemed to seriously consider it before nodding and holding her hand out to Valentine. He took it and pressed a kiss to it.


  “It will be difficult to cloak you from prying eyes and protect you from such a distance, but I will try. Do not lose much time. It is against you, Valentine.”


  “Always a pleasure,” he said and released Elena’s hand.


  Prophecy felt his hand against her back. He turned her around and she glanced over her shoulder at Elena to see her smiling at her dogs again before she disappeared from view.


  A million questions bubbled up inside of Prophecy while Valentine led the way down the stairs and over to the door. She didn’t understand what Elena had said to him about them being together. The reference to Ineru and River was lost on her and she knew that Valentine wouldn’t like her asking him about it. It had been obvious that he hadn’t liked Elena’s suggestion.


  She couldn’t get past the note of panic in Elena’s voice when she’d told them to hurry and how unsure she had looked when Valentine had asked her for protection from St. Petersburg.


  What was in St. Petersburg?


  She looked up to see Valentine striding down the front steps of the house. He seemed intent on leaving quickly, as though he wanted to escape the place or maybe just Elena. She was the reason he’d wanted to hide her marks. There was something about the witch that he didn’t trust and she couldn’t blame him. She didn’t trust Elena either.


  She reminded herself that it was just jealousy speaking. She hadn’t liked the easy way Valentine and Elena had talked, as though they’d known each other for centuries.


  They were within a few feet of where the portal was when Valentine stopped and sniffed the air in the same way he had done the night before. She reached out with her senses, trying to see if something was there.


  The magic that was creating the place they were in seemed to interfere with them, dulling them and making them useless.


  She glanced up at Valentine and was amazed to see fear in his eyes.


  She turned her head slowly as the portal shimmered into existence.


  Magic hummed through her veins as it opened.


  She tensed when Valentine whispered a word, his voice so full of emotion that she could almost feel it herself.


  “Lucya.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 21


  Valentine couldn’t move as the portal flickered and Lucya appeared in front of him followed by Indigo. He blinked rapidly, hoping that this vision in front of him wasn’t real. She was as beautiful as ever, her golden hair reflecting the warm streetlights, her eyes clearest blue and her dangerously low cut dress leaving nothing to the imagination. The narrow waist of it emphasised her figure and the front of her skirt was pulled up to reveal her legs.


  If his heart could still beat, it would be racing now.


  He cleared his throat, his eyes never straying from her while the whole world around them disappeared. He could hear distant voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. There was only her. There had always been only her.


  She smiled, her delicate lips curving gracefully as her eyes shone.


  “Valentine,” Lucya said.


  Her voice was as soft and delicate as he’d remembered it, even after two centuries apart.


  “You look as dark and beautiful as ever.” Her smile widened as she stepped towards him.


  “You are still as stunning as the darkest rose,” he said and narrowed his eyes on her, his lips arcing into a smile.


  She lowered her head, covering her mouth with her hand and giggling. His smile widened. She tentatively raised her eyes to meet his again.


  “How could I ever leave you?” Her voice was full of disbelief and regret.


  He frowned at the reminder of what she’d done. She withdrew a step, a look of mild panic flickering across her features and her eyes darting to Indigo before she regained her confidence. Something wasn’t right.


  The world seemed to come back into existence for a split second and he felt Prophecy close by. He growled at Lucya, furious about her attempt to place him under her thrall and annoyed at himself for falling for it as he’d always done.


  A cursory glance over his shoulder brought him face to face with a very angry looking Prophecy. He looked back at Lucya and Indigo. They were both smiling at him. Their eyelashes fluttered and they gave him their most alluring looks.


  “Come, Valentine.” Lucya held her hand out to him.


  “War is coming, Valentine... we need you.” Indigo ducked her head and smiled up at him through her eyelashes.


  “Come... ” Lucya swept her hands towards herself, luring him.


  He shook his head, resisting the call she was sending out to him. She was still strong. Her blood still ran in his veins, that would never change, but she didn’t control him any more, and she didn’t have a hold over his heart.


  Lucya frowned for a split second and then smiled at something behind him.


  “She will be your downfall.” Her tone was more serious. He looked at Prophecy and could see that she was itching to fight. “You must serve your family, Valentine. All will be forgiven if you come back to us now. It will be as if none of this had happened.”


  Lucya’s words were honey in his ears, sticky and poisonous. He closed his eyes, not wanting to consider what she was offering to him but finding himself considering it anyway. He clenched his fists. Lucya didn’t want him. She had left him over two hundred years ago for a Vehemens.


  He looked at her. She was swaying on the spot, her hips moving enticingly and her hands coursing up and down her body in an attempt to make sure that he noticed her fully.


  Thunder echoed overhead.


  “Come, Valentine, my love, my passionate child, my darkest lover. Come back to me.” Lucya held her hands out again, her expression pleading him to do as she was asking.


  He swallowed hard, listening to the sound of his own ragged breathing and the thunder in the distance. She was offering him everything he’d wanted since meeting Prophecy. It was his only chance to wipe the slate clean and return to his family, leaving all this madness behind him like he wanted to.


  “Come... all will be forgiven, our dutiful son. Come back to us. Kill the girl.”


  Her words hit him hard in the chest and he recoiled, a frown knitting his brows.


  Kill Prophecy?


  “Never,” he whispered and sensed a change in the atmosphere between them. It grew cold and distant. Lucya drew herself up to her full height and glared at him.


  “So be it. If you will not come back to us, you will die with her, by my hand, child.” She spat the words at him, her eyes dark as midnight as she changed into her vampire guise.


  “I would sooner die with her, than live with a treacherous snake such as yourself.” He let his demon guise come to the forefront, his teeth growing into sharp points and his bones shifting. “Did Kalinor offer you redemption if you lured me back?”


  She looked offended and hissed at him.


  He held his hand out to one side as Prophecy moved forwards and looked across at her.


  “Don’t,” he said.


  Prophecy frowned at him but eased back so she was stood a few feet behind him.


  “Dissention in the ranks.” Indigo shook her head. “You really should take our offer. Your declination offends our family. Kalinor has offered us both to you and you think one little Caelestis is better than us?”


  “Come, Valentine.” Lucya purred at him, her hands luring him to her.


  He raised a brow and straightened up, tilting his head back slightly and looking down on her as he did so.


  “Did your wretch of a Vehemens leave you, Lucya? I knew that he would. I knew in time that you would attempt to secure my feelings again.” He smiled when she looked hurt. “Your power over me faded long ago. Your blood may run through my veins, but it no longer commands me to do your will. I shall not murder Prophecy for you or my family. I will not lay one finger on her to harm her. Your offer of redemption means nothing to me, because you offer it only by pain of Prophecy’s death and that it something I could never live with.”


  When Lucya wrapped her arms about her, a frown settling on her face and a look of hurt showing in her eyes, he could see that his words had hit their mark. She had believed that she still had power over him, that he was still her child to command. Kalinor had probably sent her here because she had promised to bring himself back with her. There was fear in her. He could sense it. If she returned without him, Kalinor would kill her without flinching.


  “My place is here, with Prophecy,” he said and felt Prophecy close behind him.


  He was surprised to find that she wasn’t scared. The power was coming off her in tangible waves, washing through him and making him feel as though it was his own. She wanted to fight. She was ready to spring into action at the slightest command.


  A door opened behind them and a new power echoed on the edge of his senses. Elena had joined them.


  “Leave,” Elena commanded on stopping next to him.


  He gave her a confused look.


  “This is my place. That makes this my fight.”


  He shook his head, unable to fulfil her order. “If we leave and you do not defeat them, Kalinor will know that we have been here. They will get word to him.”


  “Kalinor already knows that you are here.” Lucya smiled, her confidence returning as she ran her eyes over him. “That is why we are here. This was not a chance meeting. We were told of your arrival.”


  “The werewolves,” Prophecy said and his attention was with her. She looked less confident now that she knew that Kalinor was here. He knew what she was thinking. If Kalinor were here, then Arkalus may be too.


  “Not ours,” Lucya said. “She really is a dirty little Caelestis isn’t she, Valentine? Imagine my horror when I learnt of what you had done. Years of loyal service thrown away on such a filthy, despicable little creature.”


  Prophecy growled and moved. He put his hand out to stop her and his jaw tensed when his palm pressed into her chest. He swallowed hard, a part of him wanting to let go while the rest of him rejoiced over the feeling of her soft bosom beneath his fingers. He held her firm, not letting her push him away when she tried to move forwards.


  “I’ll kill you.” Her tone was venomous and he believed that she would kill Lucya if he let her go.


  He toyed with the idea, wondering who would actually win. Lucya was older and wiser but Prophecy had more passion and strength. He could feel her power when she growled. It rumbled through her chest and his fingers, little tremors that betrayed how close she was to losing control.


  “Prophecy.” His voice was almost a whisper. He caught her eye and she immediately relented, backing off a step while taking a deep breath, probably to steady herself.


  Indigo sneered at him and slipped into her vampire guise, her pale violet eyes switching into their lapis blue state. “Let’s fight. I’ve always wanted to get my claws into you.”


  He arched a brow and licked his canines while surveying both Lucya and Indigo.


  “I said leave... this is my fight.” Elena stepped in front of him, blocking his path. He growled at her, showing her that he wasn’t about to do anything she told him to. “You have more pressing matters to attend to.”


  He noticed she was already calling up the magic. He could see it building between her hands as she muttered something beneath her breath.


  “Don’t you... ” He started.


  She clapped her hands together. His surroundings shifted, the scenery spinning at a dizzying speed and making him queasy. When the world came back into focus, he was in St. Mark’s Square.


  Prophecy doubled over, clasping her stomach tightly and trying to steady her insides.


  “... Dare.” Valentine finished his sentence.


  She looked at him. He was kneeling on the floor, a surprised look on his face. She pushed herself up onto her feet, closed her eyes and waited for the floor to stop pitching and the world to stop wobbling.


  She reached out to Valentine, who was getting to his feet, but before she could touch him, she felt a pull inside of her. It felt as though the magic had been sucked out of her and her body was a sudden void. Valentine dropped to his knees beside her, resting on all fours and grasping the pavement as though he was trying to steel himself against something. He changed into vampire guise and then back into human form before his face screwed up in pain.


  “No!” He breathed and dug his fingernails into the paving as though he was holding on for dear life.


  Feeling her power return to her, she crouched beside him and placed her hand on his back when he growled in apparent hurt.


  “What is it?” She frowned down at him and felt her heart wrench when he looked up at her with a lost expression, his mouth moving but forming no words. “What’s wrong?”


  His brows furrowed. The look of pain in his eyes increased and she swore she could see tears forming in them.


  “Lucya.” He pushed the word out in the quietest of whispers.


  She snatched her hand away as though he’d burnt her with his words. Her chest tightened, her brows meeting in a frown as she looked at him. He searched her eyes and she noticed that he looked even more hurt now that she’d withdrawn her comfort from him.


  “She is... gone... ” he whispered.


  She couldn’t stop herself from gathering him to her when she realised what he was saying. She closed her eyes and rested her cheek against his while he clung to her, holding her tightly and burying his face into her neck.


  Lucya was his sire and Elena had killed her.


  She’d seen vampires who had been devastated by the loss of their sire. The bond was irreplaceable and once it was broken, the child was left feeling empty and lost. She tightened her grip on him, not wanting to hurt his shoulder but desiring to hold him as close as possible so he knew that he wasn’t alone.


  She could feel his breath against her neck and his fingers bunching the material of her shirt as he held onto her where they knelt together on the floor. Her fingers played in the shorter hair by his neck, trying to soothe him as best she could.


  “Everything will be fine,” she whispered into his ear and savoured the feeling of him in her arms. She could feel him trembling and could sense his pain. She pressed the smallest of kisses to his ear.


  Her eyes opened when she felt him nuzzle her neck. He let go of her shirt and flattened his palms against her bare back underneath it. She swallowed hard when his teeth scraped against her throat. A shiver of desire echoed through her. Her fingers tightened their grip, drawing him closer while she silently begged him to go through with it and bite her.


  “Valentine... ” She started and tensed when she saw movement in the shadows. “We’re not alone.”


  He released her, his eyes still lapis blue and his canines still sharp. She looked at his mouth, the desire to kiss him rising up inside of her and making her forget the possible danger she’d just seen. She was surprised when his eyes dropped to her lips. She wetted them, anticipation building in her stomach and chest as she waited for him to make a move.


  She was about to close her eyes when a roar broke the still air.


  “Damn it,” she growled.


  When she looked at Valentine, he was getting to his feet, his face back in human form. She sank back onto her heels, muttering a string of obscenities under her breath and then trying to find a bright side to it all. She supposed that if he had kissed her, she would have spent eternity wondering if it had just been because of the pain of losing his sire.


  She took hold of his hand and smiled when he pulled her up onto her feet.


  Two broad-built vampires were approaching them from one side while another three came from behind. They were moving slowly. She cursed the sky as fat raindrops began to fall, saturating the pavement in the blink of an eye. The thunder rumbled overhead, the lightning illuminating the wet square. Her senses to sharpened in order to compensate for the effect the rain had on them.


  She took a deep breath and shifted into vampire guise. She flexed her fingers, waiting for the vampires to make a move to reveal which family they were from.


  Valentine growled as they approached. The hairs on the back of her neck rose and the marks on her skin prickled. She gave a thought to the amulet in her pocket and her hand hovered over it. The temptation to use it was great, but she couldn’t risk the distraction that putting it on would cause. She had to focus.


  Putting one foot out in front of her, she kept her eyes fixed on the two vampires. Valentine turned to face the others. They were carrying weapons, long blunt pieces of wood. Something told her they weren’t here to kill them.


  She looked at Valentine.


  They were here to bring them home, but she couldn’t be sure which family they would be taken to.


  Valentine breathed heavily and tried to keep his focus on the three vampires that were skulking towards him. They didn’t smell like Aurorea. They didn’t act like his family either. His family’s guards would never been seen without their uniforms, no matter what their orders were. These vampires were from Caelestis.


  The lengths of wood they carried told him they wanted them unconscious. Lightning flashed in the distance and he noticed that two of them had manacles hanging from their belts.


  His eyes switched to blue, his teeth sharpening and his claws growing. If they wanted to take them, they were going to have to fight. If they fought, instinct would force them to reveal their demonic face and he would have confirmation of their bloodline.


  The one in the centre of the three changed. He caught a glimpse of green when the vampire charged towards him and threw a punch that he easily dodged. He caught the vampire in the stomach with his fist and then quickly switched his attention to the other two. They were both running at him now, the wooden clubs they carried held high in the air.


  He heard Prophecy cry out his name when they reached him. Bringing his arm up above his head, he knelt and blocked the first vampire’s attack. He swiftly moved his hand, arcing it around and catching hold of the vampire’s arm before he had time to get another attack in. He pushed the vampire’s elbow up and punched it from below, forcing the joint up in a way that would have broken a human arm. The vampire growled in pain and cracked the bone back into place.


  Valentine rolled out of the way when the other two vampires lunged at him, one of them swinging the club dangerously close to his head and the other attempting a punch. He growled when he caught a foot in his stomach. Getting to his feet, he frowned at the vampire responsible, and attacked. He moved fast, punching him across the jaw with his right and then in the stomach with his left. He caught sight of Prophecy as she gracefully turned and brought her leg around at head height of one of her vampires. It connected solidly, making the vampire fall to the ground as it attempted to regain its senses.


  Pain shot through his shoulder as one of the vampires attacked him, catching him hard with the club and following it up by kicking him in the back of his leg. His knees gave way and he collapsed to the floor. Grasping his shoulder, he barely had time to avoid being knocked out as he moved backwards and the club flew past his face, close enough that he could feel the air shifting around it.


  He grabbed it and yanked it away from the vampire. Using it to assist him to his feet, he tensed his jaw and then roared at the three vampires that were circling him. Prophecy was still fighting valiantly. Her moves were impressive. It was the first time he’d really seen her fight and he was glad to see that she could handle herself well. She kicked the vampire that tried to grab her and managed to catch the other one at the same time, knocking them both to the ground. She didn’t give them a chance to get up, she attacked immediately, springing on them and punching them while they struggled to stand. She was fast, accurate too.


  Spinning the club in a lazy arc at his side, he smirked at the vampires surrounding him.


  The rain continued to pour down from the heavens, drenching them.


  He wiped the water from his eyes and waited, knowing that they would attack if he kept still.


  They did.


  He smacked the club against the one that the first vampire swung at him, knocking it away. The other two attacked and he was ready for them. He brought the club down hard on one of the vampires shoulder, repaying him for his earlier attack, and caught the other with a swift elbow in the face. He growled with effort as they swarmed on him, kicking and punching as fast as they could. He blocked most of the attacks, even managing to get some of his own in. He cracked the club against their knee caps, moving in a swift circle and forcing them to back away in order to avoid getting hurt.


  He stopped dead when he looked up to see Prophecy struggling against her two vampires. One of them had managed to catch hold of her arm and was holding it behind her back. She tried to throw them off her, but the other one crowded her, blocking her move.


  He was about to run to her when he felt a sharp pain in the back of his head.


  The world shifted in and out of focus and then the pavement seemed to come up from nowhere.


  Everything around him faded.


  The scenery.


  The voices.


  But one thing stayed with him, echoing around his head as he slipped into unconsciousness.


  Prophecy screamed.


  


  


  


  Chapter 22


  The sight of the grey stone façade of the mansion looming against the stormy sky filled Prophecy with dread. She struggled against the ties that bound her wrists and the guards that held her arms in vice like grips.


  She had feared this moment since she’d awoken on the train to find herself surrounded by ten of her family’s finest guards. She hadn’t bothered attempting to escape, it was impossible, and she hadn’t asked where they were taking her. There was only one place they could take her.


  She held her head high as they marched her into the mansion, passing the guards that flanked the door and the few vampires that were milling around the entrance hall. They had been waiting for her. She realised that as the double doors into the main reception room of the house opened to reveal all of her family.


  Her eyes settled on one vampire.


  He was sitting in a large armchair of mahogany and red velvet with his legs crossed and one hand resting in his lap while the other held a brandy glass of blood.


  She growled under her breath at the sight of him, anger and fear mixing inside of her, giving her the confidence she needed to continue.


  When the guards released her, she didn’t stop, she walked straight to him and stared into his eyes.


  Arkalus smiled and swept his dark hair from his face, revealing his even darker eyes.


  Fearful whispers filled the room.


  She kept her eyes locked on his.


  He raised his hand and silence descended. She waited, watching him demurely sip his blood and breathe out a sigh of pleasure.


  Her eyes fell to his broad chest. A frown creased her brow when she saw the chain around his neck and recognised the symbol of Caelestis hanging from it.


  “No.” She breathed the word and shook her head when he smiled into her eyes.


  Her stomach dropped. It couldn’t be possible. He couldn’t have. A glance at the people around her told her that he had. In their faces, she could see fear, but it wasn’t her they were scared of.


  “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you,” he said with another broad smile.


  His eyes raked over her, his smile becoming a leer when he ran his tongue over his lips. She curled her lip up in disgust and tried to get her hands free but the guards had bound them too tightly behind her back and she was too weak to break the chains.


  “Where is mother? I wish to speak with her.”


  The way he laughed dryly told her everything she needed to know. He had killed Iona and taken her place, just as he had threatened to. There was nothing stopping him now.


  “I’m afraid it’s not possible. If you wish to talk to the master of your family, you will have to talk to me.” He grinned.


  “I won’t talk to you.” She turned away.


  The air shifted and she felt him behind her, his hands holding hers so tight they hurt. The glass smashed. He always had been fast. He had reached her before it had hit the floor beside his chair.


  “You shall talk to me,” he whispered into her ear.


  She tried to pull away from him but his hands slid up her arms and he held her flush against him. She could feel the contours of his body against hers. He pressed himself into her. His tongue traced the edge of her earlobe and she grimaced. Jerking backwards, she growled threateningly.


  “Get off me!”


  He rewarded her effort by throwing her to the ground. She curled up in pain, her shoulder aching where she’d landed on it.


  “Kill me,” she said in a near whisper through gritted teeth.


  He stooped, hauled her up onto her feet and turned her to face him. “What did you say?”


  “I said, kill me.” She squared up to him and smiled internally at the surprise visible in his eyes. “I heard the pact you made with the lord of Aurorea. You said you would hunt me down and kill me like the abomination I am. So kill me.”


  He hesitated. A flicker of doubt entered his eyes.


  “I knew that you wouldn’t be able to, but how I wish that you would if the alternative is to be your bride.”


  His expression darkened, his grip on her arms increasing until his nails were digging into her flesh. “I will do as I please with you.”


  She started to speak but he turned her around and pushed her towards the door.


  “Walk.” He pushed her again when she began to slow down and she shot him a black look. “I will not have you speak to me in this manner. You will go to your room and remain there. You’ve done quite enough damage.”


  She glared at the guards as they flanked her, their swords unsheathed and pointed at her. She walked up the stairs in silence, not daring to speak while Arkalus was following so close behind her. He wouldn’t kill her, she knew that in her heart, but he would find another way to punish her insubordination if she spoke.


  Her room looked even more like a prison when they finally stopped in front of it. The manacles bit into her wrists when Arkalus removed them, his movements intentionally rough and brutal. When she was free, she rubbed at them, frowning at him all the while.


  “Kill me.” She challenged him again, a part of her wanting to provoke him into reacting to her so she would have a chance to fight him. “I’d rather die than be claimed by you.”


  “Strong words,” he said and then turned to one of the guardsman. “Have your people patrol the grounds and the house. Keep men stationed here at all times and keep a watchful eye for any sign of Kalinor’s men. It wouldn’t do to have them discover that she’s been captured.” His eyes moved back to her. “I’d truly hate to have to kill you.”


  She scowled at him. “Not as much as I’d hate having to be your mate. You disgust me.”


  He smiled.


  “I thought you low before, but not as much as I do now after hearing you speak with Kalinor. How can you work with him? He’s the lord of Aurorea. He will betray you just as you have betrayed him. It is forbidden to work with him,” she said but he continued to smile.


  He reached a hand out and ran it down her hair, his eyes following its path. She grimaced when he grabbed a fistful of it, tugging her close to him and snarling at her.


  “You dare to lecture me on the law? You have pledged your allegiance to an Aurorea, have you not? Have you pledged anything else to him?” His eyes dropped to her body.


  She swallowed noisily and hid the pain when he pulled on her hair, forcing her head backwards. She could feel his gaze boring into her neck and the marks that Valentine had placed there. She told herself that he wouldn’t claim her here, not in front of the guards. She knew Arkalus. He’d been waiting years for the moment he would claim her. He wouldn’t compromise and rush into it. Everything would have been planned, right down to the tiniest detail. He drew back and looked deep into her eyes.


  His voice dropped to a dangerously low whisper.


  “You harbour what is most forbidden. Your desire for this Valentine is a sin. I only do what is right for our family. It is said that in times of war, the bloodlines may work with each other for the greater good.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m doing,” she said and saw the anger in his eyes.


  He wrapped his hand tightly around her throat, choking her and forcing her to still her breathing. He grinned at her, raking his eyes down her body one more time before throwing her into the room.


  She landed roughly on the floor and coughed while she rubbed her throat. The door slammed behind her, leaving her in the dark. She slipped into vampire guise, using her heightened senses to guide her back across the pitch-black room to the door. She listened to the muffled voices on the other side. Arkalus was reiterating his orders to the guardsmen.


  She sighed and flicked the light switch.


  Turning around, she leaned her back against the wall and slid down it, hugging her knees to her chest and staring at her room. Her eyes moved to her bed, the same bed she’d been sleeping in when Valentine had kidnapped her and begun all this. He’d opened her eyes to the world and her purpose in it, and made her realise that no matter how much she’d wanted to, she couldn’t close them again. Everything had changed the night she’d met him. Destiny had laid out the hands they had been dealt in life and joined their paths into one just like the witches in Paris had said.


  Valentine.


  She’d thought about him so much since waking up on the train. He was nowhere to be seen and when she’d reached out with her senses, she hadn’t felt him in the vicinity. The men she’d fought had all left the square with her, so there was a chance that Arkalus had ordered his men to leave Valentine there in the open, unconscious and vulnerable to the sun when it rose. It was the kind of cruel end that would deeply satisfy her blood brother. Either that or Arkalus had left Valentine there for Kalinor to deal with.


  She could still see Valentine lying on the wet ground, his eyes closed as the rain poured down on him. The stars on her body hummed.


  Her hands flew to her pockets as she remembered her amulet and she gasped when she couldn’t find it. She stared at a spot on the carpet just in front of her and struggled to remember if she’d had it after Elena’s place. She had. She recalled feeling it in her pocket before the fight in St. Mark’s Square.


  She wondered where it was and where Valentine was. She told herself that he wasn’t dead. A day had passed since they had taken her. It had been evening when she’d awoken. Valentine would have come around before the sun had broken the horizon, she was sure of that. He wouldn’t have remained unconscious that long.


  Her eyes moved to the windows and she pressed her hand against her chest. She focused on Valentine and smiled when she felt the magic pulse around the mark over her heart. If Valentine had escaped captivity by Kalinor and the deadly rays of the sun, he would be coming for her. If he came here, Arkalus’ men would kill him. She couldn’t have that. Valentine had once told her that she was strong, and she had to be strong now.


  She searched her brain for something that could help her. He’d mentioned to Elena that they were going to St. Petersburg. Maybe she could get word to him to meet her there. Maybe she would be able to escape tonight and get to the train station before he arrived. She could easily cut him off.


  She pushed herself back up onto her feet and padded quietly over to the door. She pressed her hand against the wooden panels of it, using her senses to see what waited on the other side. There were at least three guards now, possibly more. She couldn’t escape that way.


  Turning the light off, she went to her beside table and flicked the lamp on. It cast a warm, dull glow about the room, giving her more cover than the bright overhead one had. She walked around the bed to the windows and peered out of the one she’d escaped through the night she’d met Valentine.


  Her eyes roamed the grounds below her.


  There were two guards stationed below each window of her room and she could see others patrolling the wall. There was no way she would make it to the wall before she was caught. She tried to lift the sash and found that it had been locked. The only way out would be to smash the window and within seconds, the guards outside her door would be on her.


  She quietly congratulated Arkalus on how secure her prison was. He wasn’t taking any risks, but then she hadn’t expected him to. He wouldn’t let her get away from him again, not now he’d eliminated everything that had stood in his way.


  Sitting down on the edge of her bed, she wondered if Arkalus really intended to claim her. A voice at the back of her head mocked her for doubting that he would. He wouldn’t care about the prophecy or the fact that he was double crossing Kalinor if it meant he achieved his heart’s desire and had her as his own. Even if it were only for a short while, he would still mate with her. It wouldn’t do him any good. Any bond between them would be weak because of her feelings for him. A claim would mean nothing while she hated him. Not that it would stop him from trying to make her his.


  She flopped back on the bed and stared at the familiar ceiling above her. If she closed her eyes, she could almost imagine that she was back in Venice or Paris, and that Valentine was in the next room. She was surprised by how much imagining that comforted her. It wrapped her in a warm blanket of reassurance that everything would turn out good in the end. She sighed and opened her eyes, letting the comfort slip away until nothing but the hard reality of her situation faced her.


  There was no escape. Daylight was approaching now, sealing her in. She could waste her energy and spend all of the day looking for an escape route, or she could put her time to better use.


  Sitting up, she shuffled backwards onto her bed and brought her legs up onto it so she was sitting Indian style.


  She held her right hand up and stared at it. Maybe there was a way to escape. The amulet was just something that focused her power, like a lens, and made it easier for her to control the magic. She took a deep breath and thought about Valentine, testing her magic to see if he was what it responded to the most. A strange glow engulfed her hand, hovering a few millimetres away from her skin. She turned her hand around, amused by the way the magic flickered and danced. Splaying her fingers, she watched the threads of magic creep around them, encircling them and making them tingle with power.


  “Go me,” she said with a smile. It was oddly gratifying to see her progress in commanding her powers. She held her wrist with her other hand and tilted her right hand back until her palm was facing forwards. It had been easy to call, but something told her that it still wouldn’t be easy to control.


  Narrowing her eyes on the vase that sat on the mantelpiece above the fireplace, she willed the magic to knock it off.


  It shot from her hand and blasted the vase into a million pieces, leaving a smoking hole in the wall at the same time.


  She bit her lower lip and cringed when she heard angry shouts in the hall.


  The door opened to reveal a half dressed Arkalus.


  “What in the Devil’s name do you think you’re playing at?” He growled the words and glared at her. She lowered her hand and tried to look innocent but he noticed the hole in the wall. He walked over to it and ran his fingers around the outside where the plaster was charred.


  He looked back at her with a frown. “Explain this.”


  She shrugged. “I was just sitting here.”


  “You were just sitting there.” He looked sceptical and tried to see her hands where she had hidden them behind her back. “Show me what you have.”


  “I don’t have anything,” she said. He didn’t look as though he believed her even though she was telling him the truth. She held her hands up to show him.


  He grabbed hold of her wrist and yanked her onto her feet, nearly pulling her arm out of its socket. He spun her around and searched her for the weapon she was apparently concealing. She smiled when he let her go and threw her bed covers aside, evidently hoping to find the weapon hidden there.


  “I said I had nothing.”


  He turned on her and she backed away from him when she saw the black look in his eyes change to one of hunger. Her brows furrowed when she bumped into the wall and realised she couldn’t escape him. He slowly closed the gap, his gaze burning into her while he looked her over.


  She closed her eyes when his body touched hers, his arms snaking about her waist to hold her against him. She could feel his desire and turned her head away, not letting him near her mouth. He pressed a kiss to her cheek and her jaw tensed when he worked his way down towards her neck. Her hand itched, the stars tingling as magic buzzed through her veins and built up inside of her. A tiny voice at the back of her mind kept whispering things to her.


  It would be so easy.


  In the blink of an eye or a flick of the wrist, he’d be gone.


  She’d be free.


  Before she could do anything, he was walking out of the door muttering commands to his guards.


  She looked at her hand as it glowed and pulsed with magic. It was too unpredictable without the amulet to focus it. She couldn’t control that much power. When she’d unleashed it on the vase, it had surged through her and she’d barely been able to stop it when it had blasted into the wall.


  It was no use. If she tried to use it to kill Arkalus, she would probably kill half of the mansion and herself too.


  She heard the key grating in the lock and then the door of the next room slammed shut.


  Walking back over to the bed, she lay down and curled up into a foetal position. There had to be a way of escaping this prison. She’d done it before, she could think of a way again. Her fingers toyed with the star around her neck while the rising sun made sleep call to her.


  The witches had told her that dreams would give her answers. She prayed that sleep would bring them.


  Her thoughts drifted to Valentine.


  She hoped he was safe.


  No.


  She smiled and shut her eyes, her hand closing around the star necklace she wore.


  She knew he was safe.


  She was the one in danger.


  * * * *


  The sun was still high in the sky. Prophecy could sense it. It was telling her to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come no matter how much she tried. She stared at the television as she idly flicked through the channels. Her stomach growled, reminding her that it had been too long since she’d properly fed. The last thing she’d eaten had been the clergyman and most of that had been used to cleanse her blood of the poison. If it hadn’t been for Valentine’s strong blood, she would have been hungry long before now.


  Her eyes drifted shut and she licked her lips. She could remember the taste of it, the feel of it. It had been the one thing that had been clear during her delirium. She could remember Valentine holding her to him, could still feel the desire he’d felt when she’d bitten him. She hadn’t seen any of his memories in his blood. She’d just felt an overwhelming sense of connection.


  She touched the marks on her neck and then let her fingers drift down to her necklace.


  She wondered why she had no marks other than Valentine’s. Would this person he’d spoken of be able to unlock her memories? Would she remember her sire? Her mother?


  She frowned and flicked back a channel to a documentary. She watched the video of a solar eclipse and then a scientist appeared. He pointed to a series of diagrams that she couldn’t follow.


  Her fingers tightened around the necklace as something dawned on her.


  Eclipses.


  She was born during an eclipse and in her lifetime another would come, but this one would signal the end. That’s what Mathias had told her. Another eclipse would come.


  She turned the sound up, wanting to hear what the scientist was now saying to the woman interviewing him.


  “It is very interesting. This eclipse is so different to others. It will last longer, you see, long enough that it is causing quite a buzz in academic groups and amongst astronomers.”


  Her mouth dropped open.


  An unusual eclipse and in her lifetime?


  It had to be the one that the prophecy spoke of.


  “It will move steadily across Europe, beginning here near Africa and it will travel this way, covering most of Russia.”


  She switched the television off when she heard the key scrape in the lock. Her whole body tensed while she waited to see who it was. She held her breath. The door opened.


  Relief coursed through her when she saw her maid, Serenity, standing in the doorway, her dark hair hanging loose around her shoulders, making her skin look like milk against the black of her dress. Iona had always said Serenity and herself could be twins. Their height was similar along with their build, but that was where the similarities ended as far as she could see.


  She stood to greet her friend but stopped dead when Serenity held up a dark red dress.


  Prophecy shook her head at the sight of it, as though that act alone would make it go away.


  Serenity gave her an apologetic look and hung the dress up on the wardrobe door.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to be awake,” Serenity said and sat on the edge of the bed.


  Prophecy sighed. “How could you expect me to sleep at a time like this?”


  She sank into the armchair by her desk and propped her chin up on her upturned palm.


  Serenity gave her another sorry look. She wished that she wouldn’t. She didn’t need to feel sorry for herself and that’s how her friend was making her feel.


  “So what’s he like?”


  She frowned at her. “What’s who like?”


  “The man that did that to your neck.” Serenity pointed at the marks.


  Prophecy’s fingers idly traced them and she smiled as she thought about Valentine. Serenity had always been there for her whenever she’d needed to talk about things that had happened and she’d always kept her secrets.


  She knew that it wouldn’t change now. Her friend wouldn’t care about the charges that had been made against her.


  “He’s actually quite nice, once you get past the Aurorea thing and the fact he’s overly obsessed with his duty.” She slumped further into her chair.


  “Cute?”


  “Not cute,” she said with a serious frown. “Handsome, definitely, but not cute. He’s... exceptionally skilled and always seems to know what he’s doing. I don’t think I would have made it out of England without him.”


  “You’ve been to England?” Serenity’s eyes widened in curiosity.


  “I’ve been to Paris, too, and the guards captured me in Venice. So much has happened, Serenity. I’ve learnt things about me that I never knew or thought possible.” She raised her hand up and called the magic, letting it lazily arc along her fingers.


  Serenity left her place on the bed, walking across the room to her. She looked even more curious now. Prophecy smiled at her but moved her hand out of reach when her friend went to touch it.


  “I don’t have much control of it, at least not yet anyway.” The magic died and she lowered her hand. “I wish I did. I tried to see if I could command it without my amulet last night, but I made a hole in the wall.”


  Serenity looked at the hole and then frowned at her. “So where’s this amulet thing?”


  “I guess Valentine has it. I mean, I took it off when we had to go see this witch and I put it in my pocket, only it’s not in my pocket any more. So I’m hoping that he has it.”


  “Valentine? I’d love to see him. I don’t care if it’s treason to meet him. Arkalus keeps talking about him. He seems scared. All the servants are talking about it. He denies it whenever someone mentions it of course. He just says that he’ll kill the dog when he meets him.” Serenity paused for a moment, her look turning awkward before she continued to speak. “He really bit you?”


  “Twice, I think. Once in the graveyard where I met him and then again when he’d kidnapped me.”


  “What was it like?”


  Prophecy shrugged. “It felt better when I was biting him.”


  She smiled internally at the way Serenity dropped to her knees beside her, her eyes lighting up, showing her how eager her friend was to hear more.


  Leaning over, she bit her lip and then took a deep breath.


  “It was incredible, Serenity. I was drugged at the time by the vampire hunter, but it was incredible. I can’t get it out of my head. I can still feel his fingers in my hair and his body against mine. I can taste the elation and the desire. It was like nothing I’d ever tasted before, experienced before.”


  Serenity blinked and then smiled lazily, as though she’d just experienced everything she had told her.


  “He sounds incredible.”


  “He is.” She grinned at her friend, the weight of her situation momentarily lifted by something so familiar and calming as talking to Serenity. “He really is.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “I don’t know. I think Arkalus’ men left him unconscious in the square. He’ll be fine though, I’m sure of that.” Her eyes strayed to the dress. “I’m the one who needs to escape. He’ll be coming here and Arkalus has ordered his men to kill him. I have to get away, Serenity.”


  “I’ve seen the security Arkalus has set up in the house and grounds. There’s no way you’ll be able to get out unseen, and even if you do, they’ll only hunt you down again.”


  “It’s a chance I have to take. I have to save the world, Serenity. Everything they told you was a lie. I’m not going to destroy it. I have a choice, a role to play in this prophecy, but I believe that I’m not the destructor. I’m the saviour. I’ve had visions that have shown me my path.” She stared at the dress. “If Arkalus claims me, he’ll never let me go again. I won’t be able to escape him if he can sense me so keenly.”


  “He’ll kill you if you try to get back to Valentine.”


  “I know, but it’s where I belong. I’ve seen the lengths people are willing to go to in order to stop me. I’ve seen humans butchered by werewolves. I’ve met vampires intent on turning Valentine against me. None of it will stop me from fulfilling my destiny,” she said and moved her gaze to the windows. “I’ve been amazed by the lengths people are going to just to help me. They believe in me. I believe in me. Valentine has put himself in danger so many times, and I know it isn’t because of his sense of duty towards me. There are other feelings at work in both of us. This magic I have, I had it all along. I met witches in Paris that awoke it inside of me where it had been waiting. They were good people. I know that I’m not evil. I have a choice and I’m choosing to save the world and everything in it, but I can’t do that while I’m trapped here.”


  She noticed that Serenity was staring at her hand. Her eyes dropped to it. The magic was weaving around her fingers, sparkling with threads of purest white and making patterns of light dance on her skin.


  She looked at the light reflecting on Serenity’s hair and then at the dress.


  She smiled at her friend.


  “I need you to do something for me.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 23


  Prophecy covered her face with her hair. The darkness of it blocked her view like a veil but she couldn’t risk letting someone see her features. She kept her hands by her sides, resisting the temptation to wrap them around herself and headed towards the small stairwell at the end of the hall.


  She kept close to the wall while several guards passed her, and caught snippets of their conversations. None of them were about her. She willed her stomach to settle and her magic to keep itself hidden.


  The last thing she needed to do was draw attention to herself.


  Reaching the stairwell seemed to take an eternity. Each step she took was achingly slow and she wondered if she would ever make it off the second floor, let alone escape the house.


  She stepped onto the winding narrow staircase and let go of the breath she’d been holding. She glanced back at the hall and the guards that were still stood outside her door, completely oblivious to what had just happened. If this worked, she owed Serenity more than her life. She owed her everything.


  She looked out at the landing of the first floor as she passed it by and then carried on downwards to the servant quarters. Her marks itched and burned. She tried to ignore them, but the feeling became so intense when she neared the kitchens that she had to stop.


  Her eyes widened when Arkalus walked out of the wide doorway and up the hall, heading away from her. She pressed her hand to her chest and silently thanked the magic. If she hadn’t stopped, she would have walked straight into him.


  It would have been game over.


  He disappeared out of sight around the corner, heading towards the main area of the house. It wouldn’t be long before he went up to her room and discovered what had happened. She hoped Serenity would be all right. Her friend had suggested tying her up, but she knew if she did that then Arkalus would kill her on the grounds of incompetence. If her plan worked, he wouldn’t be able to kill Serenity.


  She ducked down the narrow hall that led to the exit at the side of the house. She just had to make it past the guards patrolling the grounds and she’d be free again. Pushing the door open, she took a deep breath and sighed it out. She looked up at the clear night sky, giving herself a moment to prepare before heading around the house towards the gates.


  She moved as quickly and quietly as possible. Her chest tightened when she saw the distant gates. Just a few more minutes and she’d be free.


  “Halt!”


  She froze when she heard the male voice. Clawing her hair over her face more and desperately trying to stifle her nerves so he couldn’t sense them, she watched him approach. She recognised him. He had always stood out in amongst the other guards because he was taller than all of them. His broad build made him so imposing that she could never forget him.


  “I was just—”


  “Oh, it’s you, Serenity,” he interjected and she saw his eyes scan over her in the dim light. “Go on with you.”


  She felt relieved and walked past him in the direction of the gates. When he smacked her backside, she barely stopped herself from looking around and frowning at him. She growled under her breath instead.


  The gates opened as she approached and she gave a small nod of thanks to the gatekeeper.


  When her foot hit the other side, a weight lifted off her and she glanced back at the house. She could see her window. It was dimly lit by candlelight and Serenity was standing in it. She held her hand up and felt a little sad when Serenity did the same. She hadn’t made her friend go through with the plan, Serenity had offered her services, but it didn’t stop her from feeling terrible for asking her to do such a thing in the first place.


  The moment she was out of sight of the gatekeepers, she ran. She wished she could see Arkalus’ face when he found out what they’d done.


  She had almost reached the end of the avenue that ran along the perimeter wall of the mansion when she bumped into something.


  Her claws automatically extended when she sensed it was a vampire and she was immediately on it. She threw a series of fast punches and redoubled her effort when the vampire blocked most of them. When her opponent stumbled backwards, she dipped her upper body and brought her leg around, catching them hard across the face. Her foot landed on the ground and she brought her other leg around, letting it arc gracefully in a lotus kick.


  The vampire snarled and grabbed her roughly, throwing her against the wall. She landed heavily on her knees and frowned. Her head snapped up, her eyes narrowing on the vampire as it waited in the shadows. It was too dark for her to make the vampire out, she could just see a shadowy figure standing stock still, as though it was waiting for her to make her next move. She pushed herself up and ran at it, drawing her fist back in the process. When her assailant went to block her move, she ducked under its arm and landed her punch in its stomach. She smiled when they growled at her.


  She barely had time to react when the vampire launched an attack, lashing out at her with a barrage of perfectly executed punches, every single one of which met their mark. She tried to place some distance between her and the attacker, but they caught her arm and slammed her into the wall again, knocking her breath from her.


  She landed on her feet and paused for a moment to catch her breath and give her body time to shut down the pain that was flooding through her. She sprang at the vampire, her teeth extending. Her attacker punched her solidly across the jaw and she dropped to the floor again.


  She was about to sweep its legs out when she found herself being hauled to her feet.


  She started to growl.


  It fled her lips the instant she recognised him.


  Valentine frowned when he found that his assailant was actually the girl he’d come to rescue. He tried to set her back down on her feet but she flung her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. He winced when she pressed her hands into all the places she’d just hit him.


  “Valentine.” She breathed the word into his ear with so much relief that he found himself wrapping his arms about her and holding her as she buried her face into his neck. “You’re safe. I knew you were safe.”


  He smiled. A small jolt of pleasure ran through him on hearing those words. She’d been worried about him and had clearly missed him judging by the bear grip she now had him in.


  “It was dangerous of you to come here. You shouldn’t have come,” she whispered into his ear.


  “I was not about to let you get yourself killed.”


  He looked at her hair and let it slip through his fingers. It was no wonder he hadn’t recognised her at first. It was black as midnight. Peeling her off him, he set her down.


  “What happened?” he said.


  She looked sheepish and ran her fingers through her hair. “You like?”


  He managed a restrained nod.


  He did like it. He’d thought she was pretty when she’d had red hair, but something about the darkness of her new colour drew his attention to her face and he found himself wondering if she’d always been this beautiful. Maybe she had been. Maybe he’d been blinded by the fact she was a Caelestis. Maybe he’d missed her as much as she’d missed him and it made her seem even more attractive.


  Or maybe during their time apart he’d finally let go of his reserve towards her.


  His gaze dropped to her mouth.


  Her lips were smiling at him. He’d thought about them so much. He’d thought about her so much. She’d been on his mind from the second he’d awoken in St. Mark’s Square to find her gone. He hadn’t been able to rest until he had discovered where she’d been taken and was on the train to Prague.


  He raised his eyes to meet hers and held her gaze. Slipping his hand into his pocket, he withdrew her amulet and held it up for her to see.


  “I believe you lost something,” he said, his smile broadening when her eyes filled with happiness.


  She held her hand out and he realised that she wanted him to put it on her. He carefully placed each ring on her fingers and then drew the bracelet around her wrist. He fastened it and ran his fingertips over the metal, letting them brush against her skin at the same time.


  She shuddered beneath his touch.


  He let his hand linger against hers, the tips of his fingers still resting on her wrist. Looking deep into her eyes, he could see the fire in their depths, could feel it in the way her hand was trembling in his.


  He dropped his eyes to her mouth again.


  He knew what she wanted, what he wanted.


  He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and drew her towards him.


  A shout broke the still air and his head shot up, his senses sharpening to assist his search for the perpetrator. Another shout was followed by another, but this one was by a different person. He frowned when Prophecy grabbed his hand and started pulling him towards the town.


  “We must leave,” she said. There was panic in her voice and her eyes.


  “What is happening?” He walked with her.


  She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it and carried on walking. He frowned. There was something that she wasn’t telling him and he wanted to know what it was. She had to have a reason for keeping it from him. When she finally spoke, he understood why she had been so reluctant.


  “Arkalus wanted to claim me.” Her voice quivered and betrayed her nerves. He frowned, a dark feeling of anger and jealousy rising up inside of him as he pictured Arkalus with her. “My maid, Serenity, has always wanted to be his. We’re of similar stature. She helped me. We dyed our hair, swapped clothing, and doused her in so much of my perfume that Arkalus wouldn’t have been able to sense it was her. She was to wait by the window for Arkalus to go to her. In the dim light, he wouldn’t have been able to tell it wasn’t me. She wouldn’t stop him from claiming her. He would think her silence the perfect opportunity to claim her. I mean, claim me. He would think it was me being silent and obedient for once.”


  She glanced back at the mansion and he got the feeling she was avoiding looking at him. He’d thought she’d want to gloat at how she’d managed to make him jealous, but she seemed to hate it as much as he did.


  “I think it worked. I hope it worked. If he claimed her then he can’t kill her. That’s right, isn’t it?”


  Valentine had to think for a moment. It had been a long time since he’d read anything about claiming and mating. A claim was a bond of love, something he’d never experienced, and it meant that you wanted to be with your mate until the end of your days.


  He nodded. “You cannot kill your mate, no matter what the feelings are between you really. You have declared your intention to remain with them for eternity. The ancient rite makes it impossible to raise a hand to murder the person you have claimed as your love.”


  She gave him a thankful smile and he saw that she was relieved to hear his words. They walked together towards the centre of the city, stopping by the river. He could see the Charles Bridge in the distance. Its lights were reflected in the water far below it. High above it was the old town and the Cathedral. It was still lit up. The hour was growing late, but not late enough that the city had shut down. There were bars still open and plenty of places to hide if they ran into trouble, but the streets would be relatively empty. The night was cold, driving everyone indoors.


  “Are we going to St. Petersburg?”


  Her voice roused him from his perusal of the city.


  “No, not yet. I have somewhere I need to go first,” he said and caught sight of the questions in her eyes. She still had questions for everything. He could describe the Charles Bridge in infinite detail, including its history and the battles that their families had fought on it, and she’d still have a million questions about it. “We need weapons. I have a place in Prague, somewhere that only I know.”


  She looked sceptical. “It might not be safe. Arkalus knows that you’re working with me and he’s working with your lord to find me. What’s to say they don’t know about your place? They could have werewolves watching it.”


  “Nothing. There is a chance they know of the apartment I keep, but it is a risk that I’m willing to take if it means we are better armed.” He walked in the direction of the bridge.


  When she caught up with him, he looked across at her. She was pulling her hair back into a ponytail. She looked so different in her black bodice and jacket. He was thankful that it didn’t reveal anything, partly because it would have distracted him and partly because it would have exposed her marks to the world. He wondered if Arkalus knew of them. His fists clenched at the thought of the vampire touching her.


  “You seem tenser than usual,” she said with a smile.


  He flexed his fingers, trying to rid his body of the tension she’d picked up on. He glanced at her neck, relieved to see there were still only his marks on her.


  “Does Kalinor know you are here?” he said.


  She shook her head in negation. “I don’t think Arkalus told him. I get the feeling that he just wanted to find me. He never wanted to kill me.”


  He frowned at the pavement. “Kalinor will realise that he has been double crossed. He will not take it lightly. He demands loyalty.”


  He tried to keep the stab of hurt those words made him feel out of his eyes but he knew she’d seen it when she furrowed her brows and gave him a small smile. There was something else in her eyes as she sighed. Guilt and sadness. Was he responsible for her feeling guilty? Did she feel like it because she knew what he’d sacrificed and how hard it was for him? Or was it being back in Prague that was making her feel that way? They were close to both of their homes and she had seen her family again. Had they treated her differently, as though she was going to kill them all? She hadn’t mentioned her mother. She had only spoken of Arkalus.


  He thought about asking her, but then decided against it. The sadness in her eyes told him something had happened. He didn’t need to make her talk about it. In time, she would tell him if she wanted to.


  She stopped under a streetlight and her brows furrowed in concern, her expression becoming gentle. He was about to tell her that he was fine when she reached out and brushed her thumb across his lower lip. It was such a delicate move on her part. His eyes closed, his lip still tingling with her touch even after she’d withdrawn her hand. Opening them again, he saw a streak of blood on the pad of her thumb and he licked his lips, tasting the metallic tang of it. She must have hit him harder than he’d thought.


  He cocked his head to one side when she brought her thumb up to her mouth, closed her eyes and licked his blood off it so slowly that it looked as though she was savouring it.


  She gave him a sheepish smile when she opened her eyes.


  “I didn’t think I’d hit you that hard,” she said.


  He smiled at the sight of her bruised cheek when she turned slightly and the light shone down on her. He ran the backs of his fingers over it. Her eyes closed, her head dropping as she turned it away from him in a self-conscious way. He wondered if she would always be this shy whenever he showed her the slightest amount of affection. She answered his thoughts by leaning into his touch when he opened his hand and cupped her cheek.


  “I didn’t think I’d hit you that hard.” He repeated her words.


  “I think you did.” She smiled and he withdrew his hand. “In fact I know you did. My back is killing me.”


  He grinned at her, almost letting slip a laugh when she pulled a face of discomfort and pressed her hands into the small of her back.


  “I believe that makes us even,” he said.


  She frowned at him as though trying to figure out why they were now even and then her eyes widened and he realised that she’d remembered throwing him against the wall in the warehouse.


  “I guess we are.” She gave him a brief smile and then her expression became one of intent as she looked back up the street they’d just walked down. “I think we should keep moving. Arkalus will be trying to find me.”


  He nodded and began walking again. She was right. Arkalus had wanted to claim her and even though he was probably bonded to her friend now, it wouldn’t stop him from trying to find her. If Kalinor discovered that they were in the city again, he would stop at nothing to capture and kill them. If he discovered that Arkalus had betrayed him, he would raise an army and declare war on Caelestis, regardless of the consequences to the human population of Prague.


  He kept glancing at Prophecy as they walked along the river to the Charles Bridge. She looked fascinated again, her eyes constantly scanning her surroundings. He’d forgotten that she’d never seen her city first hand before. A quick look around them told him that no one was following them so he slowed the pace the slightest amount, giving her more time to take in the buildings and scenery. He had to give her something good to remember. There were bad times ahead of them. His instincts told him that from here on in, it was going to get a lot more difficult and a lot more dangerous.


  St. Petersburg awaited them.


  Prophecy was going to face her biggest challenge so far.


  She just didn’t know it yet.


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  Prophecy squashed the turmoil and the sickening nerves that walking the streets of Prague were giving her. Valentine seemed so relaxed. She couldn’t understand his leisurely pace. She wanted to get away from the city as quickly as possible, but he was delaying them by going to his apartment first.


  She had been so relieved to see him alive and well that it had calmed her at first, but now they had entered the heart of the city and everything was setting her nerves alight.


  She frowned and kept her eyes fixed on the floor as they passed under the gate at one end of the bridge. It was tall, imposing, and old. Just like the rest of the buildings around her.


  Her eyes crept up, taking in the sight of the bridge spanning the river in front of her. There was something ominous about it. The ornate streetlamps that lined it did nothing to actually light it. It was cloaked in dark sepia tones. The yellow glow of the lamps seemed to draw out all colour, washing everything in its dull sickly light.


  She rubbed her arms, trying to keep the sudden chill off them. Looking up at Valentine, she wanted to ask him to forget going to his place for weapons. This whole area of the city had a feeling of foreboding about it. She brought her eyes back to the bridge. The wide causeway was lined intermittently with statues that seemed to loom out of the darkness, leering at her as she passed. It reeked of antiquity, of danger, just like the other streets they had walked down. The bridge was so old that it had long been closed to traffic, and because of the late hour, her and Valentine were the only ones walking along it. The emptiness of it only added to the anxious feeling it gave her.


  She looked up. It had rained shortly before she’d escaped and the clouds were still knit closely together, threatening her with another downpour at any given moment.


  She fixed her gaze straight in front of her and blocked out the words of danger her imagination was whispering. She could barely see the other end of the bridge. There was just darkness greeting her and the cathedral high up on the hill. It felt as though she was walking into nothingness, into certain death.


  Silence reigned, engulfing all noises around them until the whole city was still.


  It was too quiet.


  “When do we leave?” she said, wanting to break the silence and using conversation to calm her nerves.


  “There is a train to St. Petersburg in two hours,” Valentine replied without taking his eyes off the gate that was now becoming visible at the other end of the bridge.


  “Two hours,” she repeated. She was relieved to hear that it wasn’t long until they were going to be leaving Prague behind. When she’d gone with Valentine to England, she’d been sad to leave her city behind and she’d missed it and her home. Now she felt as though she didn’t belong here, at least not at this moment. She had things to do. One day the city would feel like home to her again, but right now the whole of it felt like a prison, and she had to escape.


  Valentine had been right when he’d told her she couldn’t go back. There was no going back. Everything had changed inexorably now. Iona was gone and Arkalus had taken her place. She had seen in the eyes of her family that they feared him. She had always known in her heart that he wouldn’t be a just ruler of their family. He would run it with an iron fist, treating their kin as though they were his slaves to command rather than his family.


  Her hands curled into fists and she looked over to her left in the direction of her home. Someday, she would come back and set things right within her family. She was their Chosen Daughter. It was her duty to protect them, even if it was from one of their own.


  Silently, she vowed that she would return and defeat Arkalus.


  She brought her eyes back to the bridge and looked at another statue as they passed it. She could see the other side of the river now. The churches here were massive imposing monuments. It made her skin crawl to look at them. She dropped her gaze down from the hill, over the large trees on the right of the bridge to the gate at the far end. It was different to the one at the other end. It seemed to fit in with its surroundings more. She glanced over her shoulder and saw how far they’d come along the bridge.


  She hoped that Valentine’s apartment wasn’t far from the bridge. The quicker they were at the station, the happier she would be.


  A chill swept through her. The statues loomed all around her. The buildings seemed to grow and darken.


  “Old,” she said quietly, fearing that the city itself would answer her.


  “Dangerous,” Valentine said.


  She realised that he was right. His single word had summed up everything she’d been feeling since setting foot in the centre of the city but couldn’t quite put her finger on. The city was old. It was old to the point that it had grown dangerous. Their families had darkened it and bloodied it with so many centuries of vicious battles that the city itself seemed to have absorbed some of their deadliness. It felt as though it had feelings. Everywhere she turned, she felt malice, and it seemed to be directed at them.


  An Aurorea and a Caelestis, two from the bloodlines responsible for the city’s tortured past.


  “Prague feels so different to how it used to. I know I never really went out into it, but I spent so many nights watching it from my room or the roof of the mansion. It feels so different to Venice... ” She trailed off when she realised that she was probably sounding weird.


  Valentine smiled. “Deadlier. Venice felt safer, Paris safer still. The closer we get to the impending war, the more we’re finding ourselves in cities whose history has seen apocalyptic battles. St. Petersburg will feel even deadlier.”


  “Why?” She tried to recall if she knew anything about their next destination. All she had seen were travel programs about it on the television.


  “Two of the most powerful bloodlines have made it their home. The ever graceful Venia live in the city and the mighty Validus have been resident in the countryside just outside of it since time immemorial.”


  “Validus,” she breathed the word. They were the oldest of the bloodlines and the least populous. It was said that there hadn’t been a new child in the Validus family since the eighteenth century and it was rare to meet one since they seldom left their home. She wondered if she’d meet one. The Validus Law Keeper had been in the position for nearly six hundred years. They were exceptional fighters.


  Her eyes moved from one streetlight to the next, following the line of them as they flanked the bridge. She occasionally let her gaze linger on a statue as they passed it by.


  Nearing the other end of the bridge, she watched the reflections in the water, the lights twinkling and rippling in the gentle current. She listened to the sound of the trees swishing in the breeze.


  A low rumble interrupted her thoughts.


  Her senses sharpened to a pinpoint.


  She immediately looked at Valentine who had stopped walking. He was scanning their surroundings.


  “That wasn’t your stomach then?” She tried to make light of the situation but he grimly shook his head.


  When his head shot around and he frowned, she followed his gaze. Slinking out of the shadows of a nearby staircase was the largest werewolf she’d ever seen.


  “Old,” she whispered in fascination, her eyes roaming over its tattered fur that was intersected with thick scars.


  “Damn near ancient,” Valentine corrected her.


  “Is that bad?” she asked out of the corner of her mouth, afraid to make a move in case she made it attack.


  “Only for us.” He smiled but it looked forced to her. She could see the worry in his eyes. “I think we should forget the weapons.”


  “I would tend to agree.” She backed away a step but the werewolf moved forwards, keeping the distance between them steady.


  She stared into its yellow eyes. Everything slowed. For a brief second, she wondered whose family it belonged to, and then Valentine grabbed her hand.


  The world sped up to a dizzying pace.


  “Move!” Valentine tugged on her hand and started sprinting in the direction they’d just come. She found herself lagging behind, her concentration on the werewolf rather than running.


  She tried to look over her shoulder at it as they pounded the cobbled roadway back over the bridge towards the old town square. Valentine pulled on her arm again and growled at her when she stumbled, losing her footing and slowing them down even further.


  The dark look he shot in her direction told her just how serious the situation they’d found themselves in was. There was no time for making mistakes. If they didn’t do everything flawlessly, then they weren’t going to make it out.


  She sharpened her senses, her pace increasing until she was keeping up with him. When she fell in beside him, he let go of her hand. She focused on the werewolf, trying to pinpoint its location behind them.


  She looked at the buildings ahead of them, the wide flat-topped spires of the church and the town hall giving her somewhere to aim for and the wet cobblestones of the bridge reflecting the pale lights of the streetlamps lining it.


  “Gaining,” she said and saw Valentine’s brows knit tight, his concentration wholly with the werewolf. She tried to run faster but her muscles protested, aching under the pressure of being forced to go past their limit.


  A loud crash off to her right signalled that the werewolf wasn’t running a straight course any more. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw it use one of the statues of saints as a springboard, shattering the fragile stone under the pressure of its hind legs.


  “Faster,” Valentine growled at her.


  She struggled to keep her footing on the wet stone floor. She’d never had to run this fast for this long before and it was taking its toll on her. She squealed when Valentine’s fingers wrapped tightly around her wrist and he forced her to push through the pain barrier to keep up with him. Resisting a look at him, she kept her focus on the gate ahead of them. She knew that Valentine was tiring too, but they couldn’t stop and fight. The long bridge didn’t offer them the room they would need to manoeuvre and there was no cover of any kind.


  She heard Valentine suck in a sharp breath and expel it slowly when she almost lost her footing again. The gate wasn’t far off now. They were no more than thirty metres from it and were closing in fast. Unfortunately, so was the werewolf. She could practically feel its breath on her neck, its signature growing stronger on her senses.


  It was closing in on them faster than they were closing in on the gate.


  “Move!” Valentine said and she looked over at him.


  His claws were extending, the bones of his face shifting as his teeth descended. His eyes flashed like mother of pearl as they caught a streetlight.


  She shook her head violently in opposition of what he was asking her to do. She wasn’t going to let him fight alone this time.


  “I am not asking you, Prophecy. I am telling you.” He grabbed her wrist tightly and propelled her forwards, letting go of her just before they reached the gate. She stumbled on, unable to slow down immediately without falling over.


  She turned in time to see him whip around and grab the werewolf’s forearms just as it leapt towards him.


  He clenched his jaw and struggled to contain the beast. It snarled and lurched forwards, trying to bite him and growling when he skilfully dodged its jaws.


  “Valentine,” she whispered and flexed her fingers, her eyes fixed on him the whole time, watching him wrestling the werewolf.


  Holding her hand out by her side, the faint purple glow of the magic caught her eyes and obscured her vision, making the world seem dimmer. She tried to focus past its light so she could see Valentine.


  With lightning quick speed, he twisted the werewolf’s arm around and slashed down its chest with his claws. He evaded it as it growled and lashed out at him. Coming around behind it, he sliced into the calf muscles on its hind leg.


  The werewolf let out a whimper of pain and snarled. Valentine raced towards her at a flat out run. She barely had time to react when he grabbed her hand and started pulling her towards the gate, leading her in the direction of the old town square.


  “I thought I told you to run?” he said with a frown.


  She shot him a black look. “I’m sick of running. This is my fight too... our fight.”


  She relented when he glanced across at her. His features were again in human form and his green eyes were full of something akin to disbelief over what she’d said. He dragged her down a side street and they pelted along it as fast as their tiring legs would carry them.


  Valentine looked over his shoulder.


  A low snarl in the distance made it clear that the fight wasn’t over.


  She frowned at him.


  “I was just slowing him down.” He grinned and she could see a glimmer of pleasure in it that made her wonder if he thought this was fun.


  She caught a glance at a street sign as they sped past it.


  “This way,” she said, pulling him down a small alleyway. She smiled when they came out in the middle of the square.


  He looked around in all directions. Her eyes moved quickly to take in the church at one end of the square and the old town hall that faced it. There were people milling around, enjoying the scenery and the quiet of night.


  “Any ideas?” she said.


  “That way.” He nodded towards another alley. Just as they were about to move, the werewolf appeared from nowhere, cutting off the route he had just pointed out and running towards them.


  “Maybe not,” she whined and looked at Valentine. He wasn’t even looking at the werewolf. He was staring at a street sign that was pointing in the direction of something.


  He tugged on her hand and she ran, not asking him where they were going. He knew this city better than her and they both knew that a fight was rapidly becoming inevitable. If they couldn’t escape the werewolf, they needed to lure it to somewhere that people were less likely to see them or get hurt.


  She followed him as he turned a corner, following another sign. They passed a group of tourists and she didn’t look back as they screamed, she just used the sound to give her a rough measurement of how far behind them the werewolf was.


  “Closing,” she said.


  They sprinted around another bend and headed straight for the glowing yellow ‘M’ sign that was directly in front of them.


  Thundering down the steps into the metro station, she grinned when they ran straight through the open barriers and past the ticket validation machines.


  “Bless the trusting people of Prague.”


  Valentine laughed and looked her over. “I hardly think someone is going to ask us for a ticket.”


  She looked across at him and supposed he was right. His face was bruised, his lip was split and his black clothing made him look like some kind of sinister military officer. She knew she didn’t look much more welcoming than he did. No human in their right mind would have stopped them.


  She skidded to a halt when they reached the escalator. The height of it made her tired head spin.


  “No time for a rest,” he said and grabbed her hand. He ran down the escalator, his boots making a hollow metallic echo as he hit each one hard.


  Watching her feet closely so she didn’t stumble and drag him down the escalator, she listened to the rhythmic pounding of his boots and breathed deeply. The air smelt of diesel and dust.


  An echoing growl from up above made her look around. The werewolf was bounding down the steps and closing in on them again. When it leapt onto the long metal slope that divided the two escalators, she pushed Valentine forwards.


  “Speed would be good right about now.”


  He turned with a frown and scowled at the werewolf before doing as she’d instructed.


  “Someone needs to learn when to quit.” He doubled his speed down the escalator.


  She kept her eyes on him, not wanting to think about how easy it would be to fall. If she did, then it would all be over. The werewolf was almost on them.


  There was a rush of cool earthy air and the sound of a train pulling into the station. She pushed off the last of the steps and dashed forwards, shutting out the sound of the werewolf and focusing on reaching the train before it left.


  Skidding around the corner behind Valentine, hope sank in her chest when she saw the train doors close ahead of them and it started to move away. Valentine growled and turned sharply to the left when they hit the platform. He continued running for a few metres and then stopped and gave her a look that said there was nothing left now except fighting.


  She nodded and rolled her shoulders to loosen up.


  A snarl made her look around. The werewolf was slinking around the corner. It bared its fangs when it spotted them.


  She noticed that it was limping. Valentine had slowed it down and she didn’t want to think about how different this night could have been if he hadn’t. Even when injured, the werewolf had almost out run them.


  “I think it is time you tested that magic of yours again.” Valentine’s voice rang in her ears.


  She shook her head. “I won’t—”


  “I am afraid that you do not get a choice this time.” He cut her off.


  She gasped when he shot off along the platform. Quickly flexing her fingers, she focused on him as he ran to meet the werewolf head on. Wind rushed through the tunnels, making her jacket flap open and blowing her hair around.


  “Now or never.” She took a deep breath, focusing on her hand. She could feel the magic building there and she knew what it would take in order for it to come quickly.


  She watched Valentine clash with the werewolf, not allowing herself to look away like she wanted to. She felt the intensity of the magic increase each time he was hit. Her skin began to itch when the werewolf caught Valentine’s shoulder and he growled. He moved quickly to evade the beast’s claws but the werewolf threw him hard against the curved wall, causing the impact to echo around the platforms. He dropped to the floor, plaster and splinters of tile raining down on his back.


  Her whole body prickled and tingled. The magic arced along her fingers.


  She straightened and growled when she realised that Valentine wasn’t getting up. Her hand came up, her left one tightly holding her wrist to keep it steady.


  “Puppy.” She cooed and the werewolf stopped moving towards Valentine where he was struggling to stand. It looked at her and she smiled wickedly. “Here boy.”


  The werewolf bounded towards her just as a train came thundering out of the tunnel behind it. Wind rushed against her, the sound of it filling her ears while the lights from the train flickered across her eyes.


  She set her jaw tight and narrowed her eyes on the werewolf, looking deep into its yellow irises as it sprinted.


  It pounced.


  She ran at it.


  The world moved in slow motion.


  Prophecy could see the werewolf in mid-air and the magic leaving her hand. The purple trails crackled as they dug into the werewolf, singeing the fur and making a smell like burnt popcorn before cutting into its flesh and ripping through it. Remembering that Valentine had ended up covered in pieces of werewolf the last time she’d used her magic on one, she threw herself forwards, rolling underneath it as it sailed overhead.


  She rolled onto her feet and the world sped up again. She cringed when she heard a harsh pop followed by a series of wet slaps. The scent of blood filled the air. Looking over her shoulder, she grimaced at the sight of the pieces of werewolf and blood that was splattered along a ten-foot length of platform.


  “Prophecy.” Valentine’s dulcet tones roused her.


  She closed her eyes when she felt him standing close behind her. Heaving a sigh, she turned and wrapped her arms around him, not caring about what his reaction would be. It was stupid of him to place himself in danger like that and she wanted to tell him just how angry she was with him, but all she felt was relief that he was all right. She was stunned when his hand moved in small, soothing circles against her back.


  “Are you all right?” His voice was laced with concern.


  She pulled away from him and cleared her throat, hiding how scared he’d made her and managing a scowl.


  “No. You’re stupid, you know that?”


  He just smiled at her and then stretched, rolling his shoulders and sighing in satisfaction. She could hear all his vertebrae cracking back into place. He really was an idiot. She glared at him, trying to show him how angry she was with him but failing dismally when he raised his brows and dusted the white plaster off his jacket. It was impossible to be angry with him when she just wanted to hold him again and breathe a sigh of relief that he hadn’t been killed.


  He looked past her and she glanced at the dead werewolf.


  “You did better than last time.”


  She smiled at the note of admiration in his voice.


  A train squealed to a halt on the other platform. She listened to the sound of his boots on the hard floor and turned to follow him. Walking away from the platform, she realised that she had done better than last time. She had more control now.


  He held the door of the train open for her so she could board and she smiled into his eyes as she stepped towards him.


  She took one last look at the station as the doors closed and then turned her back on it.


  The train began to move.


  In just over an hour they would leave Prague behind for the second time.


  She would see it again.


  When everything was said and done, she’d come back and free her family of Arkalus’ reign.


  


  


  


  Chapter 25


  Prophecy leaned back into the couch seat, listening to the steady clackety-clack of the train. They were thirty minutes outside Prague, the moon was still high in the heavens and they had a compartment all to themselves. Her eyes slid across to Valentine where he was sitting opposite her. She wondered what he was thinking as he stared pensively out of the window. He’d been quiet since their arrival at Prague station. The playful banter and light atmosphere they had enjoyed since running into each other again was gone. She wished with all her heart that it would come back. She liked being on easy terms with him. It made her feel as though some of their barriers were beginning to fall away and he was starting to let her in a little.


  When his gaze left the outside world, she looked away and stared at the patch of worn leather covered couch beside his thigh.


  “It is almost a day’s travel to St. Petersburg. We will need to change train several times, some of which may be during daylight hours.” His tone was emotionless, matter of fact.


  She could feel his eyes boring into her. The feeling of him watching her made her want to look at him. She wanted to stare straight back at him, deep into his eyes, and search them for the reason he was suddenly so withdrawn.


  “I’ll be fine,” she said and moved her gaze to rest on his knees, before dropping it to his boots.


  They were scuffed now, no longer pristine and shining at her. The fight with the werewolf in Prague and the vampires in Venice had taken their toll on them. She smiled to herself. It struck her as a physical representation of what was happening to him on the inside. His mask of duty and loyalty to his family were melting away. Gone were his uniform and his allegiance to Aurorea. They had been replaced by clothes more common looking and an alliance with her. She supposed they had both changed. Her eyes had been opened and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shut them again. They had been opened to the world and opened to the man sitting opposite her. She no longer saw the other bloodlines as below her notice. They were all the same at heart. They were nothing more than vampires, nothing more than men and women. The only thing that differed between them was their ancestry.


  And that meant nothing to her now.


  Valentine was an Aurorea, but he was a vampire first, a man. His feelings had been shaped by years of duty to his bloodline and listening to their teachings about the other bloodlines, but all of that was falling away now, leaving the individual he had always been rather than the child of Aurorea they’d taught him to be. She was the same. Everything they had poisoned her mind with was being forgotten or proven irrelevant. Valentine wasn’t her enemy. Her enemy was her own family. Her enemies were those that were against her, those that were attempting to kill her and stop her from fulfilling her destiny.


  She started when the door to the compartment burst open and several people fell into it. She scowled at the two men and the woman as they stared at her and Valentine. They burst out laughing and grabbed hold of each other to stop themselves from falling over while the train rounded a bend. She cocked her head to one side, the frown remaining on her face. The people tumbled back out into the hallway and stumbled off.


  She continued to frown at the now empty door.


  Valentine moved over to it and pulled it shut, locking it and drawing the blinds down before walking back to his seat opposite her. She looked across at him.


  “Why did they laugh at us?” she said.


  He smiled.


  “Because they are drunk and do not know or cannot see what we really are.” He held her gaze and she noticed his look softened slightly. “I wish that you never stop asking questions as I have. Your curiosity about the world is so beautiful. I have lost that... I have seen it all. There is nothing left for me to question.”


  She dropped her eyes to rest on the floor, frowning at it. She didn’t like the note of solemnity in his voice. He seemed to have lost all of the brightness he had been filled with earlier. Was the loss of his sire still plaguing him? She hadn’t forgotten what had happened back in Venice. He’d been so distraught. She had known that there had been something between them once, something more than just a sire and child relationship.


  Moving across the compartment, she sat sideways on the couch beside him so she was facing him. She frowned when she realised that he looked paler than usual. There was a sallow look to his skin.


  She furrowed her brows and gently placed her hand against his cheek, bringing his head around so he was looking at her. When his eyes met hers, she gave him a shaky smile. They were so full of sadness. She’d never seen him looking so sombre.


  “There are questions inside you still,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. The atmosphere between them seemed to grow heavier, all sense of lightness rapidly disappearing as she stared deep into his clear green gaze. “Conflict reigns in your eyes whenever you look at me. What is it that you fear? Is it what I am or what I could do to our species if you and Mathias are wrong?”


  She started when he placed his hand over hers where it rested against his cheek.


  “It is myself that I am afraid of... not you or the hunter at our backs, or the path that lies ahead. What I have done is unforgivable. It is a sin, a mark against my family... I... I dared to place you above them. I placed you above my duty. I went against my orders to destroy you and instead I helped you. I am no longer the man I once was. I have cut ties to the only world I have known and betrayed it, myself and my family.”


  She shook her head, her chest tightening with mixed feelings when she saw the hurt gradually surface in his eyes. He wanted forgiveness for the things he’d done to help her, and she wished with all of her heart that she could give that to him, but she knew that whatever she offered him wouldn’t soothe the pain he was feeling. He needed forgiveness from his family. Lucya had offered it to him and he’d turned his back on it to remain with herself. He’d surrendered his one chance to return to his world so that he could stay by her side.


  She cursed the tears that were welling up, trying to make them go away so he wouldn’t see them. She didn’t want to make him feel worse than he already did. It was so easy for her to forget the things that he’d sacrificed for her. What she had surrendered was nothing compared to what he had lost.


  “Valentine.” Her voice was a quiet whisper, her emotions constricting her throat and making it impossible for her to talk any louder without letting the tears come. “Don’t speak like that.”


  She pulled him towards her and wrapped her arms about him, stroking his back while he buried his face into her neck. She held him tightly, feeling his cool breath against her neck, and closed her eyes. He’d lost everything he’d known in order to be with her and it was taking its toll on him. The sense of purpose his duty to his family had given him was gone. Everything he had worked towards had disappeared. One single decision had cost him everything.


  She’d cost him everything.


  Resting her cheek against his, she ran her fingers through his hair and cradled him to her. Right now, he didn’t seem like the strong vampire she’d met that night in the cemetery, or even the man he’d been in Oxford. He seemed so small and scared, nothing more than a child. Everything that had happened since his meeting her had finally broken him, and it was up to her to show him that all was not lost and that deep inside he was still as strong as he’d always been.


  “Valentine, you’re still the man you were. Nothing can change that, nothing. I can’t give you the forgiveness that she offered you, but I can give you everything I have. Valentine?”


  She pulled back and frowned when she saw that he had his eyes closed. She pressed her hand into his shoulder to support his weight and grimaced when she felt the blood against her fingers and the scent of it filled the air.


  Panic raced through her.


  “Valentine?” She shook him and he frowned, his dark brows knitting together tightly.


  His eyes fluttered open.


  “What happened?” she said, but realised that he wasn’t going to answer her. Her eyes widened. The werewolf they had fought in the metro station had hit his shoulder. She stared at it. There weren’t any holes in his clothes so it must have only reopened the wound he’d picked up in Paris. “Valentine, you need to feed.”


  He shook his head when she drew the collar of her shirt aside to reveal her neck.


  “Please, Valentine?”


  “No.” He pushed her away. “I shall not... I deserve this.”


  She realised that this had been the reason he’d fallen so quiet. He’d been silently suffering. Did he think this was some kind of punishment for the things he’d done? Did he want it to be that? She wasn’t about to let him punish himself like this that was for sure.


  Grabbing hold of his jacket, she pulled him back to her. She hastily unbuttoned his jacket, ignoring his weak growls and the attempts he made to push her away. She tugged his jacket off his shoulder and then opened his shirt and pushed it out of the way. His pale skin was covered in the dark reddish-brown of dried blood. She could see the deep lacerations in his chest where the werewolf had managed to reopen the wound.


  “Valentine?” She shook him again to rouse him. He frowned at her and bared his teeth. “I’m not letting you do this to yourself. You’re being ridiculous. Either you feed from me, or I’ll go and kill someone and bring them back here.”


  “Child.” He spat the word at her.


  She just smiled and cajoled him into reacting again. “I’ll blow our cover. You have no choice but to drink from me.”


  He shook his head. “I will not hurt you to save myself.”


  “It won’t hurt... I know you won’t let it hurt. I can fix this.” She pointed to the wound. “But I need you to feed.”


  His eyes rolled shut and she caught him when he fell backwards into the couch. She pulled him up into a sitting position again and cleared the hair from his brow. He was so pale. How could she have not noticed it before?


  “Please, Valentine?” she whispered into his ear, her cheek touching his. “You’re starting to scare me. I can’t do this without you. I can’t carry all this weight on my own. I’m not strong enough. I need you here with me.”


  He growled and his teeth sliced deep into the right side her neck. She furrowed her brows and her mouth hung open, her left arm supporting him. He tugged her close to him, pulling her onto his lap. She shifted her knees until she was straddling him and pushed his shirt aside. Closing her eyes, she focused on the feeling of his hard body against hers and the way he was so desperate for her blood. She flexed her fingers and then let them trail across his chest to the wound. She centred the amulet over it and took a deep breath. His fingers dug into her sides, gripping her so tightly that it bordered on painful. Her head spun and a sweep of goose bumps ran over her body. The stars itched and burned, sending pulses of tingles through her that all radiated towards her hand and her neck where Valentine was biting her.


  She bit her lip, her thoughts constantly begging him not to stop no matter how much it was beginning to hurt. She wanted more. She needed more. She tried to focus on the magic and her hand but found it impossible when she felt Valentine’s tongue run over her skin, catching the stray drop of blood that had been running down her chest. She leaned back, giving him better access to it and then clenched her jaw when his teeth scraped against her chest and he moved up towards the other side of her neck.


  Her head fell to one side and she moaned quietly when his teeth sank into her, penetrating her soft flesh. He drew hard on her blood, making her body burn with desire and a hint of pain. The fingers of her left hand wove their way into his hair and she held him to her. She stared at her right hand, her brows knitting and her eyes narrowing.


  “This might hurt,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. He would be so lost by now in the vision that she was feeding him that he wouldn’t even notice what she was about to do.


  She watched the threads of magic weaving together and then pressed the palm of her hand against the wound.


  She gritted her teeth and growled when the magic ripped through her, setting every one of her nerve endings alight in a frenzy of pain. Everything seemed blindingly bright and she closed her eyes, trying to shut it out but failing. It was as though it was bright inside of her, not outside in the world. She tried to keep her hand against his chest as the light flickered and died. Her head fell backwards, her hand slipping away from him.


  Darkness enveloped her.


  “Prophecy! Prophecy?”


  She moaned on hearing his voice. Opening her eyes, she found Valentine staring down at her. She tried to move, but realised that he was on top of her. Looking down the length of her body, she frowned when she found she was lying on the floor with him kneeling in between her legs.


  She raised a brow and looked into his eyes.


  He frowned and then his eyes widened in realisation. Before she could say anything, he was standing up and giving her an awkward look. She tried to sit up but the room spun and she slumped to the floor again, her hand pressed against her head as it throbbed.


  “Are you... ?” he said.


  She smiled at how awkward he looked still. She’d never had a man between her legs before and she’d never thought her first time would be under these kinds of circumstances.


  “Fine? Yes, I think so.” She grabbed hold of the couch to her right and went to pull herself up. Strong hands assisted her, setting her down gently in the seat. She thanked him with a smile and waited for her head to stop spinning. “Are you all right?”


  “Me? I... ” He looked flustered and pulled his shirt aside to reveal the now perfectly smooth skin of his chest. “How did you do that?”


  She smiled at the sight of it. She was glad that it had worked and she hadn’t blown him into a million tiny pieces like everything else she used her magic on.


  “I don’t know. I just knew I could.” She smoothed her hair and then flexed her fingers. Bringing her hand up, she licked the blood off her palm. When she’d cleaned her hand, she looked at Valentine and found him staring at her neck. “Did you like what you saw?”


  He blinked rapidly and then frowned at her. “I... it was... you.”


  “And you,” she said.


  His lips curved into a wicked grin. She caught the spark of desire in the depths of his eyes. She’d fed him a vision, one that she’d had recently but had neglected to mention to him, mostly because she didn’t know how to broach the subject. It had seemed like a perfect opportunity to let him see it first hand.


  She supposed that she shouldn’t have been so surprised to wake up to find him in between her legs. She pressed her fingers to the left side of her neck and felt the marks there. They were still sticky with blood.


  “Here,” he said and she shifted along the seat when he moved to sit next to her. “Let me.”


  She closed her eyes when he leaned towards her and she felt the sweep of his tongue against her neck. When he pulled back, she noticed he was staring at her chest. She looked there and saw two long gashes where his teeth had scraped her. She swallowed hard when he ran his fingers down them and looked up at him. His face was a mask of concern.


  “I am sorry,” he said, removing his hand. “It was all a little too much. I should not have let myself lose control like that.”


  She took hold of his hand and smiled reassuringly. “No harm done.”


  There was an awkward silence in which he stared at her hand.


  “It is getting light.” He glanced at the couch seat opposite them. “You should get some rest. I shall take first watch and will wake you when we have to change.”


  She nodded, not wanting to tell him that she wasn’t tired. He needed to retain some sense of control over the situation they were in and she was happy to let him be in command. She moved over to the other seat and smiled at him when he rolled his jacket up and handed it to her. She placed it at one end of the couch and lay down, using his jacket as a makeshift pillow.


  Closing her eyes, she tried to imagine what St. Petersburg had in store for her but kept thinking about the vision and the feeling of Valentine biting her.


  * * * *


  Valentine glanced across at Prophecy as they walked through the streets of St. Petersburg. A delay on the train had thankfully meant they’d arrived in the dead of night. His gaze dropped to the marks on her neck, his marks. They weren’t deep and they were far from what he’d wanted to do to her. In the heat of the moment, he’d considered so many things, but she’d trusted him not to hurt her, and every one of them would have been painful to some degree. She’d given him such a vision through her blood that she’d opened his eyes to the way things were rapidly becoming between them. It had felt so real that he knew she hadn’t made it up somehow. They were destined to be together.


  When she’d passed out in his arms, he’d thought it was his fault and then he’d noticed that she’d healed his wound while he was drinking from her. With him taking her blood and the magic stealing every spare ounce of her strength, it was no wonder she’d fallen unconscious. She’d given so much just to heal him physically and emotionally. He didn’t know how to thank her.


  He stopped dead and looked at her. She turned, frowning.


  “Something wrong?” she said.


  He shook his head and pointed at the building behind her.


  “I don’t speak Russian.” She smiled at him, a brilliant one that made him wonder how she could find something to really smile about. She was in a strange land, on the brink of a war, but she was still smiling.


  Did he make her smile? Was he the reason she looked so happy? He hadn’t done anything that he could think of. He remembered her words on the train. She’d told him that he couldn’t leave her and that she couldn’t do this without him. Was his just being here with her enough to make her smile?


  He frowned. She wasn’t going to like this one bit then.


  “I booked you a room.”


  The smile faded from her face.


  “I don’t understand,” she said and stepped towards him. “What about you?”


  He looked along the empty road to the square just beyond it. “I have a room at a different hotel.”


  “Why?” There was a note of hurt in her voice that cut him to the core.


  He closed the gap between them and resisted his desire to touch her cheek when he saw the look in her eyes that said she didn’t know what she’d done wrong. She’d done nothing wrong. He didn’t want it to have to be this way.


  “We have to be somewhere tomorrow.” He put his hand into his pocket and produced a small card. Handing it to her, he waited for her to open the envelope and read the invitation.


  “This is madness, you know?” she said once she’d taken a good look at it. “You expect to walk in there with no one recognising us?”


  He turned the card over for her. She read it and still looked sceptical. He smiled at how cautious she’d become.


  “But why do we need to stay at different hotels?”


  “We need to remain separate. That way there is less chance of us being detected. Tomorrow evening, go to the place across the road. You see it?” He intimated the dress shop.


  She nodded.


  “Arrangements have been made for you to be attended to after hours. Choose whatever you want to wear. The ball is being held at the Venia’s palace. My contact has left details for you at the reception desk in the hotel. A car will pick you up at eleven thirty outside the hotel. The first dance is at midnight. I will meet you there.”


  “Why are we going to this?” She still didn’t look convinced.


  He placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. “I must meet with someone and I want you to be there, just in case, understand?”


  “Is that the only reason I’m coming along?”


  He shook his head. “I thought you might enjoy it.”


  He turned her around and walked with her to the door of the hotel. Producing another slip of paper from his pocket, he handed it to her.


  “Use this name to check in,” he said and waited for her to nod. “Until tomorrow then.”


  She went to go in but paused and looked over her shoulder at him.


  “Anything I want to wear? Price doesn’t matter?”


  He had to smile at the twinkle in her eyes. Cornelius had once told him that women loved dancing and they loved being given the chance to dress up. He had to admit that it was true. Prophecy’s reserve about going to the ball was beginning to crack now that he’d offered her the chance to buy herself something to wear.


  “Money is no object.”


  “No particular colour or style?” She gave him a little smile.


  “Wear whatever you want.”


  She grinned and he could see the excitement in her eyes. He watched her go into the hotel and waited for her to disappear from sight before starting towards his own. It felt nice to give her something that made her smile so much. She’d taken it better than he’d thought she would. He remembered his first ball and how exciting it had been. He’d attended it with Lucya and Kalinor. He’d barely begun his training as a hunter at the time and he’d never been around so many dignitaries from different bloodlines. Everyone used the ball as an excuse to dress in the most extravagant and expensive clothes.


  He jammed his hands into his pockets and tried to imagine what she was going to wear.


  It had been a while since he’d been to the Creator Day masquerade. He wasn’t sure who would be attending or if it really was a good idea to go, but he was certain of one thing.


  Prophecy would be the most beautiful woman there.


  


  


  


  Chapter 26


  The lights along the path seemed to guide Prophecy towards the entrance of the house. She kept as far away as possible from the small group in front of her as they entered. They were laughing and the sound of their merriment merged into that of the ball as she followed them into the house. She took the steps slowly, wrapped her arms about herself, and then dropped them to her sides, not wanting to look as though she was frightened. She kept them stuck there for a few steps and then realised that she was probably drawing attention to herself. She couldn’t relax no matter how much she tried.


  She swallowed hard when she caught sight of the guards that were standing on either side of the door to the ballroom in front of her. Her eyes scanned the interior of the hall. The palace was massive, with an entrance hall that was bigger than the main reception room of her family’s house. It was brightly lit, with candles burning high above her in an elaborate chandelier. An impressive mahogany staircase curved its way up to the first floor above her. To her right and left were closed doors. Everywhere was decorated with red flowers, marking a stark contrast against the pale yellow of the walls.


  She hurried forwards when she realised that the party she had entered with had gone past the guards, leaving her alone in the hall with a neatly attired man who was standing behind a small table.


  Adjusting her shawl with trembling fingers, she gave a panicked look to her chest and breathed a quiet sigh of relief that the make-up was still in place. It had taken a lot to hide the marks. The woman in the dress shop had babbled on and on about something that she couldn’t understand and had then appeared with a tub of cream. She’d been confused at first, but when the woman had pointed to her marks and uttered the word ‘tattoo’ she’d realised what she was talking about. She’d thanked her a million times over.


  She held the invitation out to the man and smiled shakily when he looked her over. She pressed her gloved fingers against her mask, quietly reassuring herself that it was still there and that no one would recognise her.


  He raised a brow at her and then looked over her shoulder at the people who had walked in behind her.


  She looked at them too. They were all finely dressed in black. Everyone seemed to be dressed in black. She was starting to wonder if Valentine had been lying when he’d told her that she could wear anything she wanted to.


  “My lady?”


  She turned to face the man again. He was holding his hand out to one side and she realised that she was supposed to have gone through. She gave an uneasy look to each guard. They were far taller than her and their broad shoulders made the open door in the gap between them seem impossibly small. She jumped when one of them shifted from foot to foot and her eyes fell to the long swords at their sides.


  This was madness.


  Someone was going to recognise her and then it would be over.


  No, no one would recognise her. They would recognise Valentine. She knew that he must have been to the Creator Day ball before. He had probably been to many in his lifetime. She gave a thought to the fact that Iona and Arkalus had often attended the ball themselves. If she had been allowed to go, she might have met Valentine sooner.


  Scurrying past the guards, she swallowed hard when she made it into the ballroom and felt the full grandeur of it hit her. It was beautiful. The hall was so intricately decorated, with a painted ceiling and delicate chandeliers that gave the room a bright but warm glow. She kept close to the wall, taking in the movement in the room and the sheer number of attendees.


  There was so much power in the room.


  Looking up, she ran her eyes over the balcony around the room. Large columns supported it, and she remained hidden beside one while she tried to get her bearings. There was an orchestra set up at one end of the hall. All of the musicians were finely dressed, but their clothes weren’t as rich and expensive as those of the guests. They were a blur of darkness, of feathers and horns. She tried to focus on them as they whirled past on the dance floor. It was all so enthralling. She leaned forwards a little, her eyes wide as she took it all in. She’d never seen so many important people in one room, had never felt so much power. She wondered if all of the bloodlines were here. Her family usually had at least a dozen people in attendance at one of these balls. She secretly believed that Iona had loved the excuse to dance with so many different bloodlines. The ball was a tribute to the one who had created them all many millennia ago. They donned the masks to protect their identities, to shed who they were for one night.


  Tonight they were just vampires.


  They weren’t Venia, Vehemens, or Nocens.


  She wasn’t a Caelestis.


  Valentine wasn’t an Aurorea.


  They were just vampires.


  She tied the shawl tighter behind her back so it remained in place and hid the marks on her shoulders. Pulling up her satin gloves, she cast another glance around the room, this time searching for Valentine. She didn’t know what he was wearing. She wished that she’d asked him so she could at least find him in amongst all the other vampires. She listened to the sound of laughter coming from a short distance to her right and someone brushed past her.


  Turning quickly, she caught a flash of a black demonic looking mask and then it disappeared into the crowd. She frowned and tiptoed, trying to find him but not wanting to draw attention to herself at the same time.


  She smiled at a passing man when he nodded at her and wished that everyone would stop looking at her. No matter how much she tried to fade into the background, she seemed to be failing.


  Her eyes fell to rest on a tall man across the dance floor. He was standing on the steps that led up to the balcony. She recognised the mask as the one she’d caught a flash of not five minutes ago. It had long black horns and looked like the devil. His build was slim, emphasised by the fine cut of the black jacket he wore. It was decorated with what looked like deep green embroidery. She couldn’t see his neck. The tall collar of his jacket obscured it, making it impossible for her to see if he had a scar. She squinted, trying to see if it was Valentine. Her gut feeling said that it was but she couldn’t be sure without getting closer. He moved slightly, revealing the person he was talking to. She leaned into the column, her heart sinking when she saw the woman smiling at him. She was dressed in a tight black corset with a large pair of black-feathered wings adorning her back. Her lips were painted so dark that she couldn’t tell if they were red or black too. Either way, she was beautiful. She looked so regal, so well bred and delicate.


  Prophecy sighed and furrowed her brows beneath her mask when she saw the woman touch the man’s cheek and smile.


  She was about to turn away when someone caught hold of her hand. Turning, she expected to see Valentine.


  Her eyes widened when the bulky man grinned at her from behind his red mask and pulled her onto the dance floor.


  Before she could break free, one of his arms was around her waist and her other hand was clasped tightly in his. Her head spun as she tried to make sense of what was happening. Bringing her eyes up to meet the man’s whose arms she was in, she swallowed hard when they flashed red at her, betraying the fact he was a Vehemens. The room was a blur as the tempo of the music increased, the violins and fiddles sliding into each other and the tribal beat of the drum making her feel as though her heart was racing.


  She felt swept away when she suddenly found herself in the arms of another man. She breathed heavily. Panic rose up inside her when he grinned and revealed his sharp teeth to her eyes. She tried to lean away from him but he gathered her closer and all she could do was focus on the movement of her feet so she didn’t fall. She had danced before, but never at this kind of frantic pace.


  A pair of black eyes greeted her when she was handed to the next man. She looked around, desperately searching for an avenue of escape as the tempo of the music increased, galloping along as though it was never going to stop. She could hear laughter and could see the smiling faces of all the vampires that lined the dance floor. They were cheering the dancers on but she felt as though her plight was the main reason for their laughter.


  Her eyes widened in alarm when she was spun on the spot and found herself suddenly in the grip of a Venia, his icy blue eyes luring her in and calling to her. She pushed against him and he laughed, his raven-like mask shifting as he did so.


  “Let me go.” She ducked out of his arms and went to escape but another man caught hold of her, pulling her back into the fray.


  Valentine moved around the room, listening to the jovial talking of the vampires and the rich folk music. He adjusted his black horned mask and smoothed down his black and green coat. Having spoken to Mia, the only thing he had left to do was find Prophecy. He frowned when he spotted someone familiar and walked over to them. Standing next to them, he stared at the dancers.


  “You stand out like a sore thumb,” he said.


  The man looked at him with a frown and then grabbed hold of his arm in a desperate way. Valentine looked down at it and the man let go, a look of apology entering his hazel eyes where they were barely visible through his black and red jester style mask.


  “What the Devil are you doing here?” he said to Cornelius.


  His aide fumbled with his mask and almost dropped his glass. It was no wonder that Kalinor had often asked him why he’d chosen Cornelius as his aide rather than one of the members of his house more suited to the task. He seemed to find it impossible to keep calm under pressure or even do something as simple as stringing a sentence together when nervous.


  “I’m... I’m here with... Kalinor and the... ”


  “Guards?” Valentine offered. As much as he liked Cornelius, he didn’t have time for his stumbling. His eyes scanned the room for a sign of his lord. Instead of finding him, he found someone else. A strong signature caught his senses. He stared at the black haired regal looking man stood at the other end of the room talking to Mia, his face not hidden beneath a mask. “What is Lord Hyperion doing in society? He has not been seen in a century.”


  Cornelius moved closer to him. “It is said that Ineru has fled her place of exile. The... Law Keepers are looking for her. They believed she might be here.”


  “Here? Why?”


  “She is rumoured to be with a vampire hunter.”


  Valentine looked down at him, his brow raised. “He?”


  “No.” Cornelius shook his head at the reference to Caden, his sandy blond hair shifting with it and falling down over one half of his mask. He pushed it back again. “One with similar foresight and skill, but younger.”


  Valentine just nodded distractedly when something else caught his attention. He realised that everyone was staring at the dancers and he wondered what they were looking at. He could feel power, immense power, and he was as drawn to it as they were.


  He stepped forwards, pushing a man out of his way so he could get a better look at the dancers.


  One stood out in amongst them.


  She was beautiful, just as he’d thought she would be.


  Her slim body was encased in a deep plum strapless bodice, the bell-shaped skirt of it ruffled at the back and parted at the front to reveal an even darker purple smooth material. Her slender arms were covered in matching plum satin gloves, and her shoulders were hidden beneath a veil of black that matched the slim sweeping black mask she wore. When she was swept past him, he caught sight of her lips. They were alluring, smeared in red as though she’d just fed. He smiled at the sight of his marks displayed prominently on her throat. Even though they weren’t her sire’s, it was a good thing that she had them so she wouldn’t raise suspicion. Everyone in the room but him seemed to be showing off their marks tonight.


  He’d known he’d be able to recognise her no matter what she wore. There was something about her, something that drew everyone to her, including himself. If only they knew who they were looking at.


  He frowned when he saw a flash of panic in her eyes and she was handed to another male.


  “Valentine?” Cornelius’ voice broke into his thoughts. “Who is she?”


  “Mine, she is mine,” he said dreamily, not thinking about what he was saying.


  “What?”


  “I need to reclaim something of mine.” He patted Cornelius’ shoulder and then pushed past the people that were blocking his access to the dance floor.


  Prophecy felt dizzy, lost in a sea of faceless strangers and drowning in the music. She was tiring and her legs were beginning to hurt. She didn’t know how much longer she could continue at this pace. The music seemed to be never ending. She couldn’t fall and she definitely couldn’t panic. It was driving them on. They could all sense her fear and that was why they were doing this to her.


  She pulled away from the Tenebrae that was holding her tightly when he tried to lick her neck and found herself in the arms of another man.


  She managed to stop her eyes from widening when she looked up and found herself staring into a pair of vivid green eyes. He was a Caelestis. She struggled against her desire to escape him. Her instincts pushed against her sense, wanting to fight at the same time as she wanted to flee. The room spun, blurring around her as she was swept in tight circles and held close to the man who had her now. She’d lost count of how many men had danced with her. When the man smiled broadly at her, an image of Arkalus flashed in front of her eyes and she tried to push him off her. He held her tighter, increasing her panic and pushing her fear to the limit.


  Her teeth itched to descend and her eyes struggled to change colour. She couldn’t reveal herself to him. She had to hold on.


  Just when her eyes changed, she found herself staring into a pair of blue ones. They were vaguely familiar. She took in the intricately carved devils mask and the richly embroidered green and black jacket. She had known it was him.


  He smiled at her. Her fear disappeared and relief followed in its wake. She melted into his strong arms, letting him hold her tightly and not resisting him. How did he make her feel so safe? How was it that he could make her feel this way when being in the arms of one of her own bloodline had petrified her?


  She waited for him to escort her off the dance floor and then frowned when the music’s tempo increased again and he began to dance with her. Her head spun, this time from giddiness rather than blind panic. His grip on her tightened and she kept her eyes locked on his, letting him guide her around the room. She didn’t feel as though she was dancing any more. She was floating, spinning and twirling on thin air as he and the music swept her along. The feeling of being in his arms was exhilarating when coupled with the danger that was present all around them. She felt thrilled by how hidden they were while still in plain sight.


  The sight and sound of everything around her became nothing more than a blur. Her demon guise receded, revealing her dark eyes to him at the same time as he revealed his green ones to her. She stared into them, losing herself and forgetting where she was.


  She pressed her hands into his shoulders when he stopped and bent her over backwards, leaning his body into hers and bringing his lips close to hers. The music faded. She blinked slowly and waited for the room to stop spinning. Her hands trailed up his shoulders to his neck and she held onto him.


  His lips were so close to hers that when he spoke, she could feel the words in her mouth.


  “We need to leave,” he whispered, looking to one side.


  Her eyes moved there and a quiet thrill ran through her when she saw several uniformed vampires questioning some of the attendees.


  Law Keepers.


  She slipped her fingers into his when he grabbed hold of her hand. He pulled her off the dance floor, disappearing into the crowd with her.


  She followed him through the throng of people. Her eyes widened when they came out of the crowd right next to the Law Keepers and she looked directly into the eyes of the one from her house. She stumbled, nearly falling, and bit her lip when he caught her arm, helping her stand.


  She glanced at Valentine to find him staring at the man who was holding her arm.


  The Law Keeper nodded and she smiled before hurrying towards Valentine. She moved closer to him when he placed his arm about her shoulders, guiding her out through the hallway to the garden beyond.


  Looking back over her shoulder, she was relieved to see that the Law Keepers had gone back to questioning the attendees and then she looked at Valentine. She remembered the way the woman had touched his cheek and frowned.


  He had some explaining to do.


  


  


  


  Chapter 27


  The streets were relatively empty. They’d passed only a handful of people in their hurry away from the Venia’s palace. She hadn’t dared to speak. Valentine had been intent on getting them away safely and she didn’t want to stir anger in him by asking him the questions she could barely hold inside.


  When she recognised the street they were walking along and saw that Valentine wasn’t looking so pensive, she found her voice.


  “Were they looking for us?”


  A frown narrowed his eyes before he shook his head. “No.”


  “Then who?” She couldn’t stop herself from asking.


  “Did you sense power in the room? A strong vampire?” He stopped and looked at her.


  He had pushed his mask up onto his forehead when they’d made it a good distance away from the palace. She hadn’t removed hers. She was too frightened to. His mask made him look as though he had two sets of eyes, one that stared blankly into space while the other gave her a concerned look that lit a spark of warmth inside her.


  He still looked stunning in his long jacket with its high collar almost touching his jaw. He looked regal and proud. It suited him. The cut of it made him look slim, but she knew the muscles that were hidden underneath. Her fingers had traversed his chest and felt the strength in him.


  She brought her focus away from him and tried to recall what he’d said while she had been staring.


  “Yes. I felt power but I didn’t know where it was coming from.”


  “Hyperion, lord of Validus,” he said and began walking again. “Apparently Ineru has escaped her exile and is with a vampire hunter.”


  “Ineru,” she whispered. She seemed to hear that name so often but she still didn’t know who the woman was. “She’s a Validus then?”


  “Hyperion’s birth and blood sister. He fought hard to get her exiled rather than executed when she was discovered to have fallen for and brought into her home a human male, an extremely powerful witch no less, and showed no desire to turn him.”


  “A witch? She was in love with him? Is that why Elena said that you and her could’ve been another Ineru and River?” She frowned and didn’t wait for him to answer the question. “But why a vampire hunter?”


  “Presumably, he is the reincarnation of River. Love that powerful finds a way to continue.”


  She stopped and looked into his eyes when he turned to face her with a frown. The streetlight above them cast a sickly yellow glow, but it did nothing to dull the intensity of his eyes. Did he believe what he’d just said? He’d mocked her when she’d spoken about the love that Lady Caelestis and Lord Aurorea had shared. Had he done it purely to cover his feelings?


  “Three centuries ago Ineru left her family to be with River,” he said. “When they came to execute him, it is said that he promised her that he would return to her. They have found each other again. It is the kind of story you would love, just like Aurorea and Caelestis.”


  He held his hand out to her and she stared at it. It was a silent way of telling her to keep moving, but at the same time, it seemed more than that. She wondered when he’d stopped fighting against his feelings and had accepted what was happening. Back in Oxford, he had hated her touching him, but now he welcomed it.


  She slipped her gloved hand into his and continued walking with him.


  “So this vampire has fled her prison to be with her lover?” she said the words slowly so he didn’t make her repeat them. Her stomach squirmed and flipped when he glanced at her, catching the hidden meaning behind her words. Letting go of his hand, she waited for his answer.


  “She has indeed. Hyperion will look for her. The Law Keepers believed she would be at the ball in an attempt to make contact with him, so Hyperion went there as instructed.”


  “Would he turn her in if she was there?” She felt a little sorry for the woman. All she wanted to do was be with her love and people were chasing her down. In a way, she was thankful for the distraction it gave the Law Keepers, but at the same time, she wished that they would leave them both alone. All they wanted to do was fulfil their destinies.


  He shook his head.


  “Hyperion lobbied for her sentence to be reduced. He would never turn her over to the Law Keepers. Besides his guards, she is his only kin. He is more likely to protect her with his life than he is to kill her.”


  “It all seems so sad. Why can’t people leave them alone? They’ve done nothing wrong. They didn’t choose to love each other, love chose them.” She stared at the road while she walked, feeling Valentine’s eyes on her the whole time. He moved closer to her and the back of his hand brushed against hers. A quiet thrill ran through her.


  When she looked up, she saw they had arrived at her hotel. She hesitated for a moment and then glanced at Valentine.


  Valentine smiled at her. It had been a nice ending to the night, but in a way, he was sad that it was over so soon. He had barely managed to dance with her at the ball. Everything had moved so swiftly once he’d caught hold of her and in the blink of an eye it was over.


  He looked up at the flickering neon sign above the hotel entrance and then down at her. He sighed. She looked beautiful standing there bathed in the dim light from the hotel. Her lips were smiling at him. Her eyes were still hidden behind her mask, giving her a mysterious look even though he knew who she was beneath it.


  “There is someone we must visit tomorrow,” he said, his eyes still fixed on her apparel. “Pack your things and wait for me in your room. I will come for you shortly after sunset.”


  He raised his eyes to meet hers. He could see by the way they were narrowed that she was frowning at him. It seemed so wrong to give her such a beautiful dress and only let her wear it for one dance, especially when most of that dance had been passed in the arms of other men. The memory of watching them touching her still made his blood boil. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from reacting. Seeing their hands on her had made him more than a little jealous.


  He’d been ready to tear their throats open.


  He’d wanted to massacre them all just for looking at her.


  He clenched his fists and reined in his anger, not wanting her to see the effect that she had on him. He glanced up at her through his eyelashes and found her looking at him with concern.


  “I wish... ” He took a deep breath and sighed it out as he straightened up, reminding himself who he was. “I am sorry that we had to leave. I could have danced all night with you. At the risk of sounding ridiculous, I still could... even without the music. I shall see you tomorrow.”


  He turned to leave, but found her hand on his arm. She held him tightly, not letting him move.


  “You could still dance with me.” Her voice was trembling. He could feel her fingers shaking where they were gripping his jacket. He looked back over his shoulder and found her smiling at him, her eyes silently telling him how much courage it had taken for her to stop him from leaving.


  He looked around them at the street. “Here? People will think we are crazy.”


  “What people?” She smiled reassuringly and moved closer to him. He stared into her eyes while she reached up and pulled his mask down, covering the top half of his face. “Besides, no one will know who we are. Let them think we’re crazy.”


  His hands moved of their own volition, claiming her waist as their prize and pulling her to him until her body was curved against his.


  Prophecy took a deep breath, trying not to let her nerves show when his fingers splayed out against her back, holding her flush against him. She rested her hand on his shoulder. She couldn’t take her eyes away from his. Something about seeing him in the mask stirred a heady mix of feelings inside of her that felt as though they were going to carry her away. It felt dangerous and mysterious. She started when his hand caught hers, his fingers wrapping tightly around it and showing her that he wasn’t going to easily let her go.


  She moved at the same time as he did, a slow waltz to the silent rhythm of the night. She realised that back at the palace it hadn’t been the music that had made her feel as though she was dancing on air. It had been him. Something about being in his arms made her feel as though she was floating. She smiled up at him and saw his eyes drop to her lips. Her gaze followed his example and she stared at his mouth, watching him wet his lips. Anticipation built inside of her as the tempo of their dance increased. He turned with her, making the whole world disappear until all she could hear was the sound of their boots on the road.


  Her breathing stilled when he leaned towards her, his cheek brushing against hers and his hand pressing harder into her back, forcing her chest against his. She stared at the stars above as they spun. Her lips parted when he pressed a kiss to her neck and she didn’t notice that their dancing was slowing; everything seemed to be speeding up to a blur. Her hand left his shoulder and slipped over his neck. He moaned into her throat while he brushed his lips against her skin. Her eyes fell shut and the hand that was holding his was suddenly empty. She bit her lip when she felt his arm wrap around her, his hand coming to rest on her backside. She realised they’d stopped dancing and he was just kissing her neck now, his mouth moving in tantalising patterns against her soft flesh.


  She wondered if he would be so bold without a mask to hide behind.


  Trailing her hands down to his chest, she pushed him backwards and found eyes full of passion staring into hers. He was breathing heavily and she could feel his desire as he held her close to him. With trembling fingers, she pushed his mask up off his head. She held it for a moment before letting it clatter to the floor, and then tore her own mask off. She ran her fingers down his cheek, her eyes following them when she swept her thumb across his lower lip. He growled and his teeth extended, catching her thumb. She couldn’t stop herself from changing into her vampire guise when she saw the small bloom of blood seeping into her glove. Her whole body ached at the sight of it. She was about to bring it to her mouth when he caught her wrist and took her thumb into his mouth. Her stomach tightened when his tongue brushed against the cut, a moan escaping her lips.


  She frantically pulled him against her and his arm tightened around her waist. He released her hand and began to dance with her again, his body moulding against hers and his movements fluid. Only, she wasn’t dancing any more. Her feet weren’t moving. He was holding her off the ground, spinning with her and making her giddiness become dizziness. Her head fell backwards and she stared at the black sky above them, her lips open in a silent laugh as she smiled at it.


  She dug her fingers into his hair when he pressed a kiss to her bosom and worked his way back up to her neck. She growled and held him there, not wanting to let him go. She needed more from him. A giggle escaped her lips when he growled in response and it rumbled through her own chest. The feeling of his kisses was divine. His teeth caught her skin, making small points of pain punctuate the pleasure. She pressed her body into him, leaning further backwards so he had to get closer to her in order to reach her neck. He growled threateningly into her ear and pressed his hand into her back, forcing her to straighten up. His teeth scraped her neck and she let out a small cry.


  He tenderly kissed her throat, his tongue lapping at the tiny wounds he’d created and sealing them. She swore she could hear music as they continued to turn, clinging to each other in a passionate embrace. The sounds of the night seemed to make a tune when combined with the echo of Valentine’s boots along the dark empty road. She could hear the fountains in the square, the distant cars and the insects and night creatures.


  She closed her eyes and lost herself in it, her body going limp in his strong arms while she focused on the sounds and the feeling of Valentine’s persuasive kisses. She sighed when he lowered her so her feet were touching the floor again and pressed one final kiss to her neck.


  She didn’t know what to say when she opened her eyes and stared into his.


  “I... ” He started but dropped his gaze to rest on the floor.


  She smiled. She should’ve known that he wouldn’t know the right words either. She picked up her mask and then his, and stared at it. It was strange that it had taken hiding behind a mask for him to discover the courage to act on his desires. She wished that he’d taken it one step further and had found the strength to properly kiss her. In her vision, it had felt divine. In real life, she was sure it would feel even better.


  She held the mask out to him but he didn’t take it. He just stared at it. She let both of the masks slip down her arm, dangling by the ribbons that were still tied from when they had been wearing them. She started to frown and then found herself being pulled up against him again. When he stared into her eyes, she could see the tempestuous mix of emotions in them. There was so much fire and passion, so much uncertainty and nerves. Her hands coursed up his arms, coming up over his shoulders to his neck and settling on either side of his face. She looked deep into his eyes, trying to show him that they both wanted what he was considering. She wanted to kiss him into oblivion.


  She heard him swallow and saw that the fire in his eyes was fading. He was getting control of himself again. She silently cursed him when his hands left her sides and he sighed.


  “You should go in. It is not safe out here.”


  She frowned. Not safe out here? She looked around at the empty street. There was nothing out here but him. Did he think she wasn’t safe around him? Didn’t he trust himself?


  “What’s wrong?”


  He looked at her out of the corner of his eye.


  “On the train, when you made me... ” He pointed at her neck. “I thought something that I should not have. I thought many things I should not have.”


  She was going to ask him to elaborate when she saw the look in his eyes. It told her everything she needed to know. It had been her vision that had driven him to want to do things to her, things that no man had done to her. Things that he was destined to do to her.


  “Oh.” She stared wide-eyed at him.


  His shoulders sagged the tiniest amount and she could almost visualise the pressure that was weighing down on him. She stroked his cheek and brought his head around so he was facing her again, but let him keep his eyes fixed on the floor.


  “I... I should thank you for the dress... and the dance... it was... ” She didn’t know how to put into words what she wanted to tell him. All she had to say was that she wouldn’t have stopped him, but the words hung unspoken in the air between them. She hated the awkwardness it created and cursed her weakness.


  “You should go in.” He turned away from her, leaving her outstretched hand empty.


  “Valentine?” She hurried towards him, placing her hand on his shoulder. He felt tense underneath her fingers. She wanted to tell him not to think the things she had seen in his eyes. There was nothing to regret. He’d done nothing wrong by wanting to make love to her and he’d done nothing wrong by dancing with her tonight. “I don’t want to go in.”


  “You cannot stay out here.” He moved to face her and gave her a small smile. “The sun will come up. You will have to go inside at some point.”


  She smiled at his attempt to lighten the atmosphere. It seemed to work for a split second but then it pressed down on her again. Her hand lingered on his shoulder. The light from the hotel sign was playing on his features and she noticed the blood on his lips. He couldn’t have taken more than a sip from her when he was kissing her neck. She wanted to kiss him, wanted to taste the blood and know it was hers. She was inside him just as he was inside her, but it hadn’t been their blood working its will tonight. He had wanted to kiss her, had wanted to have her in his arms and from the look in his eyes he’d wanted to do much more besides.


  She wanted it all.


  She glanced at the hotel and decided to take a chance. She wasn’t expecting anything from him if he agreed. She just didn’t want to leave his side. He could only say no and she’d have the whole night and day to brood about it if he did.


  “I don’t want to go in,” she repeated.


  “What do you want?” He cocked his head to one side.


  She placed the mask into his hand and looked deep into his eyes.


  “At the dance, when you rescued me, you saved me from the arms of a Caelestis. It frightened me.” She rubbed her arm with her free hand, trying to build up the courage to say what she really wanted to. She could see that he was waiting and he wasn’t convinced that mentioning the Caelestis was all she had to say. She looked up at him, not raising her head but looking past her furrowed brows. “I want to stay with you.”


  His look softened and he was silent for a few seconds before answering.


  “Gather your belongings and we shall go to my hotel.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 28


  The night was still. The moon had crept higher into the sky, telling Valentine that time was drawing on. They had been walking for almost three hours now and Prophecy was yet to utter one question. She’d been exceptionally quiet tonight, too quiet.


  He glanced at her. She was staring at the floor, a tiny frown creasing her brows. She was back in her black trousers and bodice with her jacket drawn tightly around her as she hugged herself. He wondered what was playing on her mind.


  Last night she’d caught him off guard by asking to stay with him and had then followed it by doing completely the opposite of what he’d expected when they’d arrived at his hotel room. Instead of making a move on him, she’d lain down on his bed and fallen asleep. He’d watched her the whole day, memorising the subtle curves of her body beneath the dress and the way her hair slowly worked its way out of the pins that had been holding it in place. She had such wonderful facial expressions when she was dreaming. He’d found himself wondering what it was she was seeing and whether it was another vision.


  He still couldn’t get over the one she’d revealed to him on the train. He’d realised in that moment that resisting his desire for her was futile. His future was mapped out for him already and he was destined to be with her. What she had shown him had felt so real, as though he was there in the moment rather than sitting on a train feeding from her.


  Averting his eyes when hers came up to meet them, he stared at the forest that hugged the distant hill. The moon was barely illuminating it. The stiff breeze made it look like swaying black seaweed rather than the tall pines he knew it was made from. He’d been here countless times before, but had never travelled with company.


  She was staring at him. He could almost picture how pensive her expression would be. By now, she was probably bursting with questions. If she’d only open her mouth, he’d answer every one of them as always.


  He’d never get tired of answering her questions. They seemed to give him a new view of the world, as though he was seeing it through her eyes and for the first time again.


  He turned down a narrow country lane and then vaulted a gate. She frowned, but didn’t say anything when she climbed over the gate and landed in the field on the other side.


  Walking towards the forest, he knew that she wouldn’t be able to resist questioning him now. Her new surroundings seemed to have her whole attention and judging by the fact that he had felt her sharpen her senses, she didn’t like them.


  Prophecy felt a chill sweep over her when they entered the outskirts of the forest. The trees were sparse, but she could see that they grew denser where the gentle slope up into the hills began. She had been lost in thought throughout most of their journey, replaying last night’s moonlit dance outside the hotel, but now she could no longer ignore the questions that were plaguing her. Just who were they going to see?


  Her senses sharpened when she smelt something familiar but unfamiliar at the same time. She shot a quick look around her at the closing trees. They were dark and ominous. The air was thick with the smell of damp pines and earth, and something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She told herself that it was just her surroundings making her nervous. There was nothing to fear in the forest.


  Pale light filtered down through the trees. Their dense branches cut it into fine shafts of silvery mist. She looked up to see where the light was coming from and was met by the bright moon appearing from behind a wisp of cloud. It was so brilliant that the night sky around it looked pallid enough that it almost could have been day.


  She shot her head around and tensed when the loud noise of birds flying their roosts punctuated the silence. Not willing to move until everything was calm again, she scanned her surroundings, searching for a sign of anything else moving in the darkness. She didn’t like this place. She didn’t like it at all. There was something about the woods that was setting her nerves alight. She couldn’t get herself to settle. Her mind kept conjuring images of the terrible things that could be lurking in the darkness.


  She hunched and turned with wide eyes when a howl sliced through the night.


  Her eyes shot to Valentine. His face was clouded but he seemed relaxed.


  “They have seen us,” he said without taking his eyes off the path ahead.


  She turned on a pinpoint when a noise came from behind her—a quiet rustling of branches and leaf litter. She growled when she saw movement in the trees, the shafts of moonlight shifting when a streak of dark fur cut through them.


  Her senses sharpened immediately, her demon visage slipping into place as the threat of an impending attack forced her to react on instinct.


  She jumped and snarled when something touched her shoulder.


  Valentine frowned, his hand still resting on her. “Keep calm.”


  She forced her demon guise away and struggled to stop it from emerging again. Straightening up, she looked in the direction that Valentine was facing and frowned. She couldn’t see where they were going, but she could feel the growing signatures of whatever was watching them.


  She moved at the same time as he did, trying to keep calm and maintain a steady pace through the forest when all her instincts were telling her to run.


  The trees began to thin and her gaze was arrested by a large dark stone building just a few hundred metres from her. It looked like a castle, but it had clearly seen better days. A few of the windows were filled with a warm glow. The moon was grazing it, round and fat. It was almost as big as the castle itself.


  Her senses focused on the creatures that were now skirting around behind them. Her claws extended. If she had to appear calm, she could at least be prepared. She glanced at Valentine. He was staring at the castle. He looked so relaxed and she wondered how he could manage to look that way when they had something hunting them.


  “What is this place?” She moved closer to him when he started to walk through the patchy trees towards the castle.


  “The last bastion of the werewolves,” he announced without emotion.


  She looked behind her at the trees, still sensing the creatures where they were following them at a distance. Werewolves. She had known there was something familiar about what she had sensed. How many were there? She had seen at least three in the darkness, but her senses were telling her that there was a lot more than that and they weren’t just behind her.


  “Do not mention them as we know them,” he said with a smile as though he’d known she was about to. “They were once our equals but we scattered them to the four winds. We destroyed their families and killed all that went against us. Here, they have found a place to rebuild their once-proud empire.”


  She stared at the castle. Shadowy shapes moved across its grounds, as quick as any vampire. She could feel their power and could sense the danger as they approached it. Her eyes ran up the full height of the building while she walked. It was impressive. The moonlight made the stones look blue. The top of the tower in front of her and the roofline of the house were crenellated, giving it a castle-like appearance. She looked out of the corner of her eye at the werewolves that were keeping their distance while Valentine knocked on the dark wooden doors.


  He seemed so relaxed. How could he be so relaxed? They were outnumbered and on the verge of being torn to shreds by werewolves. Just who were they going to see? What kind of person lived in this place?


  The doors opened, revealing a dark hallway lined with columns that reached up into the gloom. She could just about make out a vaulted ceiling above her. She couldn’t see who had opened the doors as she passed them. There seemed to be no one there and she didn’t dare slip into vampire guise to heighten her vision for fear of making the werewolves behind her attack.


  She followed Valentine further into the hallway and was immediately struck by how cold it was. She wrapped her arms about her shoulders and jumped when the doors slammed shut behind them, the sound of it echoing along the hall in front of her. She turned on the spot, trying to reach out with her senses to detect anything that was lurking in the shadows.


  The darkness seemed to envelope them, shrouding them in its black veil as they walked deeper in the building. Her senses were a riot of signature signs and scents. Everywhere she searched with them, she found a countless number of werewolves. They were surrounded.


  “Do not be scared and do not react to them. They want you to attack so they in turn can attack you.” Valentine’s voice soothed her a little. She moved closer to him, hoping that his proximity would help calm her nerves.


  A dim light appeared in front of her, casting an eerie glow over everything and worsening her nerves. Her eyes darted to the walls when they appeared to move and her imagination conjured images of what was lurking there. If they chose to attack, there was no way she would escape. Death was inevitable. She edged nearer to Valentine, looking up at him when his hand brushed against hers. He was staring straight ahead, his head held high and his focus fixed on their destination.


  She swallowed her nerves and tried to focus there too. She wanted to look as calm and collected as he did. She wanted to show the werewolves that she wasn’t scared of them and that she was confident she could survive any attack.


  It was impossible for her to do when Valentine spoke again and sent her fear into overdrive.


  “Keep your eyes forwards,” he said out of the corner of his mouth, his eyes not straying from the door at the end of the hall. “Stay close and remember that this is their world... not ours.”


  She glanced over her shoulder and found herself face to face with a pack of snarling werewolves. They were stalking them, their shoulders hunched and their fangs bared. She stared straight into their narrowed yellow eyes and swallowed noisily. Her fingers flexed when she felt the tingle of magic in them.


  They passed through the doors and into the more brightly lit expansive room. It was a huge chamber. The ceiling was almost as high as the hall they had just come along. The walls were dark stone, decorated only by several hangings that depicted battles. She listened to the sound of Valentine’s and her boots on the stone flags and the clip of werewolf claws that were following them.


  She tried to keep her eyes locked on the massive fireplace that was directly in front of her, flanked by two dark wooden arched doors and partially obscured by the large throne-like seat that sat in front of it.


  When the werewolves moved up beside her, she looked down at them. One of them growled at her and she couldn’t help but snarl back, baring her teeth and keeping her eyes locked with its.


  It seemed to quickly become a battle of wills and she refused to look away while she walked. She stared deep into its yellow gaze, not letting her eyes shift and reveal her true self like it evidently wanted her to.


  She thought she’d won when it slinked off to the side and then she walked into something.


  She sprang back immediately, her right hand coming up to defend herself when she saw the hulking mass of man that was staring down at her. Her eyes widened when she took in his broad build. His shoulders were covered in a dark sable fur and his shoulder length black hair was plastered against his rugged face. She took a step back and her hand shook while she stared into his dark eyes and saw the deep scar that streaked directly across his right one.


  Her other hand came up to support her wrist and she willed herself to stop trembling. She wanted to growl, but no sound would come to her. All she could do was stare at the man. He grinned, his stubbly square jaw shifting slightly when he did so and she furrowed her brows when sharp canines appeared in view.


  She whimpered and closed her eyes when he stepped towards her. When she reopened them, she realised he’d walked straight past her and was heading for Valentine. She watched him. Valentine still looked as calm as ever as the large man limped towards him and she was surprised when Valentine knelt down on one knee, bowing his head. She cursed her shaking hands and held her right one steady, feeling the magic building in it while she waited to see what was going to happen. If he made one move to hurt Valentine, she was going to blow him to smithereens.


  “Valentine,” he drawled in a thick Russian accent. His voice seemed to have a note of amusement in it, a hint of friendliness that she hadn’t expected. “You came... and with such sweet company.”


  She growled when the man looked back at her and grinned.


  “A present?” He turned back to Valentine.


  She took swift steps towards the man and held her hand up, letting the magic build there and narrowing her eyes as she willed it to come quicker. She snarled, her teeth extending. She didn’t care what Valentine had told her about them trying to provoke her into reacting. She wasn’t about to stand here and listen to this stranger talk about her like that.


  “Stand down,” Valentine said, getting to his feet.


  She growled at him when he grabbed her arm and dragged her back to where he’d been kneeling. She tried to raise her hand again, but Valentine snarled at her and pushed it back down.


  “I said stand down, Prophecy!” He almost roared the words at her and she recoiled, making herself as small as possible on hearing the anger in his voice.


  She didn’t know what to think when he forced her to kneel in front of the man, as though she was below him, she just did as he instructed and stared at the floor.


  “Prophecy?” The sound of her name spoken with such curiosity by the man made a chill run down her spine.


  She kept her eyes downcast, realising that Valentine had probably wanted to keep her identity hidden and she’d ruined everything by disobeying him.


  “The rumours are true then, old friend. You have left that pack of rabid dogs you once called a family and have committed sin with this girl?”


  She dug her fingernails into the rough stone flags to stop herself from reacting. She could feel them both staring at her. They were all staring at her—Valentine, the werewolf that was addressing them and the pack that had surrounded them. She closed her eyes, trying to shut them all out so she could focus on just Valentine.


  The man laughed.


  Her rage boiled up like a volcano, pushing her into reacting.


  She shot to her feet and growled. The man seemed more amused than scared.


  “Is it sin to help someone?” she shouted, her anger coiling inside of her and driving her on. The werewolves around her growled and snarled, but their clamour only urged her on. “Is it sin to follow your instincts?”


  She ignored Valentine’s attempts to catch hold of her hand and stepped towards the man.


  He smiled knowingly and held his hand up, effectively silencing the werewolves around them.


  He took a single stride in her direction and frowned down at her.


  “It is sin to follow your heart when your heart is tamed by a warrior of your enemy. Dissolution of bloodlines is sin. I should know.” His voice was deep and gentle, but the strong accent made it sound threatening to her.


  She held her nerve and stared into his eyes, refusing to back down even as he towered over her, his height exceeding Valentine’s and his build at least four times that of hers.


  She went over his words and felt confused when she tried to make sense of them. She looked over her shoulder at Valentine. He looked pale and slowly stood.


  “I don’t... Valentine... heart?”


  The man behind her laughed and it echoed around the hall.


  “She is young, Valentine. She’ll make a fine bride.”


  She turned and stepped up to him, her claws extending. He’d overstepped the mark now and there was no way she was going to stay to hear him throw any more insults her way. The image of the red dress that Arkalus had chosen for her flickered in front of her eyes and she roared.


  “I’m nobody’s bride!”


  She ran past Valentine, not looking at him, and started towards the door that they had entered through, but quickly realised that leaving wasn’t going to be that easy. She slipped into vampire guise and roared at the werewolves that had moved to block her path. When they began closing in on her, she stood her ground. Raising her hand, she flexed her fingers and then realised that something was missing.


  Her amulet.


  She stared at her empty hand.


  Her heart sank.


  He wouldn’t have.


  She closed her eyes and slid out of vampire guise, remembering the moment when Valentine had caught her hand to stop her from attacking the man and had forced her to kneel. She felt mortified, unable to believe that he would do something like that when he knew how important the amulet was to her.


  She kept still when she felt Valentine come to stand in front of her. His fingers brushed her cheek in the slightest of caresses. Opening her eyes, she stared at his chest, still unable to believe what he’d done. She remembered what the man had said about him and frowned.


  “Is it true?” she whispered. “Were you following your heart?”


  There was silence and she realised that everyone was listening to them, even the man behind her.


  Valentine sighed and cupped her cheek.


  It was all the answer she needed.


  She closed her eyes again and leaned into his touch. Everything around them seemed to disappear until all she could sense was him.


  Then the man spoke.


  “You’ve changed, Valentine, for the better this time. Go and rest a while. I have business to attend to but will see you before the sun rises.”


  She felt Valentine’s hand against her back and followed his lead, all the while wondering what their meeting with the werewolf had in store for them and waiting for the repercussion of her actions.


  Valentine wasn’t as calm as he appeared.


  She could sense it.


  He was angry.


  He was angry with her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 29


  Prophecy left her room, quietly closing the door behind her and creeping across the wide hallway to the glass doors on the other side. She pushed them open and took a deep breath of the night air as she walked out onto the balcony. She went to the edge, leaning against the wall and casting a glance over the garden below her and the forest beyond it. The moon was still high enough that it cast a silvery light across everything, turning the grass pale blue and the dark pines a deep violet.


  She had left her jacket back in her room. The night was warm enough that she didn’t feel the cold. It took a lot for her to feel it, but she still did. She’d felt the cold in the witches place in Paris. It had stolen all warmth from her and it had taken most of the day for her body to recover to room temperature.


  Here it was warm but she felt cold whenever she thought about what was coming. It wasn’t just the impending war that was chilling her; it was the approaching talk with Valentine. He had left her at her door without saying a word and had followed the guard to his own room. He hadn’t given her back the amulet. She knew he was waiting until he had a chance to speak with her to return it. She could feel that he was going to fall back on treating her as though she was a child. No matter how much she wished he wouldn’t, her heart told her it was inevitable. She’d crossed the line again and disobeyed his rules. He was going to be madder than Hell at her.


  She clenched her fist, her nails digging into her palm.


  Since when did he dictate what she could and couldn’t do?


  She wasn’t a child and he knew it. She wasn’t his to command.


  Her gaze didn’t leave the garden when she heard the swish of material that signalled someone approaching her. She knew it was him. She didn’t need to look in order to know what his expression would be like. The soft lines of his face would be hardened by anger, his lips would be compressed and his eyes clouded.


  She glanced at him and found that she was right.


  Her eyes dropped to his hand when he extended it towards her.


  “There is a time and a place to use this.” His voice had a hard edge to it, one that made her feel like she used to when Iona was berating her for something she’d done wrong. He wasn’t her commander or her superior.


  She held her hand out, narrowed her eyes on his and waited for him to give her back what was rightfully hers. He didn’t. The anger that had been building up inside of her slipped through the restraints she’d been holding it at bay with and she clenched her left hand into a fist again, keeping it by her side so he couldn’t see it.


  “Amongst allies is not one of them,” he continued, his eyes unmoving from hers but his expression darkening. “We need these werewolves on our side, Prophecy. I told you not to react to them. I told you to stand down!”


  She snatched the amulet and slipped it on, fastening it quickly and raising her hand up. She stared at him, her breathing heavy and her eyes narrowed into slits.


  “Told me? Told me!” She gripped her wrist tighter and stared into his eyes, ignoring the shocked look that had entered them when she’d threatened him with her magic. “I’m not a child to be told, Valentine! I’m not yours to command as you wish. I’m not below you or inferior. I’m your fucking equal!”


  He took a step back as though he’d been slapped, clearly stunned by her words.


  “Prophecy, I—” His tone was gentle and he held his hand out to her.


  She growled at him, cutting him off. “Don’t! Just don’t... I’m tired of being treated like a child. You once said I wasn’t a child but you still treat me like I am. Am I not allowed to defend myself? I reacted, yes, but I was provoked beyond what was fair. I’m no one’s to command. I’m not a present for someone and I’m certainly nobody’s bride!”


  He held his hands up by his side in an act of surrender and she lowered hers. She’d regretted threatening him the moment she’d seen the hurt in his eyes. She could never hurt him, but he’d pushed her into reacting just as the werewolves had done before him and she couldn’t take any more.


  Her hands hung limp at her sides and she dropped her head forwards, heaving a sigh as she did so.


  When he moved towards her, she turned away and stared at the garden. She wished he would go. Even though she’d not given him a chance to really drive his point home about what she’d done, she still felt intensely guilty. Just him looking at her made her feel terrible inside. She hadn’t wanted to react, she just hadn’t been able to stop herself, and everything had snowballed after that.


  She wrapped her arms about herself and sighed again. She wished that she could erase what had happened, or move his thoughts away from what she’d done so he wouldn’t be angry with her any more. She didn’t want to argue with him. Remembering what the werewolf had said about Valentine following his heart, she decided it might be a good way to get him talking.


  “You never answered that werewolf’s question,” she whispered.


  He leaned his elbows against the top of the wall and stared at the garden. She realised that he still wasn’t going to answer it.


  “His name is Dmitri,” he said, his eyes scanning the scenery.


  “It suits him.” She didn’t know what else she was supposed to say. She’d never met someone like Dmitri. He had the ability to be imposing without much of an effort. Just remembering how he looked, with the scar over one eye and the semi-extended canines, made a chill sweep over her. “Have you known him long?”


  “Years, hundreds of them. I met him back when I first became a vampire. I was with Lucya and Kalinor at the time. It was my first Creator Day masquerade.” He picked at the lichens on the wall, watching his fingers while he spoke.


  She didn’t let the pang of jealousy she felt on hearing his sire’s name affect her. She just shrugged it off and leaned against the wall, mimicking his movements.


  “Kalinor was at the ball last night assisting the Law Keepers. I met Cornelius there. He told me about Hyperion and Ineru. I saw Arkalus and some others from your house. He was probably searching for you,” he said with a note of solemnity in his voice.


  She couldn’t tell whether it was because he had seen members of his family again, or because Arkalus was looking for her. She wanted to reach out to him to offer him comfort but reminded herself that he didn’t deserve it when he was falling back on treating her as though she was a child. She hated how he could make her feel so small and insignificant so easily. One angry look was all it took for her to start feeling as though she was in the wrong.


  She was weak and useless, nothing but a burden to him.


  She shook her head, trying to clear it of such thoughts.


  “Who’s Cornelius?” she said and looked across at him, her eyes tracing the outline of his profile. He kept his gaze fixed on the trees.


  “My former aide. He tells me the Law Keepers are thankfully busy.” A frown flickered on his brows and he muttered to himself, “... becoming the Law Keeper for Aurorea one day.”


  She could almost feel the pain in his words. She knew he was talking to himself, not to her, reciting words that had clearly been said to him in the past. He probably would have been mortified if he realised she’d heard what he’d said. She sighed. She’d taken his destiny away from him. No, she hadn’t taken it. His destiny was with her. He’d seen it in her blood and that’s why he’d kidnapped her rather than killed her. She was supposed to go with him and he was supposed to leave his family behind.


  It still didn’t stop her from feeling wretched about it.


  He’d sacrificed the chance to become the most elevated of vampire guards in order to face an uncertain future with her.


  How high up had he been in his family? Cornelius had been his aide, just as Serenity was hers. To receive a servant he must have been held in high regard by his whole family. They weren’t usually bestowed on those less than Chosen Son or Chosen Daughter. She hadn’t realised that he’d occupied such a position of power.


  He sighed and raised his eyes to the stars that were still twinkling faintly above them, shining through the bright moonlight.


  She hated seeing how dejected he was because of her. Deep inside, she wished that he’d never rescued her. Everything that had happened to him was her fault. She was always getting him hurt, placing him in danger because she was too slow or too frightened to fight. If it hadn’t been for her, he would still have been close to achieving his heart’s desire of becoming a Law Keeper. She’d taken all of that away. She’d acted like a child and disobeyed an order given to her for a good reason. She’d been stubborn. She’d been foolish. She’d ruined her own life and his.


  Why couldn’t she listen when people told her what to do? They had her best interest at heart. Now Iona was dead, Serenity was the mate of her bastard blood brother and Valentine was embroiled in a war he should have ended. The next time she decided to ignore something that Valentine told her, he could die too. She’d already endangered his life in Paris and here in Dmitri’s bastion. The werewolves could have easily killed them both.


  She pushed herself up, digging her fingernails into the wall and hanging her head. Her hands trembled and the tremors seemed to extend up her arms until her whole body was shaking with her mixed emotions. Her eyes filled with tears, blurring her vision.


  He should have left her when he had the chance. She shouldn’t have stopped him from leaving that night in Oxford.


  She turned sharply to face him.


  “So why didn’t you leave me then?” She didn’t hide the mixture of fear and anger in her voice.


  He looked at her, a frown creasing his brows, and she realised that he was trying to figure out what she was saying.


  “In Oxford, when you wanted to leave. Why didn’t you?” She’d forgotten that he hadn’t answered her back then. He hadn’t explained his reason for staying, just as he hadn’t given her an answer earlier tonight.


  “You know why.” He stared at the garden again, his voice heavy with sadness.


  “Because I made you... that’s what you mean.” She cursed the venom in her voice when he pushed off from the wall and glared at her.


  “No... that is not the only reason.”


  She could see she was provoking him. Anger was beginning to stir in the depths of his eyes and she could feel it on the edge of her senses. She wanted him to be angry with her. She wanted him to take it all out on her so he could stop feeling so miserable about the life he’d left behind. She wanted him to want to be with her, not pine for his family.


  “Then why? There must be a reason that—”


  “Damn it, Prophecy!”


  The force of his words made hers flee her lips. She shrank back when he closed the gap between them, straightening up to his full height and frowning down at her, his eyes dark with anger and his lips a thin line of fury. She could see his hands were curled into tight trembling fists and she fought for breath while she stared into his eyes.


  “What?” she said in a shaky voice. There was a flicker of regret in his eyes before they clouded over again.


  “I stayed because... ” he said in a voice thick with emotion. He turned his back on her and sighed. “I could not leave you. I tried... but I cannot.”


  She watched him walk back inside, unable to find her voice to call out to him like she wanted to. She felt wretched for pushing him so hard when he was already so hurt and angry. In the heat of the moment, she had wanted him to hate her, and now she felt as though he really did.


  Turning to face the garden again, she stared at the stars. They looked like they had last night when Valentine had danced with her in the street, only now she wasn’t filled with warmth and desire. She was cold and alone. She cursed herself for acting so childishly and wished that Valentine would come back to her so she could make things right again. She could still feel his kisses on her throat and his hands holding her tightly. The more she thought about last night, the more real the ghost of them became, until she swore he was touching her again. She wiped the bitter tears away as they filled her eyes.


  A noise pricked her senses and she realised that she wasn’t alone.


  “Valentine, I’m—” She cut herself off when she turned and found a woman standing by the open doors.


  Her slim figure was wrapped in a black dress that matched her hair. Her thin face and round dark eyes reminded her of someone and Prophecy leaned heavily against the wall when it dawned on her.


  “You’re the woman I saw Valentine with at the ball,” she said with a frown. She hadn’t forgotten the way the woman had touched his cheek and the look of tenderness that had been in her eyes.


  “And you are the woman who stole so many men’s attentions, including Valentine’s.” The woman had a Russian accent but was so well spoken that Prophecy barely noticed it. Her voice suited her appearance, adding to the air of royalty she had about her. The woman moved towards Prophecy, her hips shifting softly with each small step she took. “I apologise sincerely for the way my husband treated you on your arrival.”


  “Husband?” She wondered if she looked as stunned as she felt.


  “Dmitri. He has a charming tendency to forget his manners when his more primitive nature makes him want to play with newcomers. I believe he may have overstepped the mark and for that I am sincerely sorry.”


  Prophecy raised her brows, absorbing what the woman was saying and trying to make sense of it all. This had clearly been the person that Valentine had wanted to meet at the ball and his being there must have been to arrange to come here tonight. She stared at the woman. She hadn’t expected the two to be connected.


  “You’re a Venia,” she said, trying to convince herself that she wasn’t imagining it. In front of her stood a vampire of the Venia bloodline, a beautiful woman who was apparently married to that beast she’d met earlier. She found it hard to picture them together.


  The woman laughed delicately. “I am.”


  “This place belongs to werewolves.”


  “Dmitri is my love.” The woman gave her a concerned look when she hastily wiped a tear from her cheek. “My name is Mia. I am the lady of this house.”


  “Prophecy,” she said and wiped her other eye on the back of her finger. She didn’t want to look weak in front of Mia but the tears wouldn’t stop coming. There was something about the woman’s gentle tone and air that soothed her and made her want to give in to the tumultuous emotions that were running riot inside of her. Something about Mia made her feel safe, as though she would offer her the comfort she so badly needed.


  “I know your name. I know all about you,” Mia said with a sigh and moved closer to her. “Valentine has clearly had an impact on you. It is hard to go against everything you know, even if it is for love.”


  “I’m not in love with him.” She dashed away the last of her tears and stood a little straighter, trying to hide her true feelings from Mia.


  “My words were not about you.” Mia turned and looked over the garden.


  Prophecy stared blankly at the floor. Was Mia saying that Valentine was in love with her? Dmitri had implied as much too. Her chest tightened and she struggled to breathe. Could they see a change in him? They had known him a long time, long enough to detect such a difference.


  “Valentine can be hard on people sometimes,” Mia said.


  Prophecy realised that Mia was facing her again. She looked up into her eyes and saw so much concern in them that she felt as though they had known each other for years, as though they were kin rather than relative strangers.


  Mia smiled. “Especially on those he cares for.”


  Prophecy lowered her gaze when Mia smoothed her hair. She felt overwhelmed by everything.


  “You are a strong woman, if you believe in yourself and know in your heart that you can do what is asked of you. Valentine can see your strength. If he treats you harshly, it is only because he does not know how else to react to his feelings. Give him time and he will prove his worth to you, and he will learn the right reactions. He is a commander, a born leader, as are you. There is bound to be a conflict of command sometimes,” Mia said and then looked around at the door.


  Prophecy followed her gaze and found Valentine watching them. Her chest warmed to see him. It felt as though he had come back to her and had forgiven her without saying a word. He smiled a small smile that barely teased his lips but she saw it.


  She felt Mia’s hand on her shoulder and drew her attention away from Valentine.


  “Go to your room. I have left you some things there. Dmitri will be ready to meet with you soon. Valentine will come to get you when the time is right.”


  Prophecy nodded and walked towards Valentine, giving him a brief smile as she passed him. She stopped when he caught her wrist and she looked into his eyes. He searched hers and she tried to show him that she was fine now that he had come back to her. His fingers trailed off her wrist and she ducked through the curtains, heading back to her room.


  “Valentine,” Mia said.


  Valentine turned to look at her. He obeyed when she crooked her finger, intimating for him to join her. Walking across the wide, paved balcony, he readied himself for what she had to say. He knew it would be about Prophecy. Mia had taken a liking to the girl when she’d watched Prophecy’s encounter with Dmitri in the great hall. Apparently, it had been a long time since she’d seen someone defy her husband and stand up to him.


  He could see the fire in the depths of her eyes when she fixed him with a hard look.


  “Do not be so hard on her. She is a very powerful woman. She does not need to be mollycoddled and treated as a child.”


  He dropped his gaze away from hers and stared at the grass and neatly trimmed hedges below the balcony.


  She was right. He was treating Prophecy as though she was a child and he knew it was wrong of him.


  “I cannot help it,” he muttered. “I do not know why I do it.”


  He gave her an apologetic look and she smiled at him.


  “I know.”


  He ignored her comment and returned to staring out over the garden.


  “It is not the only thing that is bothering you, is it?” she said and he shook his head.


  “I saw things in her blood. There was a fierce battle and something else... she is young... I think her mind has been tampered with by her family. They have kept her locked inside their mansion and the prophecy is not the only reason for that. I need to know why she cannot remember anything about her past.”


  Mia’s delicate eyebrows knitted into a frown. “It is concerning that you can see the future in her blood. Are you sure it was that which you saw?”


  He nodded. “She showed me more. On the train here, she let me see a vision that had come to her while she slept. I felt it all, Mia, every last action I made. It was as though I was there.”


  “What was it?” she asked and then raised her hand in a gesture of dismissal when he averted his eyes. “No need for details, young Valentine. Your looks tell me more than words could ever say. So her blood holds visions of the future and they are manifesting themselves in her dreams. Is there anything else about her that you need to tell me?”


  He hesitated for a moment and then reminded himself that Mia had earned his trust many times over. He knew that she would never divulge any of the information he was about to give her. She would never side with their enemy. She had dissolved her ties to the vampire world when she’d mated with Dmitri.


  “You have seen the stars on her?” he said, seeing in her eyes that she had and she wanted to know what they were about. “Prophecy’s blood carries strength, and something else, something which no other vampire has.”


  Mia stepped towards him, her eyes searching his as though they would show her what it was he was about to tell her.


  “She carries magic.”


  Her brows rose into a stunned look. She blinked once, twice and then frowned.


  “Magic?”


  “Magic,” he confirmed it for her.


  She leaned against the wall and stared out into the darkness. “How? No vampire can carry magic. It does not like demons. You have seen the magic?”


  “She has used it to save my life and she has used it to heal me. She has an amulet that the Three of Paris gave to her. Apparently, it was her mother’s.”


  Mia looked even more curious. He had known the moment that Prophecy had discovered her abilities that Mia would love unlocking the secret behind them. She had always enjoyed honing her skills in mind reading and regression. It was rare that a vampire be born with the abilities she had, so rare that her family had attempted to use them to their advantage. They had wanted to offer Russian royalty the chance to secure their future in exchange for power and wealth. They had wanted her to claim a human and share her abilities with them through the exchange of blood. He could still remember the scandal it had caused when the other bloodlines had discovered the plot. The Law Keepers had been swift in their justice. Mia had disappeared into the night and the arms of her illicit lover, Dmitri.


  “We must look into her mind and her past. I will help you,” Mia said.


  “It would help her more than me. She needs to know her past.” He took hold of her hand and pressed a kiss to it in an offer of gratitude.


  She smiled and turned towards the door. “Go and attend to your lady. She will be waiting for you. Bring her to the drawing room.”


  He shook his head and smiled. He hated how Mia could read him like a book. He knew that she would have told Prophecy some things about him that he would have rather told her himself, but she wouldn’t overstep the mark and reveal his deepest feelings. She would leave that to him. She had great interest in matters of the heart, especially when they went against the law like her relationship did and especially when they concerned someone that she liked.


  He was glad that she liked Prophecy.


  He just hoped she could give her some answers.


  


  


  


  Chapter 30


  Prophecy tried not to stare but it seemed impossible. She cursed her eyes when they wandered back to the hulking mass of man standing opposite her drinking what smelt like a glass of wine rather than blood. She supposed that werewolves didn’t need to drink blood. They were still mostly human after all. Her gaze roamed up his chest to his face and she found herself staring at the scar again. It was a thick ridge of tissue that ran diagonally across his eye, from his forehead above his nose to his ear. A thinner line mirrored it an inch away, nearer his temple. The scar ran over his eyelid, making that eye open less than his other one. When his gaze moved to meet hers, she quickly looked away and toyed with the glass of blood she held.


  He laughed, a deep booming sound that resonated off the thick stone walls.


  She kept her eyes fixed on the floor and idly ran her finger around the rim of her glass, trying to look as though she didn’t know what he was laughing at.


  He was laughing at her.


  He’d caught her staring at him about a dozen times now, and after the sixth time it had obviously begun to amuse him because he’d started laughing.


  She forced herself to look at her surroundings. They were very different to the room they had first entered the house through. The drawing room was richly furnished with soft padded couches that looked as though they were older than Valentine. The walls had been plastered and painted a warm shade of red. There was a massive painting of Dmitri and Mia hanging above the extensive fireplace. When she’d first noticed it, she’d expected it to be a painting like so many older houses had—the happy couple dressed in their finery and posing in front of their house. It wasn’t. It was a painting of a battle with Dmitri and Mia both in their demonic form. There was layer upon layer of detail, from the distant castle, over the mass of warriors that all looked as though they were fighting for their lives, through to the couple where they were locked in battle.


  She peered closely at the figure of Dmitri and wondered if it was possible to see his scar when he was in his werewolf guise. She turned, frowning at him.


  He laughed again.


  “Your woman seems interested in me.”


  Valentine just smiled.


  “I am not.” She walked over to a chair and was going to sit but changed her mind and smoothed down her clothes instead. She caught Dmitri grinning at her.


  “The one responsible was hurt more.”


  His deep voice sent a shiver down her spine and she tried to imagine how much worse his opponent had been injured. Her eyes widened and she looked at Valentine. He was smiling at Dmitri, his eyes sparkling with amusement. Their figures were so different that she couldn’t imagine Valentine winning against Dmitri. He was so slim, less than half the size of Dmitri and around a foot shorter too. Dmitri would be an imposing figure when in werewolf form, but she knew that Valentine had strength beyond his appearance. She’d seen him fight. He was resourceful, quick and strong. She had never met one as strong as him.


  “I went easy on you,” Valentine said and refilled his glass. “I knew the lady you were courting would have had my head if I’d taken your eye.”


  “Would I have?” Mia said, walking in.


  Prophecy looked over at her and followed her progress. She seemed to do everything with an air of precision. She walked with her head held high, her lips curving perfectly into a smile and her back straight. Her steps were small and measured, demure.


  She realised that Mia was the princess that Mathias had spoken of. Was she also the person who would be able to unlock her memories?


  Mia trailed her hands over Dmitri’s shoulders and pressed a delicate kiss to his cheek when he stooped towards her.


  Her gaze moved to Valentine and she found him watching her. She wanted to go to him. She wanted to feel his arms about her again, holding her body against his while his lips coursed over her skin. She wanted to know that everything between them was all right again.


  She averted her eyes when he began walking towards her and closed them when he placed two fingers under her chin. She didn’t resist him when he raised her head. Her skin hummed with delight when his cheek brushed against hers and his lips touched her ear.


  “I am sorry,” he whispered. “Forgive me?”


  She leaned into him and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. They interlocked with his when he released her chin and he held her hand tightly. She kept her eyes closed and brought her mouth to his ear. She tried to think of something to say that would tell him how truly forgiven he was, but nothing came to her.


  Instead, she pressed a small kiss to his jaw and then his neck.


  He sighed into her ear.


  She gave him a smile when he pulled back to look at her.


  Dmitri laughed again.


  She looked up at Valentine to find him scowling at his old friend. Mia was smiling broadly, her arm draped over her husband’s.


  “It is sweet, no?” Dmitri laughed again. “Love never chooses wisely. It goes against sense.”


  Prophecy smiled at him. He had such a simple way of expressing it that she found she couldn’t deny that what he’d said was true. Love never did choose wisely, and Mia and Dmitri were testament to that. She wished she could make them tell her just how they had met. She was sure that it would be a beautiful story. Her and Valentine’s story just seemed crazy, but at the same time, it seemed like the stuff of fairytales. A prince charming rescuing his princess from the evil prince so they could save the world together.


  Her eyes dropped to her hand and her chest warmed to see the threads of magic winding around her fingers as though they were chasing each other. They were a rich shade of purple now, paler, almost white, near their tails and tips. She held her hand out with her palm facing upwards and the threads spiralled around each other, creating a vortex above the stone of the amulet.


  Her fairytale even had magic.


  “What is this?” Dmitri’s voice was laced with curiosity but she didn’t look at him. She could hear his heavy footsteps on the floor and could sense his approach.


  “Magic,” she whispered and focused, making it shift shape until it was a heart. She giggled.


  “You have been practicing,” Valentine said.


  She focused again and changed it to reflect one of her pentagrams, complete with the glyphs that surrounded it in the circle. It was the one over her heart. The little glyphs pulsed with light. She could almost feel it in her body like a heartbeat.


  Licking her lips, she stared at the symbol and made it grow. Something about it seemed familiar and she felt as though she should know it or know what it meant.


  Staring into the core of the star that was wavering in the centre of the circle, she caught sight of something and the whole world dropped away. It was hazy. She could make out buildings and a figure. No, two figures. It was a man and a woman. She peered closer, willing the images to come into focus. There were two figures staring back at her. Her eyes widened. The woman was the one from her vision of Venice. She could see her flame red hair. She couldn’t make out the man’s face, but her heart ached to see him, as though she should have known him.


  “Prophecy?” Valentine’s voice reached her and his fingers lightly touched her shoulder.


  She snapped herself out of the trance and looked at him with wide eyes. He reached out towards her and brushed his fingers across her cheek. She was stunned to see they were wet when he withdrew them. Had she been crying? She didn’t remember it. All she could remember was the way she’d felt. Sorrow and loneliness had filled her. She’d been staring at the faces of people she knew or should have known. She pressed her right hand over her chest and it warmed through when the amulet touched the mark there.


  “Mother,” she whispered.


  “Prophecy?” Valentine ducked and his eyes reflected all his concern again.


  “The woman in my vision of Venice... with the red hair... she was my mother. My heart tells me. I saw her in the mark when I made it appear in magic form. It was my mother, Valentine, and I think I saw my father, too.” Her eyes darted between his, trying to see if he believed her. She needed him to believe her.


  He led her to one of the armchairs and she sat in it, giving him a weak smile when he knelt in front of her, looking up into her eyes.


  “Are you sure?” he said and when she started to open her mouth, he cut her off. “Of course you are. Ridiculous question.”


  She smiled at his dismissive tone, as though he was speaking more to himself than to her.


  “I don’t know what it means,” she said, wanting to get it out into the open before he asked her. “I just saw them, in the heart of the star. I felt as though I knew they would be there, or that someone would be there. I don’t know. It’s all so confusing.”


  He placed his hand lightly over hers where they were resting in her lap.


  “Do not worry, child. The answers will come when the time is right.” A soft female voice drew her attention.


  She looked up to see Mia standing beside her, a graceful smile curving her lips.


  “And you’ll bring them, won’t you? You’re the person Valentine wanted me to see.” She felt his fingers curl around hers.


  Mia nodded. “But not tonight. Tonight, we should not be discussing business.”


  “We need to,” she said. “Time is running out. You’re the princess that Mathias spoke of. You’re the one with a part of the scroll and we need it.”


  Mia hesitated for a moment and then sighed. “I have the half of the scroll you are seeking, but I do not see what good it will do you. The prophecy is black and white, as you would say. Either you will save us, or you will condemn us.”


  “Mathias believes that there is more to it than that. The scroll may tell us things that I need to know in order to fulfil the prophecy.”


  Mia’s eyes moved to rest on Valentine. “You wish to discuss this now? Is there no time for peaceful conversation?”


  He shook his head with an air of regret. Prophecy could see that he had wanted a night away from the burden of what they were facing, but it was a night that she couldn’t give him. Her heart demanded answers and it wouldn’t wait. She needed to see the prophecy that she was at the centre of. She needed to know it was real.


  Mia rose, bowed her head and walked out of the door she had come in through.


  Prophecy watched her go and felt Valentine’s hand leave hers. She looked around at him, her eyes following his every move while he spoke to Dmitri. Sipping her blood, she ignored the tremble of anticipation in the pit of her stomach and tried to remain focused.


  In a few moments, she would finally lay her hands on a part of the manuscript that had foretold her destiny.


  Her gaze roamed over Valentine while he spoke. She didn’t listen to what he was discussing with Dmitri. They were probably just catching up with each other. She let her eyes move wherever they wanted and she found them falling to rest on the scar on his neck.


  Dmitri had done that to him, and in turn, Valentine had seriously injured him. It seemed strange that two people who had once fought against each other were now friends. She smiled and mused that it was even stranger for a Caelestis to be friends with an Aurorea, if they were friends. She couldn’t quite tell what they were to each other. Was she a friend to him, or just a fellow warrior? Was she a woman to be toyed with and discarded, or loved? She narrowed her eyes, scrutinising him where he stood sipping his glass of blood. The mark over her heart itched. She tried to ignore it but it became a steady burn.


  Looking down, she raised her brows when she saw that it was glowing faintly. Did it always do this? She couldn’t remember ever seeing her marks when one of them felt like this one did now. Maybe they always glowed, or maybe it was her thoughts about Valentine that were making it react. She had doubted his feelings for her, and it had began to burn, as though she was wrong for doing so. Pressing her fingers to it, she smiled at the way the glow seemed to be drawn to her fingers.


  She lifted her head when she felt someone watching her and found Valentine staring at her fingers where they still rested against her chest. There was that spark in his eyes again, that fire that made her see that his feelings for her ran deeper than she had at first thought possible. She kept still while his gaze moved over her, rising slowly to rest on her mouth and then finally reaching her eyes. She swallowed. He smiled.


  “Mia may be some time,” Dmitri said. He walked over to the side table and picked up a canister of blood. Carrying it over to her, he refilled her glass. “Time is running out, yes?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  He gave her a grim look. “What time?”


  “I’m sorry?” She frowned.


  “Why is it running out?”


  “There is an army in Romania.” Valentine came to stand next to her and she looked up at him. “Our contact in Venice believes that it will move shortly and it will be coming for us.”


  “You want to head it off?” Dmitri placed the canister down again and stared at the crackling fire. “I have kin in Romania. It is an, what is the word, outpost?”


  Valentine nodded. “You have warriors there, people that can get word to us?”


  “I will send word and they will respond in a day. We will know if this vampire is making an army.”


  “Thank you,” she said and stood up at the exact same moment as the door opened.


  Mia was walking in with her hands held out in front of her. Prophecy’s eyes immediately moved to them and the slim silver tube that Mia was carefully carrying. She went to move but stopped herself. She was shaking inside, trembling. She glanced at Valentine, wanting him to do what she didn’t have the courage to. He nodded, walked past her and took the tube from Mia’s hands. He unclipped the lid and she stopped breathing when he gently removed its contents, sliding the rolled parchment out with his little finger.


  He slowly opened it and stared at its contents. She didn’t know what kind of reaction she’d expected, but his deadpan expression clearly wasn’t it. She rushed forwards, peering over his shoulder at the scroll.


  The dark red ink looked like nothing more than scratches made at varying angles. It was no wonder it had taken the vampires a decade to decipher it originally. She couldn’t make sense of it at all.


  “It is written in cuneiform,” Valentine said.


  Her gaze met his and she frowned. “Can you read it?”


  He shook his head and a hint of apology entered his eyes. “It could take years to translate this.”


  He carefully rolled it up and slid it back into the intricately carved silver holder. Prophecy stared at it and found herself wanting to touch it. She wanted to feel the weight of it in her hand so she could measure it against the weight of the burden it had placed on her shoulders. She glanced at Valentine again. It wasn’t all on her shoulders. He was carrying a lot for her. She knew that. She wasn’t blind. Since leaving Prague, he had done most of the work, including the fighting. Sometimes it felt as though she was along for the ride, a passenger in his adventure. It was time that changed. She couldn’t continue letting him take care of every scrape that they found themselves in, or find every contact that might have information for them. This was her fate, her life. It was time she took command of it.


  “We have to take this to Mathias,” he said.


  She grabbed hold of the slim metal case and felt as though she was finally taking hold of her destiny. It was so light, so strangely light when compared to the gravity of what it contained, and it was so small, barely six inches long.


  “There isn’t time,” she said. “We must go to the castle like Elena said. Mathias won’t have time to decipher this and we won’t have time to get the second half before this war begins.”


  Valentine gave her a look that said he wasn’t so sure but she stood firm, showing him how resolute she was. She wasn’t going to travel all the way back to England now, not when they were so close to the final battle. Seeing the language the scroll was written in had forced her to react, and she was going to do exactly as her heart commanded.


  She was going to war.


  She was going to save the world.


  No matter what the scroll said.


  That was her destiny.


  


  


  


  Chapter 31


  Valentine stared at Prophecy, taking in the serene look that sleep had given to her. She was lying on a chaise lounge, her hands resting on her stomach and her dark hair flowing around her shoulders. She looked like a corpse. In some people’s eyes, she was. Humans always saw vampires as reanimated corpses. He’d never really figured out why. The demon didn’t inhabit the body; it was a part of it. What humans saw as the demon inside him, was just him. They believed that any human emotion felt by a demon such as himself must be the human side that had existed before death by a vampire’s kiss. There was no boundary between human and demon. His human side was dead, reincorporated into the demon that he’d now become. Although he was a demon, there was a more animalistic side of him, one that all vampires held deep inside. When released, it was this side of him that altered his appearance. It was the instinct deep inside that made him want to change and whispered words to him about killing and blood, and words about Prophecy. Vampires were the same as werewolves and other shape shifters—a demon with another side, one that changed their appearance and unleashed a basic instinct to kill. They were always a demon though and never the human they appeared to be.


  The exchange of blood hadn’t infected him with a virus-like creature. It had merely mutated his DNA and given him life after death. There was nothing human about him, not any more. His memories were the only evidence of his life. Everything he felt were his feelings, not some lingering human emotion. He wasn’t human. No shred of the man he once was remained inside him. He couldn’t even remember the name he’d gone by. In time, he wouldn’t remember to breathe, and after that, he wouldn’t even recall what a sunset had felt like.


  He brought his focus back to Prophecy again. She’d been so nervous when he’d first brought her into the room where Mia would be working with her to unlock her memories. It had taken them several attempts to get her into the deep sleep needed for Mia to regress her. He’d reassured her time and time again that she was in safe hands. Mia could read Prophecy’s mind with all the ease of reading a book. She would be able to unlock the barriers that had been set up by Arkalus.


  Mia finished her blood and placed the glass down. He smiled at her when she walked across to where Prophecy was lying and sat on the padded seat behind her head.


  “I will need some time and some peace if this is to be successful,” she said with a serious look.


  He nodded. “It is a nice night. I shall leave you to it.”


  With a small bow in her direction, he turned and walked out of the French doors and onto the little stone balcony that overlooked the river. This side of the castle was high up and there was nothing but a fifty-foot drop between him and the rushing torrent below.


  He listened to it in the darkness. The moon was hidden behind patchy cloud tonight, but when it chose to appear it cast enough light on the world to show him the rocky bed of the river and the white crests of the water as it smashed into them. His eyes scanned the pine forest, his ears trying to pick out the sounds of the night creatures as they went about their business. He longed to be out there with them, hunting something, anything, so long as it took his mind off what was happening in the room at his back.


  He wondered how long it would take Mia to regress Prophecy. He’d never seen her do it before. She’d once offered to take a look into his mind but he’d refused. His mind was something that he wanted to keep to himself. Besides, Mia could read him like a book without having to open the cover.


  Sighing, he turned and leaned his elbows against the stone wall. He let his head fall back and stared up at the sky. It had an ominous look about it. The clouds seemed to move too fast, their grey bodies edged with a silver glow when they passed across the moon.


  All around him, he could hear the chatter of animals.


  He frowned when silence descended.


  Something felt wrong.


  A scream pierced the still night air.


  Running forwards, he threw the curtains aside and stared at Mia. She was sitting calmly behind Prophecy with her hands on either side of her head. She looked around at him, clearly not disturbed by the frantic, jerking movements that Prophecy was making.


  “Do not worry,” she said with a grim smile on her lips. “We have just hit a barrier or something in her past that has been long forgotten. Her reaction is to be expected. Now if you would.”


  He stared at Prophecy for a few seconds, watching her body as it jerked off the chaise lounge while her head remained perfectly still between Mia’s hands.


  Dragging himself away, he repeatedly told himself that she would be fine. Mia would never hurt her. She’d never hurt anyone she liked. He walked over to the edge of the balcony again and let his eyes drift over the scenery while he tried to get a hold of his scattered emotions. He had reacted in less than a heartbeat to the sound of Prophecy crying out in pain. Maybe Mia and Dmitri were right about his feelings for her. He took a deep breath and sighed it out.


  Had he been so busy fighting against his feelings that he had been blind to their true depth?


  Did he love her, a child of his enemy?


  He suddenly felt like the star-crossed lover he had wanted to avoid becoming. Here he was in this fairytale castle with a girl of his bloodline’s opposing family. He hoped that Shakespeare was wrong and they weren’t such an ill-fated couple.


  His gaze fell to rest on the far distance and he stared at the dark hills, barely able to make out their form against the pitch-black sky. Leaning forwards, he rested his elbows on the wall and propped his head up on one hand. He hated waiting. He wanted to see the things that Mia was seeing, wanted to know Prophecy’s past so he could help her answer all the questions she had.


  Mia was right to send him out of the room. He would only wind up pacing and distracting her. What she was doing required her utmost concentration and he couldn’t risk Prophecy’s mind by disturbing Mia as she probed it. He glanced back at the drawn curtains, listening closely for a sign of anything happening in the room. It was silent. The night creatures in the woods and the air around him made the only sounds.


  Drumming his fingers against the weather-beaten stone, he tried to think of something to keep his mind occupied but it kept drifting back to Prophecy. It was odd that the split-second before she’d screamed, the whole world seemed to have grown silent. Did she have other powers, ones that she was yet to discover?


  She was learning new things about herself every day and her control over the magic she commanded was growing.


  A glance at the moon told him that time was passing. It had moved across the heavens and was beginning a slow descent towards the horizon. Mia had been working on Prophecy for over an hour while he’d been lost in his thoughts and watching the night pass him by. Surely, she must have made progress by now?


  He walked over to the door and peered in through the gap in the curtain. He felt as though he was a child again and was sneaking a look at his Christmas presents or one of the exclusive dinners his human family used to host. He shook his head, trying to shift the unwanted memory of his past, and looked at Prophecy. She was still now, her eyes closed in sleep while Mia’s hands hovered either side of her head.


  Drawing the curtain aside, he risked Mia’s anger by entering and began towards them. He was surprised when Mia rose and walked towards him. He noticed that she intentionally avoided looking at him when she passed by and he turned and watched her walk out onto the balcony.


  He glanced at Prophecy and then followed Mia. He found her staring up at the moon, her arms wrapped tightly around herself.


  “You look troubled,” he said, coming to stand next to her. He searched her eyes when she turned to face him. She didn’t need to answer his question in order for him to see his observation had been correct. He’d never seen her looking so worried before.


  “Her history is a strange one.” Her voice was barely audible, but he caught every word and the meaning they carried.


  “What is wrong with her?” He couldn’t stop the note of panic from entering his voice when he saw that Mia was trembling. Her eyes were wide and darted about, looking everywhere but back into the room, as though something there had disturbed her. He looked at the open doors and past the billowing pale curtains to where Prophecy was still sleeping. Maybe her memories had been tampered with for a reason. Maybe there were things she was better off not remembering. Could they both have made some terrible mistake in unlocking her mind?


  It was too late now. She would wake soon and she would remember it all whether she liked it or not.


  “She has been fed lies, Valentine. They have buried them deep and they were strong and hard to break. They have given her images and memories that are set in what appears to be a loop so she believes.” Mia’s voice shook and she averted her eyes when he brought his around to meet them.


  A chill dashed up his spine on hearing her words and his stomach turned over as dread filled him.


  “Believes in what?”


  Mia stared into the distance. He looked down at her hands and saw they were shaking badly. She didn’t want to say what she had seen, but she had to. He had to know. He reached out and caught hold of her upper arms, forcing her to face him. Bending down, he stared up into her eyes, not letting her avoid looking at him any longer. Fear glittered in her eyes, showing him how scared she was, and she was beginning to make him feel that way, too.


  “Believes in what, Mia?” he said again.


  “That she has always looked this way. That she was always this age,” she whispered, her eyes wide with fright.


  “What do you mean, Mia?” He shook her slightly, trying to rouse her from her fear and keep her focused. “You are not making any sense.”


  “She is as old as she looks, Valentine.” She hesitated and then looked back at the room. “There is a reason she cannot remember her human life.”


  He steeled himself against whatever her answer was going to be. Instinct was telling him that whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be easy to stomach, not for him and definitely not for Prophecy.


  “Why?” He pushed the word out and it felt heavy as it hung in the air between them. He was on the brink of discovering just why Arkalus had been tampering with Prophecy’s mind and he was no longer sure whether he wanted to know, but he felt that he had to, if only to help her deal with whatever it was she had discovered about herself.


  Mia stared deep into his eyes.


  “She does not have one.”


  The words hit him with more force than he’d expected and they sent his mind reeling. He released her arms, stepping backwards as though he could distance himself from the reality of the situation if he distanced himself from her. He didn’t want to believe that she was trying to say what he thought she was. It wasn’t possible.


  “What in the Devil’s name are you talking about? She must have one!”


  Mia solemnly shook her head. “She is aging, Valentine. I saw her as a child and as a baby. I saw her born on a black day. I saw her mother die to give her the power to live.”


  “It isn’t possible. I will not believe it.”


  “Believe it, Valentine, for it is the truth. She has no marks because she was not turned. She was born. That is why she can use magic. Her mother was a witch and she sacrificed everything, her life and her soul, to give Prophecy all the power she had.”


  “What does it mean? She is a vampire. I have seen it with my own eyes, Mia.” He stared at Prophecy who was still sleeping. He still couldn’t get his head around what he was being told. She had been born and was aging. Her mother had sacrificed herself so she would have power. If it was all too much for him to deal with, he didn’t want to think about how she was going to cope.


  “She is half vampire at the very least. There was a terrible trauma when she was still in her mother’s womb. I believe that her mother may have been turned while she was pregnant. Somehow, she has become part vampire and part human. I do not know how or why.”


  He believed her when she said that she didn’t. She looked as confused as he felt.


  “You said she is aging.”


  Mia nodded. “I do not know when she will stop, or if she will stop. It is apparently the only side effect of the coupling of the species. She has all the abilities of a vampire, no?”


  “She does. She has the healing and the strength, and she has the enhanced senses. She has everything we do.”


  “And yet she has something else, too,” she said. “She has magic. It is obvious that this is the reason she can carry it. A part of her, no matter how small, is human. She is a hybrid, a new species.”


  “What if I turned her?”


  Mia’s eyes widened in shock. “You wish to turn her?”


  “I didn’t say that.” He shook his head, backtracking swiftly. “I meant what if she were turned.”


  “Prophecy is already a vampire. She would bond with you if you turned her. You would become mates.”


  He stared at the floor, trying to avoid Mia’s gaze as he gathered his thoughts. He hated it when she seemed to see straight through him. He felt as though he couldn’t hide anything from her. He hadn’t meant to voice his thoughts about turning Prophecy, but he had, and now Mia knew that he desired to keep Prophecy with him, no matter what he had to do in order to achieve it.


  “It is forbidden,” she said, breaking into his thoughts and bringing him back to the world. “The great houses would execute you both. I can turn her for you. We have no attachment on either side and therefore would not bond.”


  He shook his head again, a frown knitting his brows.


  “It is not necessary. Turning her may affect the prophecy,” he said and then looked over at Prophecy, sensing her stirring.


  Leaving Mia’s side, he instantly went to her. He knelt beside her, watching her eyelids flutter as she gradually awoke. When she shot up into a sitting position, he moved backwards, fearing she was going to lash out at anything near her.


  Prophecy breathed deeply and tried to make sense of everything that was going on in her head. It was a blur of disjointed memories that made her head ache with despair and confusion. She pressed her hand to it and then drew her knees up and hugged them. Her whole body trembled and she rocked back and forth, staring into nothingness. All of the images floating around her head seemed to swim in and out of focus. She screwed her face up in agony and buried her fingers into her hair, covering her ears with her palms and trying to shut the world out. She could hear a voice, a familiar one. Someone was speaking in gentle tones, caressing her ears and soothing her. She wanted to latch onto that voice, wanted to wrap her arms about him and make him hold her tightly until everything in her head went away.


  She didn’t stop the tears as they slipped large and fast down her cheeks, and didn’t make a move to reach out and take hold of the one thing that could comfort her.


  She didn’t deserve his comfort.


  “I’m an abomination,” she whispered into her knees and more tears came, constricting her throat and making it ache while she silently made herself believe her words. She was an abomination like Arkalus had once said. She deserved to be hunted.


  “No, no you are not.” Valentine’s tone was still gentle and she listened to his words, wishing they were true even when she knew they weren’t.


  “I am. I’m not human and I’m not a vampire. I’ve never lived, not once. I’ve never really lived. I was born an abomination. You say that I’m not, but if that’s the case then what am I?” She raised her head, keeping her hands over her ears and looking deep into his eyes in search of an answer.


  Their green depths were filled with concern, with affection and tenderness.


  With love.


  “You are a vampire, as I am, only there is a human part of you. You have some human qualities. You are not an abomination, understand?” He placed his left hand lightly on her shoulder at first and then moved it to rest over her right hand where it was pressed against her ear.


  The feeling of it against hers made fresh tears rise up. She wanted to lean into his touch and take comfort from him but there was still a part of her that wanted him to hate her. She wanted to be punished for what she was. Her whole life had been a lie. She wasn’t the person she’d always thought she was. She was a stranger to herself.


  “It is your humanity that gives you the ability to use magic,” he said.


  Her eyes remained locked with his. She couldn’t understand how he could be so calm. Mia must have told him everything. Her gaze drifted to the female vampire. She looked petrified and was keeping her distance from them. Something told her that it wasn’t to give them some privacy. How was it that Mia was now scared of her but Valentine wasn’t? He was sitting by her, kneeling so close that she wanted to throw her arms about his neck and bury her face into it. She wanted to cry until no more tears would come, but she knew that it wouldn’t solve anything and it wouldn’t help her deal with what she had discovered about herself.


  How was she supposed to cope with this? She had cursed Arkalus when Valentine had first mentioned that her blood brother might have been tampering with her memories rather than helping her. Now she understood why he had done it. She would have realised she was different. It would have been obvious that she wasn’t wholly vampire. Vampires didn’t age. Her eyes dropped to rest on Valentine’s chest and she frowned, trying to make sense of everything in her head. It felt as though there was a war going on in her mind. The barriers and lies that Arkalus had put in place, the memories she’d always thought were hers, were fighting against those that she now remembered. When they all fell into line, she didn’t know how she was going to cope.


  “It’s all so fuzzy, in my head. I can remember it all, Valentine. I can remember everything, but there’s no sense of time or place. It’s all mixed up.”


  “It will take time for your mind to regain some sense of order,” Mia said, cautiously approaching them. “The sun will rise soon. It is best we take Prophecy back to her room so she may get some rest.”


  “No, I will take her.” Valentine stood and offered her his hand.


  Prophecy looked at it and then up at his face. He really was taking the news better than her, but then she supposed that he would. He didn’t seem to care that she wasn’t truly a vampire. He still looked at her the same way. There was still fire burning in his eyes.


  Slipping her hand into his, she allowed him to help her to stand and then frowned when she wobbled, her knees feeling weak.


  “The process can be very draining. You will recover your strength in time. Do not fear.” Mia touched her shoulder and then began towards the door.


  She was about to follow her when she found herself being scooped up by Valentine. He let one arm rest against her back while the other supported her legs. Her head instantly came to rest against his shoulder and she looped her arms about his neck. She closed her eyes, feeling the weight of everything lift the tiniest amount now that she was in his arms. Everything didn’t seem so bad.


  He walked with her and she didn’t need to open her eyes to see their journey. She could see it all in her head, every turn and every room they passed through. She’d memorised it when they had been walking to the room Mia had chosen to work with her in. She had wanted to know her escape route if it was necessary.


  Valentine shifted her in his arms and a door creaked as it opened. She breathed in the scent of her room and clung to him a little tighter. She didn’t want him to leave her. She didn’t want to be alone with her memories. He was the only thing that seemed real in her life now.


  She frowned when he settled her down on the bed and removed her arms from around his neck.


  He smiled.


  Her eyes followed his movements. She sniffed back her tears, watching him undo the laces of her boots and slip each of them off. He placed them neatly beside her bed and a small smile teased her lips. It was so like him, always prim and proper.


  When he straightened up, she went to speak but lost her voice when he removed his jacket and placed it over the chair in the corner. She couldn’t believe what was happening, even when he moved around the expansive mahogany four poster bed and sat down beside her on it. She stared at him for the longest time, unsure of whether this was really happening or not. Had he read her mind? She hadn’t wanted him to go, and now he wasn’t. He was leaning into the pillows that were propped up against the headboard and waiting patiently for her to go to him.


  She shuffled across the bed, almost throwing herself into the comfort of his embrace and sighing out her breath when his arms wrapped around her. She wasn’t going to question him. If she did that, he would leave and that was the last thing on earth that she wanted to happen. She pressed her cheek into his chest, feeling the hardness of it through his shirt. His thumb gently stroked her upper arm where he was holding onto her.


  “Are you all right?” he whispered.


  She closed her eyes, savouring the feeling of being in his arms, and then looked down the length of his body to his feet. He was still wearing his boots. The sight of them ignited a spark of panic inside of her. She placed her arm across his chest and held him, not wanting him to leave. She wanted him to stay all day with her.


  “Your mother had a reason for what she did. In time, we shall discover it.” His words soothed her. It wasn’t the fact that he was telling her they would find out why her mother had sacrificed herself. She already knew that. It was because he had said they would be discovering it together.


  “She did it for me,” she said, craning her neck so she could see his face. He was smiling and it made warmth dance through her.


  “I know. Mia told me that your mother died in order to give you the power you have. Elena said that it was borrowed.”


  “Elena also said that it was familiar. You think she knew my mother?”


  He nodded. “She must have done. The Three of Paris knew her also. Whoever your mother was, she was very powerful. She was powerful enough to ensure you survived her transformation into a vampire.”


  “She did it on purpose. The magic tells me so. She intentionally got herself turned.” She let her head rest against his chest again and stared at the heavy curtains. She could feel the sun rising. She’d never seen the sun rise. She’d never seen cities and countryside basked in sunshine. She never would see it. The only time she’d been alive was when she was still in her mother’s womb before she was turned.


  “Do you think she knew about the prophecy?” Valentine said.


  It was her turn to nod. She knew that her mother had intended for her to be born as a vampire and that meant she had known about the prophecy. Everyone told her that her mother was a good person and a powerful witch. Her heart told her that her mother wouldn’t have gone through what she had unless she believed that her daughter would save the world.


  She smiled and closed her eyes. Everything was falling into place in her head now and it was beginning to clear. She felt more powerful than ever and not as different as she’d thought she would feel. Now that she had her memories back, she felt she was whole again. The questions that had been plaguing her all of her life could finally be answered.


  Taking a deep breath, she sighed it out and wriggled into a more comfortable position in Valentine’s arms. Her head felt heavy and sleep beckoned her as the sun began to rise. She blinked sleepily and closed her eyes.


  Sleep would bring her the answers.


  She would be safe in Valentine’s arms.


  Valentine looked down at Prophecy’s face after she had been silent a few minutes and realised that she’d fallen asleep. He ran his fingers lightly over her hair, still adjusting to how dark it was now. Watching her sleep, he thought about what he’d said to Mia shortly before Prophecy had awoken.


  He’d wanted to turn her.


  The words had left his mouth before he’d even really considered them. Something deep inside of him had panicked at the thought that Prophecy might not be as strong as she had first appeared, and that she was aging. He’d said out loud the first solution that had hit him.


  Thinking about it now, he realised how selfish he had felt in that moment. All he had thought about was the fact that he could one day be without her because of her human side. The voice at the back of his mind had demanded that he turn her in order to ensure he would never be apart from her. He hadn’t even paused to consider the consequences of turning her and the affect it could have on the prophecy.


  He had just wanted to make sure she would always be with him.


  The silken strands of her hair slipped through his fingers and he sighed when he realised something.


  He was in love with her.


  


  


  


  Chapter 32


  Prophecy watched Valentine talking to Dmitri. He’d been keeping his distance all evening but she wasn’t worried. He’d looked at her enough times with a weight of concern in his eyes that she knew his feelings for her hadn’t changed. She still wasn’t sure just what they were, but she could see they were still there. He wasn’t distancing himself emotionally from her; he was just trying to give her some space. If she beckoned him, he would come to her without hesitation. There had been moments throughout the evening where he’d clearly wanted to come and sit with her, but he’d resisted. She was thankful for the space and time to think. Right now, she needed to get her thoughts into order.


  Sleep had given her mind time to complete its battle and it seemed her real memories had won. She had awoken to find Valentine pacing the room. He’d had his head bent, his brows knit and his thumb playing against his lower lip. She realised that he paced a lot when he was thinking. It brought him the clarity he needed in the same way that sleep helped her.


  A feeling of warmth had spread through her when she’d noticed his boots next to hers. The sight of them had made her smile and her heart had read into the meaning of it. He was finally comfortable with her. The barriers around his heart were at last falling away. The way he’d gently held her all day was testament to that. She’d been aware of him even in sleep and she knew he’d watched over her. He looked tired now and it wasn’t just his emotions draining him of energy.


  She’d memorised and savoured the feeling of comfort and safety that he’d given her by holding her close to him. She’d never felt anything like it in her life. He’d offered her so much comfort and had wanted nothing in return.


  She glanced at him again.


  Her heart told her that his feelings for her ran deep, as deep as hers for him.


  She gave him a small smile when he looked at her. She could see what he wanted to know. The question was burning in his eyes.


  “I’ll be fine,” she said and his mouth curved into a slight smile.


  She felt better than she had done when she’d first discovered what her family had done to her and what she was, but questions still clouded her mind. They were questions that she couldn’t ignore, not even in sleep.


  Dmitri frowned at Valentine and then looked over at her, giving her a broad grin. She wondered if Mia had told him what she’d discovered about her. He didn’t seem bothered by the knowledge of what she was, not like Mia was. Prophecy hadn’t seen her tonight. According to Dmitri, she had gone out hunting to get some fresh blood for them. Her stomach growled. The events of yesterday had left her with an intense hunger and she hoped that Mia could bring them back something to sate it. The taste of fresh warm blood would make her feel a lot better.


  Her eyes fell to rest on the fireplace. The fire was lit tonight. It was probably for Dmitri’s benefit. She didn’t know much about werewolves, but she knew they were still warm blooded and had heartbeats, even though they were immortal like herself.


  She was immortal.


  She frowned when the questions flooded her mind again and she stared unseeingly at the flickering flames. The questions about her past had now become questions about herself. Valentine had told her that she was just like him and she wanted to believe him. She was a vampire. Wasn’t she?


  The sound of a door opening made her look up and she saw Dmitri leaving the room. She looked at Valentine and he frowned briefly before coming over to her. She was glad of his company. There were so many things running through her mind and she needed to get them straight. Maybe Valentine could help her. When they had been in Oxford, she’d found that talking to him had helped clear her head and helped her deal with things.


  He sat down on her right on the velvet-covered couch and gave her a concerned look. She smiled again, hoping to reassure him and wishing that she could alleviate some of the worry that seemed to have permanently settled in his eyes recently.


  She let her hand slip until it rested next to his on the patch of couch between them. She smiled inside when his fingers first brushed against hers and then interlocked with them. Glancing down, she saw his fingers hooked around hers and raised her brows when the stone in her amulet glowed.


  “Valentine?” she said in a hesitant voice. His fingers tightened against hers as though he’d heard the underlying emotions of confusion and fear in her voice and was trying to comfort her. She raised her eyes and met his.


  “Are you certain you are all right?” he said.


  She nodded and then sighed, her gaze returning to the fire.


  “You said I’m a vampire. I am aren’t I?” She hated how uncertain she sounded and didn’t give him a chance to respond to her question. “I mean. I’m immortal. I must be or I wouldn’t have been able to jump off the Eiffel Tower without hurting myself and the hunter’s drug would have killed me. I just don’t know how the human side effects me... it’s placed so many questions in my head.”


  “You have no heartbeat. You are strong, fast, and have the healing powers our species are blessed with. You are a vampire, Prophecy. Never doubt that. I have seen you, the real you.” He shifted on the couch so he was facing her and she did the same. She wanted to see the affection in his eyes and know it was for her. She needed to see that he was telling the truth.


  “I know. I need blood and I have all the abilities, but I can control magic.”


  “Maybe your human side is purely your ability to use magic.”


  She could see that he was doing his best to reassure her, but doubt still lingered in the back of her mind.


  “You are not alive,” he said and she frowned. “We are the undead, Prophecy. You can function without breathing, feel the call of the night as keenly as myself, and cannot survive without feeding on blood.”


  He was right. She was a vampire, but there was still a part of her that was human and she wondered if she’d ever know exactly what that meant and what it was. Was it really just her ability to use magic? Her real memories told her that she had been aging. She could remember being a child in the Caelestis house. She could remember Serenity looking after her and Iona tending to her.


  “Will I grow old?” She gave Valentine a fearful look. “If I do... will I die?”


  He sighed. “I am afraid I do not have the answers to those questions. I am sorry. I wish that I did.”


  Closing her eyes, she swallowed her nerves and let her head come to rest on his shoulder. She inhaled deeply and smiled at the familiar scent of Valentine. He let go of her hand and wrapped his arm about her. She moved closer to him and placed her free hand against his chest.


  “Valentine?”


  “Yes, Prophecy?”


  She stifled the tears that were trying to force their way to the surface. Curling her fingers around, she grabbed hold of his jacket and clung to him.


  “Don’t ever let me get old. Don’t let me die.”


  “I won’t. I promise you, I won’t. You will always be this way. You will never grow old. Not on my watch.”


  She sighed when he pressed a soft kiss to her hair and wrapped his other arm about her, holding her tightly against him. Burying her face in his neck, she held onto him, silently telling herself that she knew he wouldn’t let her grow old or die. He wanted her just as she was now. She wondered if turning her would stop her from aging and whether Valentine had already considered it. The mark over her chest burned and she looked down at it. She knew what it was trying to tell her. She couldn’t let him turn her, no matter how much she wanted him to. If she became wholly vampire, her ability to use magic would die and the prophecy would be affected. If she didn’t have the power in her blood any more, she wouldn’t be able to fulfil her destiny. The prophecy spoke of magic. That’s what Mathias had said. She had to retain it, had to remain partly human, at least until everything was said and done.


  Pulling back, she looked deep into Valentine’s eyes. There was still so much concern in them.


  “I’m okay,” she said with a genuine smile and tapped the side of her head. “Everything in here is getting into order now. I’m okay. I’ve realised that they changed my memories, not who I was or who I’m destined to be. They can never change that. It was mapped out before my birth.”


  He nodded.


  “What time is it?” She glanced at the drawn curtains and then back at him.


  “Sunset was five hours ago.”


  She frowned when she remembered that Dmitri had said he would hear back from his outpost in Romania tonight. She already knew what the answer would be and what she would have to do. Elena had told her what was happening and she’d witnessed it all in a vision. Today’s sleep had brought another with it.


  “Is there any word from Dmitri’s men?” she said and was met with a shake of his head. “I had another vision.”


  “What did you see?” he said, his brow creased with worry.


  She stared at the fire. “I saw the castle again but no robed person this time. The vampire was there. He’s the lord of Tenebrae. I saw many vampires, a vast army of them. They were amassed in a room, the same room I had seen the battle in.”


  “Was it during the eclipse as before?”


  She couldn’t remember seeing any windows. The vision had been short, just a snippet. It had barely been enough for her to recognise her surroundings. She couldn’t even remember seeing Valentine there with her. She had seen another vampire though. It had been one of the guards of the lord of Tenebrae. He had removed his helmet, revealing his jaw length fair hair and intense blue eyes to her. He’d said something, but there had been no sound.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t remember much of it, but I’m certain it happens before the battle.”


  “If Dmitri’s men report back that the army is there—”


  “We’re going to fight them,” she interjected, not letting him say what she could see in his eyes. She knew he didn’t think it was the right thing to do. He wanted to take the scroll to Mathias. “I saw a program on the television when I was imprisoned in my room. It was all about an unusual eclipse that is coming. I know it’s the dark day that the prophecy speaks of.”


  “When is it coming?” He looked sceptical and she wished she could tell him the date of the eclipse so she could prove that going into battle without translating the scroll was the right move, but she hadn’t caught it or it hadn’t been mentioned.


  “Soon.” She saw her answer did nothing to convince him. Leaning forwards, she placed her hand over his where it was resting on his knee. “Please, Valentine, believe in me. My every instinct is telling me that time is running out and we have to go into battle now. Elena said it herself. She knew I’d had a vision and what I’d seen. We have to go now if we’re to save the world. We have to stop the lord of Tenebrae before it’s too late.”


  He sighed and curled his fingers around hers. “We will go to war, but only if Dmitri’s men report back that there is an army and only if Mia and Dmitri will offer us their services.”


  She gave him a grateful smile. It was obvious that he still wasn’t convinced that going to war was the right thing to do, especially after they had insisted on seeing the scroll because there was a chance it would contain information needed to fulfil the prophecy. A part of her said that Valentine was right, they were going in blind, but she couldn’t wait any longer. She wanted to take hold of her destiny and she wanted it over with already.


  The star on her chest ached and she pressed her hand to it. It sparked fear in her mind and doubts rose to the surface. She tried to ignore it, but the more she did that more painful it became. Removing her hand, she stared into the glowing pale purple stone on her amulet. There was movement in its depths. She blinked once, twice, and suddenly everything in the room disappeared and she was surrounded by darkness.


  “Valentine?” She looked around her. In the sky above her was a faint purple star. She looked at her hand and realised that the amulet was gone. Panic raced through her. “Valentine!”


  “Shh, child.” A soft female voice whispered the words to her and she turned on the spot, trying to seek out the owner of it. There was no one there. There was nothing but darkness.


  “Who are you?” Her voice was unsteady and she hated how weak it made her sound.


  “I am but a memory.” The voice came back, a slight note of amusement lacing it. She wondered how anyone could be happy about being nothing more than a memory.


  “What do you want? Where is Valentine?” She turned again, peering into the darkness, but she still couldn’t see the owner of the voice. Something flickered past her out of the corner of her eye and she spun to face it. There was nothing. She growled and slid into her vampire guise, hoping the change would help her see better in the inky blackness.


  “Your love is safe,” the woman said.


  She found herself face to face with a flickering image of him. He was sitting on the couch, seemingly frozen in time.


  “Did I do that?” she said, reaching out to touch him but the image wavered and died.


  “You did, child.”


  “I remember doing something similar in a vision I had.”


  “You need the book. It will teach you how to use the power you have.”


  A warm breeze swept past her and she turned around. There in front of her was a woman, the woman she had seen in her vision of Venice. Her mother. She trembled and immediately slipped out of her vampire guise, not wanting her mother to see her true face.


  “It’s all right, my sweet girl, I know what you are.” Her mother stepped forwards. A beam of light shone down on her. Prophecy stared at her face, taking in the features of it now she could see it clearly. “You look like me. Your father would have been proud.”


  Her father? She had so many questions to ask. Is that really what she looked like? Her mother was beautiful. She furrowed her brows and sighed when she realised that her mother looked no older than she was now and she knew what it meant. She had sacrificed herself at such a young age.


  “Why did you do it? I’m not wholly vampire, you know? Why did you do it?” She panicked when the vision of her mother flickered and faded slightly. “Don’t go. I have so many questions.”


  “I’m here for you, child. I’ll always be here. But right now, I cannot answer the questions because you yourself do not know the answers. I am but a memory, your memory. I can only tell you what you already know. Your heart fears the wrong decision and that’s why you called me. It is not concerned with why I did what I did. I can only tell you this. If I had not, the world would have been doomed. It was my destiny, just as this is yours.”


  Prophecy went to move towards her but the image of her mother disappeared. She spun around, trying to see if she had gone elsewhere but finding nothing but darkness again.


  “Are you still there?”


  “I am, but I am afraid you must go. Valentine and the world need you. I have one parting gift of words... trust in Valentine, for as he has saved you, you will save him. Do not fear mistakes and falls, they will only make you stronger. Believe in yourself, but do not let yourself be blinded to the words of others. There is treachery and deceit all around you and it will in time reveal itself. Sometimes, the right decision will seem wrong, but it will help show you the path in the darkness... remember, this is your destiny, you cannot change it.”


  She frowned when her head spun and the world came back. Taking a deep breath, she cast a glance around her at the room. It was still frozen in time. She waved her hand in front of Valentine’s face and frowned when he continued to stare at the floor. Her mother had told her to trust him and that she would save him. The witches had said the same thing. She would save him and he would save her. A chill ran down her spine. She was surrounded by treachery and deceit and she was going to make mistakes. She had already made so many mistakes, but she had learnt from every one of them and she had grown stronger just as her mother had told her she would. Were there more to come? Was she overlooking something?


  This was her destiny. That’s what her mother had said. She couldn’t change her fate. It was all mapped out for her and all she could do was follow the path, no matter where it led her.


  And right now, it was leading her into battle.


  Her heart told her it was the right thing to do. It was time to pay a visit to the lord of Tenebrae and put an end to the prophecy.


  “Prophecy?” Valentine’s voice roused her. She hadn’t even realised that the world had started moving again. “Is something wrong?”


  She smiled. “You didn’t notice?”


  “Notice what?” He looked confused.


  “I went somewhere. I stopped time, just like I did in the vision I had of the battle.”


  His brows flickered a little. “Where did you go?”


  She held her hand up and stared at the amulet. “I think... this sounds crazy... but I think I went in here... or at least... ” She pressed her hand to her chest. “I went in here.”


  “Your mother?”


  She nodded and smiled fondly. “She told me it was all right to make mistakes and that I had to trust in you. It was something about mistakes and wrong decisions showing me the path in the darkness... it’s my destiny and I can’t change it. I guess that means I’m destined to make mistakes... does that make sense?”


  He raised his brows and stared at the carpet for a moment before answering, “I suppose it does.”


  She looked up as the door opened again and Dmitri walked in, followed by Mia. He gave her a hard look and she knew what it meant.


  “There is an army then,” she said, not giving him a chance to speak.


  He nodded grimly. “My men have seen this army you spoke of. They are strong and ready to move.”


  “Then we must stop them before they do.” She held his gaze and then looked across at Valentine. “This is my destiny, Valentine. My heart tells me so. I saw the vision of the battle. I can’t ignore it. I’m destined to fight these vampires, and fight them I will, but I can’t do this without your help.”


  He placed his hand over hers and the corners of his mouth twitched into a slight smile. “I cannot leave you to fight this alone. You already know that, Prophecy. Wherever you go, I go also.”


  “Sweet,” Dmitri said with a smirk.


  She scowled at him.


  “I see what you want to ask old friend.” He ignored her and looked at Valentine when he stood. “My house is your house, my men are you men. To Romania we will go.”


  Her eyes strayed to Mia who was pouring blood into glasses. When Mia looked over her shoulder, Prophecy gave her a look that said she wanted to know her feelings on the matter.


  Mia walked slowly across the room and handed Valentine a glass of blood. Prophecy took the one offered to her and waited for Mia’s response to her silent question. Mia clinked glasses with her, raised it into the air and smiled.


  “To war. We shall mercilessly shed the blood of our enemies until it turns the rivers red and the stains the land for all time. None shall be spared.”


  Prophecy got the impression from Mia’s speech that the female vampire missed fighting and was actually looking forwards to it. She smiled and looked up at the painting of Mia and Dmitri above the fireplace. She’d never been in a battle before, let alone a war, but she knew they could win, especially if Valentine was by her side to give her the strength she needed.


  “To war.” Dmitri raised his glass of wine.


  Valentine placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled into her eyes while he held his glass up. “To war.”


  She stared at the blood in her glass and slowly raised it. A tight feeling of nerves and excitement settled in her stomach when she remembered the epic battle she had seen. There was no going back now. This was it. This was her destiny. She was going to save the world.


  She smiled.


  “To war.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 33


  Prophecy stared at the tinted window, watching the world flying by outside. She’d never been in a car before and she hadn’t expected her first time to be a limousine. She gave Valentine a little smile when she found him watching her. In his eyes, she could see that he was still amused by how new everything was to her. He’d told her to never stop asking questions, and that she was so young and everything was fresh and new for her.


  “Can you drive?” she said.


  His smile broadened. “Of course.”


  “So why didn’t we steal a car and drive all the places we had to go?” She turned so she was facing him where they sat on the back seat of the limousine. Dmitri and Mia occupied the wide seat that was directly behind the driver’s window opposite them.


  She glanced at them. They were sitting close together. Mia was so close to Dmitri that she was almost on his lap. She couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other. Their heads were constantly bent towards each other, their eyes sparkling while the other whispered in their ear. She wished that she was that close to Valentine.


  Her eyes dropped to the distance between them and the way she was sitting with her hands neatly laid in her lap while he leaned back against the seat, his arm resting along the back of it. She wondered how he’d react if she moved closer to him, as close as Mia was to Dmitri. He wouldn’t push her away, she knew that much.


  She shuffled a little closer, closing the gap down to around two feet.


  “I chose the method of transport that was fastest and most reliable. A train can go faster than a car and is less likely to get stuck in traffic or pulled over for breaking the speed limit.”


  She shrugged. “We could’ve just killed whoever pulled us over.”


  He shook his head and smiled. “But we could not kill traffic.”


  “I can’t drive.” She dropped her gaze to the floor and stared at Mia’s foot where it was toying with Dmitri’s. Mia ran it up his leg, caressing him. Prophecy didn’t want to imagine how Valentine would react if she did that. The sight of Mia and Dmitri’s intimate gestures made her think about her feelings for Valentine and how she could act on them without coming across as a complete amateur. Everything she knew, she’d learnt from movies and television programmes. She didn’t know the right moves, didn’t know how to kiss him. She was getting tired of waiting for him to show her how it was done. She smiled when she remembered her vision. It wasn’t long now until they made it to Romania and he was going to kiss her in the valley. He was destined to.


  “I did not think you could. I can see this is your first time in a car.” He reached out and gently caught her chin, bringing her face around until their eyes met. “What are you thinking in there?”


  Her eyes were wide and she swore her skin felt hot where his fingers were lightly resting against it. She shakily raised her hand and took hold of his, wrapping her fingers about it and letting the tips of them caress his palm. He frowned for a second, as though he was trying to figure out what she was up to, and then his eyes dropped to her mouth. She swallowed hard and parted her lips, letting her tongue sweep along her lower one.


  She lowered his hand, holding it by her chest while she stared into his eyes. His gaze moved from her mouth to meet hers. There was fire in their green depths again, passion that she had stirred by doing nothing more than taking hold of his hand. Moving closer to him, her knee knocked against his. She smiled awkwardly, feeling clumsy. His lips reflected her smile and his eyes narrowed tenderly. She started when his hand closed around hers and pulled her closer still.


  Averting her gaze, she stared at his neck and the marks she’d placed on him. They had healed, but she could still see them. Her fangs itched and tried to descend. She wanted to taste him again, wanted his strong blood flowing through her veins. Leaning towards him, she noted the way he released her hand and raised his jaw, as though he knew what she wanted and wasn’t going to refuse her.


  Her stomach and chest tightened when she edged closer to his neck. She glanced up at his face and found he was watching her, but he showed no sign of stopping her. He looked down towards his shoulder and she took it as a silent giving of permission.


  Darting her tongue out when she reached his throat, she ran it over the mark she’d previously placed on him and closed her eyes. His skin tasted divine and she could smell the rich scent of his blood. Her fangs descended and her eyes switched to their emerald state. She lightly scraped his skin with her right incisor, listening to his sharp intake of breath and feeling thrilled when his hand closed around her wrist and held her tightly. She licked at the small wound she’d created. The sharp metallic tang of blood filled her senses, blocking out everything but Valentine. She placed her free hand on his bicep, holding him while he held her. She nipped at him again, deeper this time, and was rewarded by another sharp intake of breath from Valentine and a droplet of blood.


  Lapping it up, she inhaled deeply through her nose and savoured the taste of it. She bit her lip, barely registering the sharp stab of pain when her incisor punctured it. Looking up at Valentine, she grew a little more confident when she found blue eyes watching her. His pupils were dilated, making his eyes dangerously dark and full of intense desire. His lips parted slightly, revealing his fangs to her. She moved back to his neck and slowly, gently bit down on it. He tensed beneath her and she resisted her desire to moan into his throat when his blood flooded her mouth.


  Her whole body trembled when Valentine leaned towards her, one of his arms wrapping about her waist while the other cleared her hair from her neck. Her brows furrowed when his incisors penetrated her. She dug her fingernails into his side and focused on the dual sensations of pleasure and pain that were racing through her. The feeling of his fangs in her, his tongue drawing blood from her, and his own blood flowing into her, was like nothing she’d ever felt before. The intensity of it was overwhelming. All she could feel, all she could sense, was him. She felt as though she was a part of him and he was a part of her.


  She slowly ran her tongue over his neck and the wounds she’d created, sealing them at the same time as he sealed the marks he’d placed on her. When she drew back, she could see nervousness in his eyes. Raising her hand, she went to wipe her lip clean with her thumb but he caught hold of her wrist before she could reach it. His hands were shaking as they held her. She frowned into his eyes and saw the uncertainty swimming there.


  She noticed the blood on his lip. Her blood.


  She didn’t have time to say anything before her breath was stolen from her by him.


  He leaned towards her, his eyes dropping to her mouth and his hand still tightly clutching her wrist. She watched his eyes close as he neared her. She couldn’t breathe when his tongue darted out and swept gently along her lower lip, capturing the blood that lingered there. A shiver ran through her, making the stars on her skin tingle, and her eyelids dropped, hooding her eyes. She frowned when he pulled back and she realised that it was over when she didn’t want it to be. Finding her courage, she held his wrist tight, holding him fast. She moved closer to him, edging her mouth towards his, and slowly licked the blood off his lips.


  She tensed when her tongue touched his and then relaxed into him, letting him hold her in his arms. She felt drowsy, lost in a sea of pleasure and willing to drown. She felt sure that she would if he kissed her. If the simple act of their tongues barely brushing each other’s made her feel like this, she couldn’t imagine how good it would feel to have him kiss her.


  Drawing back, she heaved a sigh and felt the haziness inside her start to disappear. She gave him a small smile when he looked awkward and the corners of his mouth tugged slightly into a smile. When it dropped off his face and he looked over her shoulder, she remembered that they weren’t alone.


  Turning around, she found Mia and Dmitri were sitting in silence opposite them, both wearing blank, stunned expressions.


  She was thankful she couldn’t blush.


  “Why do you not bite me like that?” Mia raised a brow at Dmitri.


  She wanted to bury her head in Valentine’s neck and never come out again. She’d just had the most intimate moment of her life and she’d shared it with two other people. She cringed inside and glanced at Valentine. He looked as uncomfortable as she felt.


  “Because I would devour your sweet neck, little one.” Dmitri bared his fangs. “It took three weeks for you to heal after our mating.”


  Mia looked a little flustered and embarrassed. Prophecy smiled when Dmitri grabbed hold of the female vampire and growled into her neck. Mia looked shocked and pushed against him, struggling to get free of his grasp.


  “Not here, my love,” Mia said and Dmitri let her go.


  Prophecy smiled when Dmitri looked a little crestfallen.


  “They have young love. Wait until they have shared a bicentenary. They will not be so sweet with each other.” Dmitri patted Mia’s hand and grinned, seemingly blind to the scowl his mate was giving him.


  She glanced across at Valentine and noticed that the awkwardness that had filled his eyes was now gone. Moving closer to him, she smiled inside when his arm came to rest around her shoulders and she leaned into him.


  He pointed to something. “Look.”


  She frowned and turned towards the window. The sky was lightening. She could just about make out the scenery through the heavily tinted windows. There were mountains in the distance and behind them the sky glowed brightly.


  “Sunrise?” she said and looked at Valentine for confirmation. He nodded. “How is this possible? I mean... why aren’t we—”


  “Affected?” Mia said, cutting her off. “The windows are made from glass that is impregnated with the highest anti-UV film. It is the latest technology produced by the Nocens bloodline. They have invested many years in its creation. The sun cannot penetrate it.”


  “Could you use it in houses?” She looked back at the window again, watching the dim orb as it rose into the sky. She’d never seen a real sunrise. This was probably the closest she would ever get to one.


  “I cannot see why not. I was considering having the mansion windows re-paned with it, but Dmitri sometimes enjoys the sun.”


  “Sometimes, but never enough to risk you, my love.” Dmitri placed his arm around Mia’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her temple. “When we return, we shall contact the Nocens. What my love wants, my love will have.”


  Prophecy smiled at how sweet Dmitri was when it came to Mia. When she’d first met him, she would never have thought him capable of such tender emotions and gentleness, but he was proving that her original impression of him was wrong. Although he seemed brutal on the exterior, inside he was loyal and fiercely protective. She looked out of the corner of her eye at Valentine. He was watching her rather than the sunrise. He was fiercely protective too. In Paris, he’d gone out of their way to lure the hunter, Caden, out into the open so he could make sure that the man knew never to touch her again. He’d been protective of her from the moment he met her. That’s why he’d saved her. It was his destiny to be with her and his loyalty to his family had been replaced by loyalty to her.


  She wondered how much this upcoming battle would test that loyalty. She didn’t want him to risk his life by attempting to protect her during the fight, but she knew in her heart that he would. Even with the power she commanded, he would still want to keep her safe from harm, even if it meant he got himself hurt. The last thing she wanted was for Valentine to be hurt again because of her. She could protect herself now, and she wished she could tell him that, but there was no way of wording it that wouldn’t make him feel unwanted. She was all he had. He was all she had. She would die to protect him, and her heart told her that he would do the same for her.


  Valentine watched Prophecy press her hand to her chest and frown down at it. He wondered what she was thinking about. The happiness he’d seen in her eyes a few moments ago and her relaxed air had gone, clouded by the heavy thoughts that flitted across her features. He leaned forwards in the seat, resting his elbows on his knees and looking back at her out of the corner of his eye.


  He glanced at Mia and Dmitri. They were huddled close together again, talking about things he had no interest in hearing. He stared out of the window at the rising sun. He could still vividly feel the brush of Prophecy’s tongue against his. He’d been a split-second away from kissing her, had been so lost in being close to her that he’d completely forgotten their company. He’d never felt like this before. He and Lucya had never shared blood in the way he and Prophecy did. Glancing over his shoulder, he stared at the marks on her neck. She’d gone from having none, to having so many. How many times had he bitten her now? He’d lost count. How many times had he wanted to bite her? Many more than he had, that was for sure. He wasn’t sure what made him do it. It wasn’t just the exquisite taste of her blood. It was something else.


  It was a compulsion.


  He felt a constant need for connection between them and it seemed she was the same. He was drawn to her in a way that was impossible to resist. The vision she’d shown him on the train flashed in front of his eyes, giving him an answer to the question he’d been asking himself.


  In the heat of the moment, he’d wanted to claim her.


  He still did.


  The need to exchange blood, to establish a connection via sharing it, was exactly the kind of thing that he’d read about in claims where the bond was strong. But he hadn’t claimed her and she hadn’t claimed him. If the desire was this strong now, what would it be like if they actually mated and bonded with one another?


  He moved his gaze back to the window and thought about how it had felt to taste his blood on her lips. Overpowering. The desire he felt for her had spiralled out of his control and he’d been on the verge of completely surrendering to it when he’d remembered that they weren’t alone. When she was near him, there was nothing but her. Years of training and lessons on keeping his senses open at all times was forgotten and his guard dropped. His focus became trained on her, leaving him open to attack and danger. Not that he was in danger with Mia and Dmitri, but it was a hazardous way to feel.


  All it would take was for him to become this distracted when they were out in the open alone and it would give someone the perfect opportunity to attack undetected. Caden would be first to take advantage of such a chance. He had to learn to control his feelings for Prophecy or at least not let them affect his awareness of the things that were happening around them.


  It seemed so impossible whenever he thought about how it had felt to share such a quiet intimacy with her. He’d never be able to control his feelings.


  He closed his eyes and sighed.


  His ears pricked when he heard Prophecy shifting on the seat beside him and then he relaxed when he felt her hand on his shoulder.


  Her other hand came to rest on his other shoulder and she slipped them about him, clasping them together in front of his chest while she leaned her cheek against his back. He placed his hand over hers and held them, letting her know that he was all right. When she leaned more heavily against him, he realised that she was falling asleep. The dawn was finally catching up with her.


  He gently unclasped her hands and put his arm around her shoulders, letting her head rest against his chest. Pressing a solitary kiss to her hair, he thought about what was coming. There was still a long way to go before they got to the Romanian border. Once they did, it would take at least another half a day to get to the valley where the Tenebrae had their home.


  Glancing across the car, he saw that Mia and Dmitri were fast asleep, curled up in each other’s arms. He shifted in the seat until he was in a more comfortable position and held Prophecy a little tighter when she sighed in her sleep. He looked at her right hand, which was resting against his chest, her amulet centred directly over his heart. Bringing his hand up, he took hold of hers.


  The best thing they could do now was sleep. The battle that lay ahead of them was going to be hard and they would need to save all of their strength for it. Closing his eyes, he sighed out his breath and let sleep take him.


  


  


  


  Chapter 34


  Prophecy looked up at the rickety building in front of her. It looked as though it had been thrown together in a hurry. The sky above it was rapidly darkening, the sun having set a few minutes ago. She listened to Mia talking to Dmitri and heard the car door close. A hand on her shoulder drew her attention away from the inn and she turned to look at Valentine. He seemed concerned. She’d been quiet for most of the journey and she knew he’d noticed. She placed her hand over his and smiled to alleviate his worry. She wasn’t out of spirits or feeling down about the things she’d learned about herself back at Dmitri’s bastion, she was just tired. She wanted this battle over with already so she could move on with her life, hopefully with Valentine by her side.


  A noise in the street caught her attention. A hay cart was trundling towards them. She’d never seen anything like it. It wasn’t the kind of thing she’d been expecting. The whole village wasn’t what she’d imagined it would be. She stepped forwards, away from Valentine and towards the cart as it approached. It was drawn by a tired looking horse that must have been older than her. The hay was piled haphazardly on the back and great chunks of it were falling off, covering the dirt road. The man sitting at the front of the cart had a kind face, worn with age and care. He pulled the horse to a halt when he saw her. She smiled. He lowered his head, almost in a bow. She was surprised when he made the same gesture to Valentine, Mia and Dmitri. It was strangely respectful, as though he knew what they were.


  She nodded in return and frowned when he cracked his whip and the horse began to move again. Her eyes followed him for a moment and then she looked back at the village. The buildings were made of wood and there were patches of tiles missing in their roofs. It looked as though time had forgotten the village. Behind the buildings steep mountains began to rise up, their slopes covered in dense forest and their peaks dusted with snow.


  Looking down the valley, she followed the line of the mountains until her eyes fell to rest on the distant castle. It was at least a few miles away. It had seemed closer in the vision. She looked back at the village again, watching the small number of people who were going about their business in the poorly lit street. They nodded each time they noticed she was watching them.


  Turning to face Valentine, she frowned.


  “Come,” he said, ushering her towards the inn.


  She did as instructed and followed Mia and Dmitri into the inn. The ceiling was low, forcing both Dmitri and Valentine to stoop in order to stop their heads from touching it. Valentine looked at her with concern in his eyes. She wished she knew how to ease his worry and make it disappear but everything she’d tried so far had failed. She waited for him while he spoke to the short old woman behind the bar and avoided looking around her at the patrons that had all stopped drinking in order to stare at them. It wasn’t just because they were newcomers. Her instincts told her that they knew what creatures they were in the presence of. It surprised her that they didn’t seem to mind. The old woman busily filled out the register for Valentine to sign. If they hadn’t wanted their kind here, they surely would have turned them away.


  A cursory glance around the room revealed that they were still being watched with interest. Even the barmaid had stopped her work in order to stare at them. Prophecy frowned when she realised that the barmaid wasn’t staring at them so much as just staring at Valentine. Stepping forwards, Prophecy placed herself between him and the barmaid. When it didn’t stop the woman from looking at him, Prophecy looped her arm over his. She glared at the barmaid and felt anger rise up inside of her when she found the woman was still watching Valentine. A growl rumbled quietly through her chest and her eyes switched into their demonic state for a split second.


  She smiled triumphantly when the barmaid hurriedly averted her eyes and began cleaning glasses again.


  Turning around, she found Valentine looking at her with a raised brow. She swallowed and smiled nervously, hoping he wasn’t going to bring up the laws again. She was tired of the laws. These people knew of the existence of vampires. She’d done nothing wrong by threatening the girl. In fact, the woman was lucky she had managed to control her temper so much. The temptation to leap over the bar and force her to stop staring at Valentine had been great. Her stomach rumbled at the thought of fresh, warm blood.


  She felt Valentine’s hand on her arm and looked up into his eyes. He smiled a fraction of a smile, one that reminded her of when they’d first met. He never had smiled properly as far as she could remember. No, he had smiled properly. This was his real smile. This slight curve of his lips that he seemed to share only with her. The rest of them were for show.


  She giggled to herself. He was too serious to smile broadly as Dmitri did. It wasn’t his nature to grin and laugh, that’s why he would have been such a perfect Law Keeper. His harsh and stony expression was just the way he had always looked. It hid the real him, masking the tenderness of emotion she knew existed inside of him.


  He led her through the inn and she could feel his eyes on her at all times, even when they passed the barmaid. The intensity of his look was something she would always be able to feel. It was as though he could see straight through things, straight through her and into her heart. There was nothing she could keep hidden from him. He really would have made a perfect Law Keeper.


  They followed Mia and Dmitri up the stairs to the first floor and she watched them. They were always close together. Dmitri’s heavy arm rested around Mia’s slim shoulders, marking the contrast in their build as strongly as her knowledge of them marked the contrast of their nature. Mia seemed like the epitome of graceful and elegant perfection, a well-bred and beautiful vampire, while Dmitri was rough and unpolished, a broad shouldered hulk of a man who could crush a man’s head with his bare hands. It seemed strange that two people so opposite should be attracted to one another. She glanced at Valentine. She supposed that it was the same with them in a way. Their houses were opposed, their ages at different ends of the spectrum and while he was wise, she was naïve about the world and the way it worked.


  In both cases, the relationships were illegal. She couldn’t help but think that Mia was brave for going against everything she knew in order to be with Dmitri. She had forsaken her species so she could be with him. To come out during the Creator Day masquerade must have taken great courage. The Law Keepers wouldn’t have forgotten the sin Mia had committed. If they had seen her there, they would have captured her, regardless of their orders to find Ineru.


  She sighed. Ineru. Yet another case of ill-fated and illegal love. How many other couples were in hiding out there because their relationship broke the rules? It was a ridiculous law; one that she wished would be removed. There were far worst crimes happening in the world than love.


  Her thoughts roamed back to the masquerade. What she’d thought about Mia was also applicable to Valentine. He’d surrendered his whole life to be with her. He’d sacrificed his position and turned his back on his family. All for her.


  She looked up when they passed through a door and entered a room. It was dark, lit only by a dying fire in the hearth. It wasn’t a large room. There was just enough space for a double bed, a couch and a side table. The floor was wood, as dark as the walls, and at the far end was a dirty window that had the shutters drawn across.


  She came out of her thoughts when she heard Valentine speaking with Mia.


  “This is the only room available, I am afraid.”


  “It will serve us perfectly well. We do not need space or finery. Tomorrow night we shall leave this place behind us and head out to meet our army,” Mia said with a serene smile. She walked further into the room and stopped near the window.


  Prophecy’s stomach rumbled again and she pressed her hand to it, frowning.


  “I will share the bed with Prophecy if the one room proves to be a problem.” Mia’s smile turned wicked.


  Prophecy looked at Valentine to see what his reaction to the idea would be. Mia was obviously teasing him, but it didn’t mean he was going to see it that way.


  “Keep your nose out of my business, Mia.” He almost growled the words.


  She grinned at Mia who was smiling broadly, evidently amused by how annoyed she’d made Valentine.


  “Come, Valentine, don’t sound so sore.” Dmitri clapped a hand down on his shoulder and grinned. “I could share with your woman.”


  Valentine grabbed hold of Dmitri’s wrist and growled with effort as he twisted it around, forcing Dmitri to kneel.


  “Dmitri!” Mia scowled at him.


  “Valentine,” Prophecy said, approaching him slowly. He looked at her and released Dmitri, as though he’d seen in her eyes what she was going to ask of him. She pressed her hand to her grumbling stomach and rubbed it.


  He frowned and stepped towards her, his gaze filling with tenderness. “I will go out to hunt. There is still a long time before the sun rises. I can scout down towards the castle and bring back something for you to eat. There are canisters in the car that I can fill.”


  She shook her head. “I can go.”


  “I do not want you going out there, not yet.” He pressed the palm of his hand against her cheek and ran his fingertips around her earlobe. “Stay here.”


  He removed his jacket, laying it out carefully on the end of the bed.


  “I will come with you,” Dmitri said with a broad grin. “It is a long time since we hunted. If you go alone, Mia will not let me hear the end of it.”


  Mia frowned and then turned to face her. “Do not listen to him. He is playing the fool to amuse you.”


  “A fool?” Dmitri laughed at her words and Prophecy giggled along with him. She liked how Dmitri acted. It made him seem less frightening. “Come, friend.”


  She held her hand up to stop Valentine when he turned to leave with Dmitri. Valentine looked back at her and smiled.


  “I shall not be long. You will be safe here,” he said and then walked towards the door.


  “Be careful,” she whispered.


  Dmitri pressed a kiss to Mia’s cheek and nodded at her as he left, following Valentine down the stairs.


  Mia walked past her and closed the door. Prophecy moved to the window, not hearing the things that Mia was saying. Opening it, she pushed the shutters out of the way and watched Valentine and Dmitri walking along the road towards the woods. When they started to get lost from view, she leaned forwards, craning her neck so she could watch them until the very last moment.


  Her eyes moved to rest on the distance in the direction of the castle. It was too dark to see it now. The moon was high in the sky but it did nothing to light the world. The street below her was deserted. Clearly the people of this village did know of vampires. They were wise not to be out when darkness had fully fallen.


  She listened to Mia cross the room and sit down. Turning her back to the window, she frowned.


  “How long have you known Valentine?”


  “A long time,” Mia replied and placed her hand on the seat beside her. “Come and sit for a while, Prophecy.”


  Prophecy glanced at the window again and then did as instructed. Sitting on the couch beside Mia, she waited for her to properly answer her question.


  Mia adjusted the skirt of her black silk dress, smoothing any wrinkles out, and then sighed.


  “Valentine has always been like a brother to me, even when the law made him see me as nothing more than a contact.” Mia paused when Prophecy frowned at her, not hiding her confusion about the laws and the questions that were forming inside her. “I know what you are thinking but there is nothing forbidden about contacting another bloodline to retrieve information needed by your own. The law only forbids relationships and closeness between bloodlines. That is why the Creator Day masquerade is always held in high regard. The bloodlines love the chance to shed the law for one night. I could not live with just one night of freedom, and I believe that neither can you.”


  “I can’t. The laws are ridiculous. I wish someone would abolish them,” Prophecy said, trying to hide how stupid she felt for forgetting the laws. Everything seemed illegal these days.


  “Every walk of life must have laws to govern it. We are no different. Without the law, there would be pandemonium. They work for the majority of the population and most can live with them. There is only a small percentage that cannot.”


  “I suppose.” Prophecy removed her boots and curled up on the seat. Staring at the window, she thought about Valentine. “So you were just his contact then? That is how he treated you?”


  “At first, yes, but over time he became more accustomed to my company. After I had committed my sin with Dmitri, he told me that he would continue our tentative friendship and he would not turn me over to the Law Keepers.”


  Prophecy’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Never.”


  Mia smiled. “I was as surprised as you. To have Valentine openly disobey the law for my sake made me realise that he valued the friendship we had and that a part of him was not so loyal to the upholding of the law. When he contacted me to arrange our rendezvous at the masquerade, I knew in my heart the reason was because he had feelings for you. I cannot remember what excuse he used as the reason that he was helping you. I only remember that I did not believe it.”


  Prophecy stared at the fire while she thought about what Mia had said. Valentine did indeed have feelings for her, feelings that she shared. She started when Mia placed her hand over hers where it rested on her knee. Looking up into Mia’s dark eyes, she found them smiling at her.


  “I am glad that someone has opened his eyes for him. Valentine has too much heart to be a Law Keeper.”


  Prophecy smiled and placed her hand over Mia’s. “I know. I’m glad too.”


  A distant howl sliced through the silence and Prophecy’s eyes immediately shot to the window. She frowned and stood, walking over to it and staring out into the night.


  “Valentine will come back,” Mia said.


  Prophecy’s frown remained in place. “I don’t doubt it.”


  “Yet you still worry about him.” Mia paused and Prophecy nodded, her eyes scanning over the trees in a vain hope of pinpointing where Valentine and Dmitri were. “Valentine is experienced and they are only hunting animals. Dmitri will sport with him a while. They will hunt each other to sharpen their senses and skills before the battle tomorrow.”


  She stared at one particular spot in the forest and reached out with her senses, trying to feel Valentine.


  When she couldn’t sense anything, she let her eyes wander their own course over the trees while her thoughts remained with Valentine. Dmitri would sport with him, just like Mia had said.


  She only hoped that their fight didn’t end as the last one between them had.


  


  


  


  Chapter 35


  Valentine slowed to a halt in a clearing and looked at his surroundings. He was deep in the forest now. Dmitri had disappeared into the night shortly after they had entered the woods. He didn’t mind. He wanted a good hunt tonight, wanted to let himself go a little. He glanced back in the direction of the village. Mia would say things to Prophecy that were bound to cause questions in the girl’s head. Mia, for all her airs and graces, loved to stir trouble, especially where he was concerned.


  Bringing his attention back to the woods, he scanned the dense pine trees and sniffed the air. The smell of the trees and the damp earth flooded his senses, but he quickly tuned them out by focusing on the subtler scents. Animals had passed this way not long before and so had something else. He smiled. Dmitri.


  He started to walk again, heading in the direction that Dmitri had taken. He was about the leave the clearing when a noise caught his attention and his senses screamed danger. Not reacting fast enough, he growled in pain when claws slashed down his back, ripping through his shirt.


  Turning, he narrowed his eyes on Dmitri, who grinned in amusement. He dropped the satchel he was carrying that contained the empty canisters, stripped his shirt off and looked at it. It was ruined.


  “That was my only shirt,” he said, the frown remaining etched on his brow.


  “I have one to lend you, though your scrawny body will be swamped.” Dmitri laughed.


  Valentine threw the shirt to the floor and tensed his jaw.


  “What does it matter? Prophecy will prefer you like this,” Dmitri said, casually walking towards him.


  He gave him a look that conveyed how unimpressed he was but his old friend ignored it and continued.


  “New?” Dmitri nodded towards his chest.


  He looked down at the scar on his shoulder and touched it. “Werewolves.”


  “It has healed well,” Dmitri said and there was a flicker of guilt in his eyes.


  “Do not feel responsible for all of your kind, old friend.” He placed a hand on Dmitri’s shoulder and smiled. “Prophecy healed it.”


  Dmitri nodded. “Mia told me of your little woman’s power.”


  Valentine stretched and looked up at the moon and the stars through the trees. “I thought she would.”


  He knew what was going to come next. Mia wouldn’t have just told Dmitri about Prophecy’s magic and her past, she would have mentioned the things that he’d said. Fixing his gaze on one star in particular, he stared at it while he waited.


  Dmitri moved and he could sense the growing distance between them. It was a wise move on Dmitri’s part. Valentine clenched his fists, growing impatient and wanting the questions to be over with already. He didn’t want this talk. It had been bad enough when he’d told Mia.


  “Mia said you want to make the little woman wholly vampire.”


  The words were spoken in an unsteady voice, one that made him frown. He resisted his desire to tell Dmitri to keep his nose out of his business, and instead sighed.


  “I thought she would.” He brought his eyes down and stared at the leaf litter and broken twigs on the ground. There was no point in denying what Dmitri had said. He did want to turn Prophecy. He wanted her to forever remain as she was now and he knew that she desired the same thing. She’d made him promise to never let her grow old, and it was a promise he intended to keep.


  “You knew she wanted me to speak with you, no? This is why we have this hunt together?”


  He nodded and smiled at his friend. “I did. I knew it was inevitable. Mia pries into others business too much.”


  “I see your heart, Valentine, as clear as my love does. Have you told the little woman?”


  Valentine changed guises, forcing his canines to extend while his eyes switched colour. He roared at Dmitri, unleashing the frustration inside of him and the annoyance he felt over being questioned about his intentions towards Prophecy.


  “I did not think so.” Dmitri laughed, not at all bothered by the outburst.


  Shaking his head, Valentine’s teeth receded and he growled quietly under his breath.


  “Come, friend. I’ve not seen you sickening so much since we first met and you were under Lucya’s spell. Even then it was not so bad as the one this little woman has cast on you.” Dmitri put his arm around his shoulders.


  Valentine sighed and pushed his friend away.


  “Mia will tell her—” Dmitri started.


  “No!” Valentine cut him off, half shouting half growling the word. “I will tell her if you will shut up about it.”


  “You will tell her?” Dmitri’s expression was serious. Valentine had expected him to laugh again, not give him a look so full of concern, and it shook him a little to see it. Both Mia and Dmitri seemed to have taken to Prophecy.


  “I will tell her,” he whispered. “Before this battle begins, I will find a way.”


  “Then we are good, no?”


  Valentine nodded. Dmitri smiled and then shifted guise, his bones changing position as fur erupted across his skin in a black wave. The werewolf growled at him and then sprinted into the forest.


  Valentine stood still for a moment, attuning his senses to the scent of Dmitri and trying not to think about what he’d said. He would find a way to tell her. Time was running out, and she had to know before they went to war. Anything could happen to her, or to him. She needed to know and he had to tell her.


  Slipping into his vampire guise, he picked up the bag and ran into the forest after Dmitri. He smiled when he heard a distant howl. It had been too long since they had sparred like this. He’d forgotten how thrilling it was to let his more demonic instincts take control. Whenever he fought the vampire hunters, he always remained in his human guise so they didn’t get the pleasure of seeing his true face until they were tasting death. Besides, hunters he could easily defeat without calling on the added strength and abilities unleashing his demonic guise gave him. They weren’t really a challenge. The only challenge to a vampire was another vampire or a demon, like Dmitri.


  He ducked under a branch and sprinted through the trees, weaving through the trunks.


  He kept his senses sharpened on Dmitri’s scent while he ran and let his thoughts drift. Werewolves weren’t the only demons that vampires shared the world with. There were the under-demons, those born of Hell, some of which were far more powerful than both himself and Dmitri. Some of which were mercenaries. He was sure that Arkalus and Kalinor had placed a princely sum on Prophecy’s and his own head, large enough to attract the most deadly breed of the mercenary demons, the Aleaeries. Even if the prophecy was fulfilled by the destruction of the lord of Tenebrae, these demons would still come for them. A price was a price. To an Aleaeries there wasn’t an expiry date on it and no vampire, not even his own Lord Kalinor, would dare to disagree with one. Prophecy and himself were going to have to be careful for the rest of their lives. The chance of spotting an Aleaeries was slim due to their shape-shifting abilities. It made them the perfect mercenary. They could slip in unnoticed to capture their prey.


  Another wolf howl caught his attention, bringing it away from thoughts of the under-demons that were probably searching for them.


  He barely had time to duck and roll as Dmitri pounced. He came up behind a tree, using it for cover and smiling to himself while he watched Dmitri prowling the open area on the other side of the trunk. Putting the bag down and his claws away, he waited for the perfect moment to attack. When Dmitri turned his back, Valentine ran out and leapt at him. Even in wolf guise, his old friend was bigger than him. He kicked off him and back flipped, landing firmly on the ground and springing forwards just as Dmitri ran at him. Punching him solidly across the jaw, he smirked when Dmitri growled and swiped at him. He skilfully avoided Dmitri’s claws, ducking backwards. While Dmitri was still in the process of swiping at him, he landed another punch and then another.


  Just as Dmitri was about to attack him, a twig snapped in the distance. They both raised their head, sniffing at the air.


  “Deer,” Valentine announced and Dmitri nodded in agreement.


  He watched his friend change out of his werewolf guise and shook his head at the state of his clothes.


  “Mia will kill you,” he said but Dmitri just shrugged and looked down at his torn trousers. They were going to look a state when they walked back into the village inn in just their trousers and with scratches all over them.


  “Let us not think of women. Let us hunt.” Dmitri grinned and sprinted in the direction the noise had come from.


  Valentine laughed. If his friend thought he could out run him on foot when he wasn’t in his werewolf guise, he’d been around werewolves too long. He bolted after him, easily passing him, and weaving through the close-knit trees. The deer wasn’t far away now, but it was running. He could hear its quickening heartbeat and could almost taste its panic. He grinned, narrowing his eyes and extending his claws. He didn’t care what he was hunting. It always made him feel the same. The pounding heartbeat, erratic breathing and sense of fear, it all combined to make an intoxicating feeling of hunger and desire burn in his veins. It was better than any drug.


  Running down a steep incline towards the valley, he caught sight of the doe running barely a few metres ahead of him. He redoubled his effort, growling when fallen branches hindered him. Dmitri was less than twenty metres behind. There was no way he was going to let him get this kill.


  He was closing on the deer now. The echo of its heartbeat in his ears was growing louder and the bloodlust was getting stronger. He sneered and changed into vampire guise, making the most of the impending kill.


  Leaping over a fallen tree, he caught the deer around the neck and in one swift movement, snapped it. It fell to the floor, limp and lifeless, its heartbeat stopping instantly. He dropped the satchel to the floor while letting his face shifted back into its human guise. Dmitri ground to a halt a few feet from him, panting and muttering something. He looked up at him and removed a canister from the bag, holding it out to him. Dmitri took it with a frown.


  “I always was faster than you,” Valentine said with a smile.


  “You cheat, and I am out of practice.”


  The note of moodiness in Dmitri’s voice made his smile widen. His friend had always been a sore loser.


  Extending his claws, Valentine slashed the deer’s throat open, bleeding it into the canister he was holding. When it was full, he waited for Dmitri to fill his. He licked his teeth at the scent of blood that was pervading the air, calling to him and making his stomach growl.


  “You will not eat?” Dmitri stood, screwing the lid onto the container.


  He shook his head. “It is only a small deer. Prophecy needs the blood more than I do. The magic tires her.”


  Dmitri smiled. “It is a sorry state, no? Men reduced to madness. We give them everything and leave ourselves with nothing when it is us who have killed the beast.”


  He nodded. “But it is better than being lonely.”


  Dmitri started walking with him back to the village. “Or hearing them complain.”


  Valentine couldn’t agree more. “Arguments are something I can live without, even if it means I go hungry.”


  “She will make you take some, cold or not. Your little woman cares about you. I cannot see why.”


  He shot Dmitri a black look but Dmitri laughed at him. Shaking his head, Valentine smiled and sighed. Dmitri was right. Prophecy would make him drink some of the blood whether he liked it or not. If he refused, he would only worry her and he didn’t need her worrying about him during the battle.


  * * * *


  Pushing the door open, Valentine nodded to Mia when he entered. Her eyebrow immediately rose on seeing the state of his clothes and his body, and she stood the second Dmitri entered. She sighed.


  “You could not take off your clothes before changing, my love?” she said with a frown.


  “I have brought you a present,” Dmitri said, deflecting her attention away from his ruined clothes to the canister he was holding. She smiled and took it. “It is only deer blood.”


  “It is better than nothing,” she said and sat down on the couch, beckoning him to join her.


  Valentine’s attention was drawn to the bed and Prophecy. She was curled up on top of the covers, still fully clothed, but without her boots. Her hair had fallen out of its ponytail and was flowing across the pillow. He glanced at the marks on her neck and then back at her face. She looked so peaceful.


  He quietly placed the canister down on the small side table and sat beside her. Reaching out, he carefully brushed the rogue strands of hair from her face. She shifted, curling up a little more and mumbling something. He wondered if a vision was plaguing her. She needed rest, not more dreams to wake her in a panic.


  “She worried herself to sleep,” Mia said in a gentle tone.


  Not responding to her, he kept his focus on Prophecy. She was still wearing her amulet. Her fingers were tightly curled around the stone, as though she was clinging to it. The last time he’d seen her without it had been the night she’d threatened Dmitri. He had known that she would be angry with him for taking it from her without her noticing, but he’d had no other choice. He’d deserved the harsh words she’d thrown at him and the way she’d threatened him with her power as well. He’d sworn to himself that night that he would never do something like that to her again. In his heart, he didn’t think she’d give him reason to. She was getting stronger every day and was learning the right way to react to things.


  Just as he was learning the right reactions to his feelings.


  He’d wanted to interrupt Mia’s speech to Prophecy that night on the balcony, but everything she’d said had been true. He had always been hard on Prophecy because she was making him feel emotions that he didn’t know how to react to. He had learnt the right reactions, just as Mia had said he would. He’d learnt them the moment he’d finally admitted his true feelings to himself.


  “You are not going to wake her?” Mia said.


  He shook his head. “No, I shall let her sleep. She needs rest. She has been through so much. The blood will still be there when she wakes.”


  He slipped his boots off and lay on the bed beside Prophecy. Lifting her head, he settled it against his chest and took hold of her right hand. She moved closer to him until her stomach was flat against his side and sighed in her sleep. He looked down at her hand where he was holding it above his heart. Through her fingers, he could see the soft glow of the stone in her amulet.


  He heard Dmitri cross the room and looked over to see Mia resting her head against his chest.


  Closing his eyes, he let his cheek rest against the top of Prophecy’s head and made the most of how good it felt to have her in his arms while he drifted off to sleep.


  Tomorrow, they were going into battle.


  Was Prophecy going to be the end of demonkind, or would she save the world?


  Only time would tell, but in his heart, he already knew the answer.


  


  


  


  Chapter 36


  “We shall meet you there.” Mia placed a hand on Prophecy’s shoulder and then briefly embraced her. Mia whispered in her ear, “Do not be afraid of war, child, it is only another battle. Valentine will be there with you. Your magic shall protect you both, I am certain of it.”


  Prophecy smiled and nodded when the elder vampire pulled away. It was strange to have Mia so concerned with her after the way she’d been so distant since discovering her power and her past. She appreciated the reassurance though. Her stomach was tight and trembling, full of anticipation and nerves that wouldn’t settle no matter how hard she tried to regain control of herself. Even Valentine was having a difficult time calming her down.


  “Get that army of yours moving swiftly, old friend,” Valentine said to Dmitri. The werewolf grinned.


  “Do not fear. My men will be with you when it is time to fight. They would not miss such an opportunity to avenge the lives of their brothers and sisters.”


  Prophecy took the double-bladed axe that Mia handed her while Dmitri presented one to Valentine. She smiled and weighed it up. She’d never really used an axe before. Most of her training fights had been with swords. Looking across at Valentine, she watched him swing the battle axe in a wide arc by his side. He seemed comfortable with it, as though he’d used one many times before. She hoped that she could use it too.


  Her marks itched and burned, reminding her that she didn’t need a physical weapon when she had such potent magic at her command.


  “We will see you there,” she said to Mia and Dmitri as they began towards the door. When they disappeared through it, she walked to the window and watched them getting into the car. It would take them a few hours to get to their army, around the same amount of time as it was going to take her and Valentine to walk down the valley and get the lay of the land.


  The corners of her mouth tugged into a smile when Valentine stepped up behind her, his body close to hers, and placed a hand on her shoulder. Leaning backwards, she sighed out her breath and stared unseeingly at the dark, distant mountains. She brought her hand up and placed it over his.


  “You are not scared, are you?” he said in a low voice close to her ear.


  She shook her head in the negative. The impending battle didn’t frighten her, but the possibility of losing him did.


  “Maybe a little nervous,” she whispered.


  He drew her hair away from her neck and placed a kiss to her throat. “There is nothing to fear. When the battle begins, everything will move so swiftly that it will be over in the blink of an eye.”


  She didn’t know whether to hope his words were true or fear that it would really happen that way. So much could happen in the blink of an eye, and not all of it good. Holding his hand a little tighter, she sighed when he nuzzled her neck.


  Her eyes scanned the horizon.


  It was almost time.


  She could feel it approaching and knew there was no way of turning back now that the ball had been set in motion. In a few short moments they would leave the relative safety of the inn and head down into the valley, not knowing whether both of them would make it through this and live to see another night. There were so many lives at risk, not just Valentine’s and hers, or Mia’s and Dmitri’s, or even the werewolf army. The lives of the whole world were hanging in the balance and it was down to her to save them all. If they failed, Hell would be unleashed onto the earth. Those who were lucky would have a swift death. The rest would be tormented by the under-demons, the true spawn of the Devil. Vampire, werewolf and human alike would be tortured to death or eaten alive. No one would survive.


  Valentine moved away from her and headed towards the door. He stopped just short of it and turned to face her, extending his free hand.


  “It is time to go.”


  She nodded and went to him, slipping her hand into his and letting him lead the way down through the inn to the world outside. She didn’t look at the people they passed. She kept her focus on the battle ahead of them and tried to quell her nerves.


  They crossed the track and started down into the valley through the field. She remembered her vision. It was the same field. In the darkness, she could see the blood-red poppies that were staining the pale wheat. Letting go of Valentine’s hand, she plucked one of the blooms and raised it up. She cocked her head to one side and ran a lone fingertip over one of the soft petals. They were delicate little things, like so much of the world. Her species were supposed to abhor things like this. People made them into monsters. She supposed that some of them were, but there were others like her who were willing to risk their lives in order to save others, including the human race. She knew that Valentine would have nothing to do with humans, but she didn’t believe that he was as bad as some of the vampires of her household who saw them as a pest to be eradicated.


  She sighed and let the blossom fall to the floor. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to the world. The prophecy she was at the centre of wasn’t going to end with her destroying everything. She was going to save it all, demons and humans alike, so everyone could go on living. She didn’t care what the prophecy said about her. She had chosen to save the world and that was what she was going to do.


  Idly swinging her axe, she kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. It was a few miles to their destination and there was no hurry. If they got there too quickly, the werewolf army would be too far behind them. Valentine was setting an almost leisurely pace, as though he was merely out for a stroll rather than heading into battle.


  She studied his profile. He looked calm as usual. His brows were relaxed and his eyes scanned the distance. He held his axe over one shoulder and the blade glinted beside his head. To the outside world, he looked totally at peace, but she knew that inside there would be doubts and fears creeping in.


  The same doubts and fears that she shared.


  Would they make it through this together?


  The star over her chest ached and itched and she pressed her hand to it while silently telling herself that everything was going to be okay. All of them would make it through the battle.


  Looking down at the amulet, she saw it was glowing brightly and silvery-purple threads of magic were weaving their way around her fingers. She watched them dancing and slipping through the gaps, twisting around each other as they met.


  “Is something wrong?”


  Valentine’s voice roused her and her head shot up. She shook it, trying to convince both him and herself that everything was all right when it wasn’t. She knew why the magic had come without her calling it. Her heart feared. It feared that at the end of this, she would be alone again, and she didn’t want to live in a world without Valentine.


  She jumped when Valentine took hold of her hand and then watched the magic weave itself around his fingers too. It flickered blue where it touched his skin and then gradually turned to red. Her chest ached, burning with a pain so fierce that she couldn’t ignore it. It seemed to calm a little when his fingers interlocked with hers, his palm flat against the stone in her amulet. The magic wound around both of their hands, joining them and glowing red as it did so.


  “What’s it doing?” she said, watching it with interest.


  “I don’t know,” Valentine answered with a smile. “It tickles a little. Does it always feel this way?”


  She smiled. “Not always. In fact, never. Usually it makes my skin itch and burn. This feels calm, almost tranquil, as though it’s a different kind of magic altogether.”


  “It is a different colour. Maybe it is a different type of magic.”


  She looked down her top and saw the star over her heart glowing the same shade of red as the magic that was intertwining their hands. It was strange that it should react to Valentine. She wondered if it had something to do with her feelings for him. She felt physically stronger, as though it was feeding off his proximity and their intimacy.


  Letting go of his hand, she frowned when the magic on hers faded to purple again and looked across at Valentine’s to see the lingering threads slowly disappearing.


  “Strange,” she said and brought her hand back to his, letting their fingers touch. The magic that moved between them became red again, tickling the tips of her fingers. “It seems to like you.”


  He smiled and cast a glance over his shoulder in the direction of the castle.


  “We should keep moving,” she said and lowered her hand, realising that now wasn’t the time for amusing themselves.


  He shouldered his axe again and walked down the hill beside her.


  Valentine glanced across at her, watching the frown wrinkling her brows while she stared at her hand. The magic was gone now. He knew she had no explanation as to why it had changed to red, or why it seemed to like it when their hands were joined. Maybe it had something to do with her feelings for him. He’d realised during the fight with the werewolf in Prague that her emotional reaction to his being in danger triggered the magic inside of her. It was why he’d thrown himself at the werewolf, even though he knew he was placing himself in grave danger doing so. She needed the extra push in order to find the strength to fight. He knew that when the battle came, he would have to again place himself in danger so her power would be at its strongest.


  He flexed his fingers around the axe handle and frowned while he thought about what lay ahead of them. This wasn’t going to be an easy fight, especially for Prophecy. Not only was she inexperienced, she had a propensity to want to protect him. He couldn’t have her preoccupied with his safety during the initial battle. She had to remain focused on fighting their enemy.


  The back of her hand brushed against his.


  He looked down at it and swallowed hard. Everything between them had changed so rapidly since Dmitri’s bastion. His admission to himself about his feelings had led to letting her get close to him. He’d spent the past few days sleeping with her in his arms and now it felt as though it had always been that way. The manner in which he’d treated her when they’d first met seemed nothing more than a distant memory.


  Moving his hand nearer to hers, he grazed her fingers with his and smiled when she looked at him.


  When he’d awoken today, he’d found her watching him. The sun had already set, and Mia and Dmitri had gone to the car to see about being taken down into the valley to the army, leaving them alone together. He’d kept his eyes closed enough that she hadn’t known he was awake and had watched her. She had idly sipped the blood he’d got for her and had run her eyes over his exposed chest for so long that he wondered if she was trying to put it to memory or whether she had even realised she’d been staring at him.


  He was tempted to mention it now just to see how awkward she would look, but decided against it. Bringing his focus back to their surroundings, he listened for signs of someone following them. They were walking along the tree line now, hidden by the long shadows of the pines and heading down into the valley where the castle was.


  He could see it now. It looked strange, as though it was something growing out of the dense forest. The tall towers that surrounded it gave it a fairytale look but he knew what horrors waited inside. The Tenebrae bloodline weren’t known for their leniency towards humans. It was no wonder the local villagers had shown them so much respect when they had arrived. They had all grown up in the proximity of the Tenebrae. Only the Devil knew how many men, women and children had been killed over the years or disappeared only to return as demons. He saw humans as nothing but food just as much as the next vampire, but he would never stoop to the level of keeping them half-alive as blood slaves, or torturing them for amusement.


  Something told him that Prophecy didn’t know what darkness really lurked inside the castle and the vampires she was about to fight. If she did, she wouldn’t appear as calm as she did now. He knew that she had more feeling towards the human race than most vampires, and that in part she was going to war in order to protect them. It wasn’t just the future of demonkind that was driving her; it was the safety of everything on the planet.


  Maybe her feelings for humans were also down to the part of her that was human.


  Maybe it was purely to do with her mother.


  He still couldn’t quite comprehend the things he’d been told. He didn’t see any difference in Prophecy, not like she saw in herself. To him, she was the same girl she had been from the moment he’d met her, only stronger for finally knowing about herself and finally having her memories intact.


  The slope of the valley began to even out. He didn’t know how long they had been walking for, but he could see they were almost halfway there. The valley was split at this point. To their right a hill rose up, the trees that covered it making it look black in the night. Walking towards an outcrop, he held his hand up and intimated for Prophecy to listen.


  “What is it?” she whispered.


  In the distance up the other valley, he could hear a noise like thunder.


  “Wait here,” he said and leapt up to the top of the rocky outcrop. Scouring the distance, he searched out the source of the noise. There seemed to be nothing but darkness in front of him. Behind him lay the castle, to his right was the valley they had come down.


  “Anything?”


  He shook his head in the negative.


  Slipping into vampire guise, he narrowed his eyes and sharpened his senses. He stared hard into the distance. It looked as though the earth was moving. Werewolves.


  “It is Dmitri’s army,” he said, looking down at her.


  “How many are there?”


  He jumped down. Slipping out of vampire guise, he ran his fingers through his hair. “A thousand at least. They are moving fast. They shall not take long to get here. Dmitri will not run them, he will want them fresh for the fight.”


  She nodded. He looked around them. The mountains began to rise up just south from where they were. Scanning the rocky face, he noticed that there was a small plateau around twenty metres up that would provide a good vantage point over the castle. Leading Prophecy towards the mountains, he kept his focus on the plateau. They needed to get a look at the castle and see what the lay of the land was. He didn’t want to go in blind, especially when he had Prophecy with him.


  He knew that she wanted to ask where they were going. He could almost sense her struggle to keep the words at bay.


  He pointed up at the plateau. “It will be the best place for us to get a look at the castle. We need to check the number of guards outside and look for a possible entrance we can use. Dmitri’s men will barge in, that is their style, but I intend to slip in. The further we can make it into the castle undetected, the better.”


  “Makes sense,” Prophecy said.


  Following Valentine, she trekked up the side of the mountain, coming to stop on a plateau high above the castle. She peered over the edge and down at it. There were men milling around outside it, their highly polished armour reflecting the warm light of the torches that burned on either side of the large arched wooden door.


  There didn’t seem to be much chance of getting past them unnoticed.


  Looking down at Valentine, she saw he was scanning the castle. His brows were knit and his eyes were narrowed. He crouched low near the edge of the plateau but she remained standing. She was wearing all black. There was no way the men near the castle would be able to see her, not with the firelight obscuring their vision.


  “There,” he said, pointing to something.


  Narrowing her eyes, she leaned her head to one side and tried to follow the line of his finger to see what he was trying to show her. She frowned when she caught sight of the small door. It was near to the forest and around the side where no vampires seemed to go. They were all guarding the front.


  She started when she looked back at them and someone came out of the castle. The armour they wore was familiar. She had seen the same Norse-like helmet in her vision. She wondered if this was the same man she was destined to meet inside the castle. Her eyes followed him as he moved about the others, speaking to each and then disappearing back inside. They all seemed more regimented for a moment, each keeping to their post, and then gradually began to mill around again. Was the man of high standing? Was he their commander?


  She looked back at Valentine to find him scouring the scene below them. He was definitely in command. As much as she liked to believe that they shared the role, she knew that he was better experienced as a leader and she had to bow to his superior knowledge in these kinds of situations. She would have gone straight to the castle rather than surveying it first.


  A smile teased her lips at the sight of him. His long jacket was catching the breeze, slightly tattered looking now after all the fights, but still making him look impressive. He had one hand resting on his knee while the other gripped the edge of the flat rock they were on and his eyes were unmoving from the castle.


  “How many do you think are down there?” she asked.


  His lips compressed for a moment, his whole face darkening, and then he raised his brows.


  “A thousand, maybe more.” He looked up at her.


  “That’s my dance card full... who are you going to fight?” She smiled wide and he shook his head.


  “Whatever you leave me with.”


  Looking down at the castle, she gripped her axe a little tighter. A thousand vampires was more than she’d expected but with Dmitri’s army almost matching that number, she still felt confident that they would win the battle.


  She could do this.


  Her eyes came back to Valentine and she found that he was now standing, his eyes fixed intently on her.


  The whole of her insides flipped and a different kind of nerves threatened to overwhelm her. She could see in his eyes what was coming. She’d forgotten her vision and what was destined to happen in this valley but now the images came flooding back and she didn’t know how to react to anything he might say or do.


  She glanced at the castle, feeling an odd sense of fear loom up inside of her at the sight of it.


  “Prophecy... I—”


  She pressed her hand to his mouth, forcing him to stop. She couldn’t hear it. It must have taken a lot of courage and time for him to build up to telling her his feelings, but she was afraid to do the same, no matter how much she wanted to. She was frightened that by admitting her feelings she would sentence herself to a broken heart.


  “Don’t say it. I don’t think I could bear to hear it.” She looked straight into his eyes and released his mouth, letting her hand drop to rest on his chest. “Just know that I know it. I know the reason why you agreed to remain and help me, and it was the same reason that I tried to make you stay. But there is so much uncertainty on the horizon, so much darkness. I don’t think I could bear to hear you say those words only for me to never hear them again.”


  He looked stunned for a moment and then his expression softened, his eyes narrowing tenderly while his hand grasped hers where it was still pressed against his chest.


  He smiled.


  “But you do know it. Your heart tells you it is so?”


  She nodded and moved closer to him, closing the small gap between them. “It does. It whispers it every time you look at me.”


  Pressing her other hand against his chest, she let it glide upwards towards his face. She delighted in the way his eyes tried to follow it even when it ran over his neck. Cupping his cheek in her trembling palm, she stared deep into his eyes and swallowed hard.


  His fingers grasped her waist, tugging her close to him, and she knew what was coming. What she wouldn’t let him say with words, he was going to show her in his actions.


  He dipped his head but hesitated for a moment, pulling back enough to look into her eyes again.


  “You do know it?” There was a note of anxiety in his voice that she couldn’t miss.


  Her hand slipped from his cheek and she ran it around the back of his neck, bringing his mouth close to hers.


  She whispered into it, “I always knew. I knew from the moment I met you.”


  She closed her eyes when his lips brushed against hers in a tender kiss and she leaned into it, her own mouth exploring his. He released her other hand and she wrapped it around his neck, holding onto him while he encircled her waist with his arm and lifted her off the floor. She clung to him, her body moulded against his and their lips fused together in a kiss that began to turn passionate. Her whole body felt warm and the stars on her skin burned in response to the feelings of elation running through her. Tracing her tongue along his lower lip, a thrill ran down her spine when his met it. Her fingers buried themselves in his hair, holding him against her mouth so she could make the most of what was happening.


  She didn’t want it to end, even when she knew it had to. Sighing into his mouth, she lifted her legs up and wrapped them around his waist, locking her feet behind him. She’d never let him go, not now, not ever. Once this war was over, they would have eternity to spend like this.


  Her stomach flipped when his hands lowered, supporting her backside. Her tongue duelled with his and she couldn’t resist letting her canines extend and nipping his lower lip. The sharp scent of blood filled her senses and she smiled against his mouth when he moaned into hers. Kissing him more deeply, she relished the taste of his blood and then groaned when he ran an incisor over her lip, cutting it enough to release a small droplet of her own blood.


  He growled and she couldn’t stop herself from following suit. Her insides spun and her chest ached, the mark over it heating her through and pulsing with magic.


  Losing herself in his kiss, she focused on the intense feelings that were filling her and her desperate need to put this kiss to memory. She furrowed her brows and tried to shut out the thoughts that were beginning to loom inside of her.


  This wouldn’t be their last kiss.


  Sorrow pushed at the corners of her heart, filling her with dread about the upcoming battle, but she ignored it and clung to Valentine as tightly as he was holding onto her. He kissed her slowly, as though he was trying to make it last so they would always remember this moment.


  When he finally broke the kiss, he pressed his cheek against hers, his breathing soft in her ear. “We shall make it through this, Prophecy... together. I will not let anything happen to you... I promise.”


  There was so much emotion and determination in his voice that tears rose into her eyes. She dashed them away and rested her cheek against his before pressing a kiss to his neck and the marks she’d placed on him. She didn’t know how to respond to what he’d said.


  She closed her eyes and held onto him, not wanting to let him go but knowing she had to.


  Tomorrow, when all was said and done, she would tell him that she loved him.


  She knew in her heart that they would make it through this.


  Together.


  


  


  


  Chapter 37


  Clearing the edge of the forest, Valentine dashed silently across the ten-metre gap and pressed his back flush against the thick stone wall. He looked towards the corner of the building, watching for a sign of the vampires that were patrolling the front of the castle, and then looked back over at Prophecy. Waving his hand, he intimated for her to join him.


  She hurried across to him. He waited a moment and then began edging towards the small side door. Holding his breath, he tried the door handle and was surprised when it swung open.


  “I guess with this many Tenebrae about you don’t have to worry about security,” she said from behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at her and then went into the building.


  The cold stone corridor was inky black but he could just about make out a set of steps leading upwards. Reaching a hand out, he felt along the rough damp wall and found his way back to the door. He was about to close it when Prophecy beat him to it. Sliding into vampire guise in order to see a little better, he found she had done the same. A brief flash of light from the corridor up ahead made her eyes shine mother of pearl. He’d always been fascinated with the way vampire eyes did that. It was a protection mechanism, like the eyelids of a blue shark. Light could easily damage a vampires eyes so whenever it shone on their irises’, they changed into an opaque silver colour to protect the delicate cornea and retina. He knew whenever it happened to him. The world would dim a little and then come back again when the danger had passed.


  Turning away from her, he led the way up the stairs in the corridor towards where the light had come from. His senses sharpened to a pinpoint, allowing him to hear everything that was happening around him. He had to keep focused on the enemy so Prophecy and himself could get as far as possible into the castle without being detected. Coming to the end of the steps, he could sense the vampires in the rooms on the other side of the wall. He wondered if Prophecy could too. A quick glance over his shoulder at her face told him that she could. Her brows were tightly knit and she was holding her axe with so much force that her knuckles were even whiter than usual.


  He didn’t dare risk talking to her. He hadn’t seen any females outside and he hadn’t heard any since entering, so he couldn’t be sure if there were any here. If the Tenebrae heard a woman’s voice, it may alert them to their presence.


  Tightening his grip on his axe, he stalked through the darkness, shutting out Prophecy’s signature so he could keep his attention on the other vampires that were present. They were rapidly approaching the lit area of the corridor and he could see another hallway intersecting the one they were in. The corridors ahead were all lit and from here on in, it would be easier for another vampire to spot them.


  He tensed, the anticipation in his stomach causing his body to ready itself for the fight. He knew what was coming, and judging by the way Prophecy had closed the gap between them and was now walking beside him, she knew it too.


  The fight was about to begin.


  In a few short minutes, they would run out of places to hide and would have to face their enemy.


  Reaching the end of the corridor, he peered around it in both directions. When he was satisfied that it was clear, he moved across it to the other side, hiding himself in what little shadow there was. Prophecy gave him a little smile when she joined him and he could see the nerves in her eyes. Raising his hand, he placed it first on her shoulder and then against her cheek, trying to reassure her that everything was going to be all right.


  Prophecy took a deep breath and nodded, telling Valentine that she was ready. She moved forwards, towards an archway, and poked her head around it. She frowned as she took in the scene. It was a wide stone hallway, exactly like the one she’d seen in her vision. They were up on the balcony looking down on the room and she didn’t like what she could see. Moving out onto the balcony, she listened to Valentine locking the door behind them as she stared at the room below.


  There were hundreds of vampires, all jostling for position while they waited for their master to appear. They were all armed, their bodies encased in armour similar to what the men outside had been wearing, but nothing as ornate as the two guards she had seen in her vision. Her stomach twisted and turned, her nerves threatening to consume her. There was no turning back now. She had to fight, but she hadn’t expected there to be so many. She scanned the room and noticed that there was only one door serving as both entrance and exit now that the door they had just come out of had been taken care of.


  She sighed out her tension when Valentine stepped up behind her and placed his arm about her waist, holding her back flush against his body.


  The crowd of vampires below them murmured and growled, their signatures filling her senses but at the same time being drowned out by Valentine’s. His proximity was comforting, soothing the apprehension that had been building inside of her.


  A distant howl caused the whole room to fall silent.


  She was about to step away from Valentine and say something when he answered the question without her having to put voice to it.


  “Dmitri,” he whispered into her ear.


  “It’s time then,” she said.


  Below them, a dozen vampires broke away from the group and started up the stairs to the balcony. Something told her that they’d been spotted.


  Valentine pressed a brief kiss to her throat and released her.


  “If anything happens down there, if it all becomes too much, come back up here. It will be easier to fight them in a confined space,” he said and she nodded. “I will try to remain close to you. We will make it through this, do not fear.”


  She gripped her axe and wondered whether it would be better if she did fear. She could already feel the magic feeding off the anxiety that burned in her heart. Maybe it was best that she was scared of losing Valentine, then when she needed it, the magic would come quick and strong.


  Taking a deep breath, she sighed it out slowly, letting her tension go with it and focusing on the group of vampires that were now approaching them.


  She glanced at Valentine, taking in his face and telling herself that it wouldn’t be the last time she would see it. They could do this, just like he’d said. Reaching her hand out, she brushed her fingers against his and gave him a smile when he looked at her for a split second and then returned his concentration to the vampires.


  Looking down at her right hand, she saw the amulet’s stone glowing and could sense the power rising within her. Her marks pulsed quietly, almost like a heartbeat as they reverberated through her.


  The vampires were barely ten metres away now. They were still moving slowly, as though they weren’t going to attack. She wondered what they were up to and then realised that it was probably all a trick. Her mother had told her that treachery and deceit surrounded her. They were probably waiting until they were close before attacking. Either she made a move, or she waited for them to make one.


  There was no way she was about to let them have the first blow.


  Wheeling the axe in a circle by her side, she rushed headlong into the group of vampires.


  She swung her axe as hard as she could when she hit the front of the group. Slicing through the first vampire, she spun with the force of her swing and caught another two, cutting their heads clean off.


  A quick glance at Valentine showed he had changed into his vampire guise. He grinned as he relieved a vampire of his head and then kicked another in the kneecap before breaking its neck with his free hand. She watched him out of the corner of her eye while she kicked and slashed at the vampires who were attempting to grasp hold of her. She knew she should’ve been concentrating on them and not him, but there was something in his look that drew her to him. He grinned maliciously when he sliced deep into the side of one vampire and then chopped the arm off another, causing it to scream in agony. The sound of it seemed to make his grin grow wider. There was something in his obvious enjoyment of the fight that made her realise why he’d been chosen to be a hunter. He seemed to feed off the challenge, whether it was a battle of this proportion or a one on one fight with a skilled vampire hunter.


  He relished the kill.


  Swinging her axe quickly, she stamped on her opponent’s shin when he tried to punch her. It cracked and she watched him drop to his knees before turning her attention to the next Tenebrae. The moment he was within striking distance, she brought her foot up and kicked him square in the crotch, making him fall to the ground beside the other one. Bringing the axe round in a graceful arc, she removed both of their heads in one go and didn’t bother stopping to watch them slowly melting into nothingness.


  She punched the vampire nearest her before kicking him in the chest and forcing him to stumble backwards into the group, knocking them all over. She didn’t relent, pushing forwards but briefly looking at Valentine to make sure that he was still with her. He was still grinning, his lapis blue eyes twinkling with it and showing her how lost he was in the fight.


  He sliced across the chest of another vampire, cleaving it in two, and then elbowed the one behind him when they caught hold of his shoulders.


  Another howl made her smile. It was much closer this time. Over the din of the fight, she could hear the clash of battle outside. Dmitri’s army had arrived.


  Turning sharply, she raised her axe at the last remaining vampire. Her eyes widened when she saw it was Valentine. He leapt back a step, holding his hands up by his sides and raising a brow at her.


  “Sorry... I got a little carried away.” She smiled sheepishly and lowered her weapon.


  Looking around them, she realised they’d made it to the top of the stairs.


  “Just try and remember that I am on your side,” Valentine said with a small smile.


  “Have we even made a dent?” She stared at the vampires below her. They were all waiting at the bottom of the stairs, the staircase itself too narrow to allow them to come up as a group.


  “Not really.” He nodded to her hand. “You might want to use that.”


  She looked down to see the stone in her amulet glowing brightly and threads of magic weaving their way around it. Raising her hand up, she watched the magic gathering in front of the stone, knitting into a tight spinning globe.


  Placing her axe down, she wrapped her fingers around her wrist, supporting it. She smiled when she felt the magic humming in her veins, intoxicating her as it grew. It weaved through her fingers, each tiny thread being pulled into the globe and making it grow brighter. She let it build up, holding off releasing it until the vampires below them had started making their way up the stone steps.


  When she released the magic, she watched it tear through the approaching vampires and zigzag around the room. It gave the hall a strange purple glow. She frowned at the sound of a hundred vampires dying in unison. It sent a chill down her spine to see the terrifying extent of the power she commanded. When she finally halted her attack, the room was full of dust and the smell of charred flesh.


  Lowering her hand, she was stunned when the air began to clear, revealing the level of damage she’d done to the Tenebrae forces.


  She must have killed nearly half of them in one attack.


  Her whole body trembled at that thought and she leaned heavily against the pillar at the top of the staircase. Valentine caught her arm, supporting her and stopping her from falling.


  “I’m okay... ” she mumbled, blinking slowly and trying to clear her head. She felt so tired, her senses dulled by the magic draining away all of her energy. Raising her eyes, she looked into his and found he’d changed back out of his vampire guise. Her gaze darted to the room when she felt something approaching and she realised that although they had made a better dent in their enemy’s forces, they still had a long way to go. The vampires were mounting the stairs, heading straight for them.


  “Conserve your energy. Use it wisely, Prophecy.” Valentine placed his hand against her back, pulling her into an upright position. “This fight is far from over but we have levelled the playing field a little. Dmitri’s men will be here before you know it. We just have to hold them off a little longer.”


  She nodded, picked up her axe again and got ready to throw herself into the throng of vampires below her.


  She scanned them quickly and turned to face Valentine.


  “I can’t see the lord of Tenebrae anywhere.”


  He frowned, looking at the vampires.


  At the far end of the hall was the same platform she had seen in her vision and on it stood an empty throne.


  “Maybe he’s waiting for us to make it there before showing up.” She nodded towards the throne. “Or maybe he’s fled.”


  “No red carpet welcome,” he said.


  She tightened her grip on her axe. “We could make our own red carpet.”


  He smiled broadly at her. It seemed strange to see it. She was so used to the little smiles that he gave her when he thought they weren’t being watched.


  “We will do just that then,” he said and swung his axe in a lazy arc by his side.


  Advancing down the steps, she kicked the first line of vampires in the head and chest, causing them to stumble backwards into the ones behind them. She swung her axe hard into the group on her side and watched the stones turn red as their blood spilled out of their wounds. Bringing her axe down, she swiftly cut the heads off the wounded vampires and lunged forwards, kicking the ones behind in the chest and swinging her axe freely.


  She had to admit that she was beginning to enjoy the battle. There was something releasing about killing so many in so short a time, even when it was her own species she was fighting. With each one she disposed of, she felt more powerful, more confident. Turning to watch Valentine, she noticed that they were beginning to get separated and then remembered his words to her. She looked up at the balcony above them. If things became too dangerous, she knew that he’d be there waiting for her.


  Her axe hummed delightfully as she threw herself into the melee. Now free from fear of accidentally hurting Valentine, she could fight harder and let her axe do most of the damage. She relished the opportunity to let go and changed into her vampire guise, executing swift kicks and punches to slow down her opposition.


  Valentine frowned when the feeling of Prophecy’s signature began to get dimmer and dimmer. He knew she was still in the room with him, but she felt distant now. A quick look over his shoulder showed she was there. Two vampires flew backwards and took down at least a dozen when they fell back to earth. Turning back to his own fight, he tried to battle his way towards the empty throne at the back of the room.


  Instinct told him that that was where he had to go and he was never one to ignore instinct.


  Slicing into the vampire nearest him, he took down the one beside him with a swift kick in the knee and then chopped the head off the one behind him without even looking. He knew how wrong it was to take pleasure in killing his own kind, but he couldn’t help himself. It had been so long since he’d been in a battle of this magnitude. He realised that this would be another mark against them both in the eyes of the Law Keepers.


  Growling with effort, he clawed a nearby vampire across the face and then punched him hard, knocking him to the floor. It didn’t matter if there was the odd survivor. Once they had defeated the lord of Tenebrae, command of the bloodline would disappear until the Chosen Son or Daughter came forwards to claim the role of master. In those brief moments, it would be easy to get the other vampires to throw down their arms.


  Another glance in Prophecy’s direction showed that the vampires seemed to be more interested in fighting her than him. He cut the heads off two men and then stepped up onto the stone platform where the throne was.


  Turning his head to one side, he listened to the vampires behind him. He could hear them jostling for position but not one of them made a move to attack him. He wondered if setting foot on the platform was forbidden, no matter what.


  He looked down at them and arched a brow.


  They were pushing against each other, the ones at the front having to lean backwards in order to avoid touching the steps that led up to the platform where he was standing.


  “What are you afraid of?” he asked with a sly smile. “Me?”


  “No, child, it is me they fear.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 38


  Valentine turned slowly to face the owner of the voice. There was no doubt in his mind that this was the lord of Tenebrae. He was dressed in heavy armour that protected his neck and chest. When he stepped forwards, Valentine could see that the metal plates were thick, heavy enough to withstand the blow of an axe even when it was coupled with preternatural strength. Even the ornate helmet the vampire lord wore looked as though it could take any strike of a weapon and have only a dent or scratch to show for it. It was Norse-like, the eyeholes split with a long strip that covered the nose. The top was crowned with a plume of black feathers and the sides were decorated with brass or gold. The chest and neck plates were decorated in a similar manner. They were edged with the yellow metal and it crept in swirling patterns across the silver.


  “I believe they are the only ones,” Valentine said in a measured tone, not letting the lord of Tenebrae see the nerves that flickered in his stomach.


  This wasn’t going to be an easy fight. Their only hope was that Prophecy’s magic could slice through the armour.


  The lord of Tenebrae divested himself of his long black cloak, giving him an amused smile while he did so. Valentine kept his eyes locked on his opponent’s face, not letting him distract him at all. He couldn’t tell how old the lord looked with his helmet on, it hid most of his face from view, but he knew that in vampire years he rivalled Mathias. He could sense the strength that living to that age had bestowed on him.


  This wasn’t going to be an easy fight at all. He just hoped that Prophecy wasn’t too far behind him. If they were going to win this, they were going to need her power.


  “You seem ready... willing... yet you do not make a move. Why is it you have come all this way to fight me? Can you not see what we are trying to do here?” The lord frowned behind his helmet.


  Valentine let his demon guise come to the forefront at the same time as the lord of Tenebrae did. He stared into the twin pools of black that were looking back at him and growled.


  He sensed the lord’s move a moment before he made it and ducked easily under his arm, avoiding the punch that had been thrown at him. Sweeping around, he took the lord’s legs out, causing him to fall to the floor with a harsh thud and clatter of metal. He straightened up, readying himself while his opponent got to his feet.


  Just as the elder vampire stood, Valentine caught him around the jaw with a swift left hook and at the same time kicked him hard in the kneecap. All he could do was go for the weak spots, the parts of the lord that weren’t so well protected. While the vampire was struggling to his feet again, Valentine used the time to his advantage, scanning the armour. He realised that while the lord’s chest, back and neck were protected, his sides were exposed where the armour met.


  He barely had time to react as the vampire rushed at him, hitting him hard in the chest with both fists before gripping his arm tightly. Valentine brought his knee up hard into the vampire’s stomach, causing him to growl as the metal plate pushed into his body. Bringing his foot down, he stamped on the lord’s knee and then punched him twice in quick succession before following through with his elbow across the vampire’s cheek. As the lord stumbled backwards from the force of the blow, Valentine hit him as hard as he could across the side of his head with the blunt face of the axe.


  The lord kicked him in the stomach and Valentine growled when all of the other vampires that were gathered around the platform jeered in support of their master’s move. He tried to avoid the lord’s hand as he lashed out at him, but found himself backed into a corner with nowhere to go. The elder vampire grabbed a fistful of his hair and he struggled but didn’t have the strength to stop him from bringing his head down roughly on his armoured knee. His head spun and he tried to lash out at the elder vampire, but his opponent batted his hand away and grabbed hold of his jacket. Valentine flinched in pain when the lord punched him repeatedly in the face, a malicious glint in his eyes. The lord of Tenebrae threw him backwards and he stumbled and fell.


  Lying staring at the ceiling, he wondered if he’d finally met his match. With so many vampires around, it seemed impossible to win this fight. He could taste blood in his mouth and his whole face hurt. Not even the sound of wolf growls in the hall around him was any comfort. They couldn’t win this battle with werewolves and vampires. While they could easily defeat the lower ranked vampires, they were no match for the lord of Tenebrae. Elena and Prophecy were right. It was magic that had to stop this war and fulfil the prophecy.


  Getting to his feet, he spat blood out onto the clean stone slab below him and then swallowed hard, trying to shut down the pain. His whole body ached, everything dulled by the pain rocketing through his system.


  He was no match for the lord of Tenebrae in hand to hand combat. The elder vampire was far stronger than himself. Even if he did win, the two high guards that he could now see standing at the back of the platform would kill him.


  “Why have you led your army of half breed scum to our castle? You will not succeed in altering this prophecy or stopping us in our path to our true destiny. What you have been told about this prophecy is a lie. There will be a new day.” The lord of Tenebrae scowled at him and then shook his head. “All you have done today is spill your own blood. We shall prevail. This prophecy shall be fulfilled as fate intended it.”


  Valentine frowned and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. There was no way he was going to let this man beat them. He had to go on fighting, if only to give Prophecy the chance she would need to defeat him.


  His chest warmed at that thought. He’d do his best to slow the elder vampire down, to give her the opportunity she needed to save the world and herself, even if he didn’t make it. He had to do it for her, to show her how much he loved her and to prove that he’d changed since they first met. He had to give her a chance to survive, even if it meant sacrificing himself.


  He ignored the tear that slipped down his cheek when he realised that in the process of giving her that chance to live, he’d be hurting her more than anyone ever had. He’d be leaving her.


  He couldn’t do that.


  He’d told her that they would make it through this together.


  Closing his eyes, he realised that he had to survive. He had to keep going if only for her sake but he couldn’t stop the fight. The lord of Tenebrae was waiting and there was no way he was going to let him go now. He listened hard to the sounds echoing around the room while he readied himself. He could hear his own ragged breathing, the impatient tap of the lord of Tenebrae’s foot, and the sound of vampires dying as Prophecy bravely fought them. He singled out her signature and focused on it.


  He could feel it in his body, in his blood. She wasn’t just fighting to save the world, she was fighting to be with him, to end all this so they could finally be together.


  “Together,” he whispered.


  Taking a deep breath, he raised his head up, meeting the lord of Tenebrae’s eyes. He saw a tiny hint of fear enter their black depths. Growling low, he extended his claws and ignored the axe that lay on the floor only a few feet from him. He let his emotions fuel the fire inside of him.


  He’d do this for her.


  Always for her.


  He roared as he rushed at the lord of Tenebrae, ignoring the pain still racing through his body, and punched him hard across the cheek. He didn’t feel the dull throb in his fingers when his fist connected with the metal helmet. He just kept hitting him, unleashing all his rage.


  Everything seemed to move in slow motion when he threw another punch towards the elder vampire’s face. Valentine grimaced when the lord of Tenebrae caught hold of his fist and went to hit him with his other hand but the sound of deep laughter stopped him.


  He looked down and frowned when he realised that the elder vampire had his hand tightly locked around his throat.


  “Damn,” Valentine choked the word out while the vampire lifted him off the floor and then met his eyes. They were cold and dark, emotionless.


  Valentine kicked him in the stomach and was rewarded by having his throat squeezed even harder.


  Suddenly everything became clear and calm.


  This was it. This was the moment he knew would come. Prophecy needed to see him in danger, it gave her the pain and fear she needed to fuel the magic. It gave her the feelings she needed in order to do anything to win. It used her and her love for him.


  Her fear of losing him.


  In Paris and Prague with the werewolves—all times where he was in danger, not her.


  She needed this.


  “Prophecy!” he yelled and then closed his eyes and slipped out of vampire guise when the elder vampire increased his grip.


  The whole room fell silent and he saw the elder vampire’s eyes scanning the room. They stopped and his expression changed, something flickered in the depths of his eyes but Valentine couldn’t quite tell what it was.


  He tried to look over his shoulder, craning his neck and pushing against the lord of Tenebrae with his free hand. He could just about see her out of the corner of his eye. She was standing only a few metres away, her eyes dark and her brows knit.


  “It is the child of the prophecy,” the lord of Tenebrae said.


  Valentine could see the magic building as she raised her hand, could almost sense the strength of it. A chill swept down his spine.


  The lord of Tenebrae held him higher in the air, lifting him up until his feet were far off the ground.


  “Now you will pay for your attack upon this castle. The child of the prophecy has come. You will face her and receive your dues.”


  Valentine frowned and then his stomach dropped as it dawned on him.


  “Prophecy, no!” he shouted.


  Prophecy didn’t hear him. She was too busy focusing on calling the magic and making it as strong as possible. She growled when the vampire flung Valentine to one side and then her eyes widened in horror when a shimmering portal appeared.


  It engulfed Valentine and vanished before she had time to react.


  “No!” she screamed and tightened her grip on her wrist when her hand began to shake uncontrollably. She could feel the magic surge through her and cried out in pain when it was unleashed. The glowing orb tore through the room, heading straight for the man she recognised as the lord of Tenebrae. Tears blinded her, her throat constricting and her chest aching. Her knees wobbled, her whole body growing weak from the magic draining her energy. She barely saw the threads of magic rip through the vampire, barely heard the scream of agony that issued from his lips while he fell to the floor, his body burning up and turning to ashes.


  Blinking away her tears, she ran at the platform, killing anyone that stood in her way and not stopping when one of the high guards moved to block her path. She chopped his head off with the axe and pushed his body to one side, pressing onwards to the place where empty armour now littered the floor, covered in grains of black ash.


  “No,” she breathed, clutching her stomach while she stared at the remains of the lord of Tenebrae. She had tried to hold back the magic but it had been impossible. The second she’d seen Valentine disappear, she had been powerless to stop it. It was as though it had taken over her body and ignored all her commands.


  The sound of scraping metal broke the silence and she turned, narrowing her eyes into dark slits when they came to rest on the other high guard.


  “What did he do with Valentine?” she tightly clutched her axe and advanced on the guard, her whole body trembling with raw emotion and pain. “What did he do!?”


  The guard drew his sword and growled. “We did nothing!”


  Raising her axe with shaking hands, she breathed heavily, her eyes remaining locked with his. She knew his face and knew those clear blue eyes. It was the guard she had seen in her vision.


  “You did something and now he’s gone... he’s gone... bring him back!” She swung the axe at him but he easily evaded it.


  He regarded her coolly, his dark eyes not moving from hers. She was surprised when he sheathed his sword and stepped closer to her, within striking distance of her axe.


  “We have no witchcraft here, only that which you carry. It was your army that attacked ours, yes? Why?”


  She frowned. “Because I was told that you were going to attack us.”


  She went cold when it hit her. Her whole body felt empty and numb. She’d made a mistake. The look in his eyes and the fact he wasn’t attacking her told her that he wasn’t out to kill her. He could have easily done that by now if he’d wanted to. She would have been no match for him in her weakened state.


  She looked down at the ashes on the floor and then up at the place where the portal had appeared and taken Valentine. Closing her eyes, she replayed the moment he disappeared and her stomach turned over. Valentine had told her not to attack but she’d been so scared of losing him that she hadn’t stopped to listen. She’d already been calling the magic. The marks over her chest ached and she dropped to her knees, pressing her hand to her breast and dropping her head.


  She’d made a terrible mistake.


  All she could see in her mind was the moment Valentine had gone through the portal, a portal which was now horribly familiar. She’d seen one like it before.


  Elena.


  “What have I done?” she whispered to her knees.


  The vampire beside her shifted and she raised her eyes to look at him. He was watching her with some concern, his helmet now removed to reveal his face. There was sorrow in his eyes and she knew why.


  She’d killed the lord of his bloodline.


  The Tenebrae hadn’t been forming an army in order to mount an attack. They had been coming to assist her. She could see that now. She had been foolish to rush in before having the prophecy translated. She should have listened to Valentine when he’d said that it wasn’t a good idea. His instincts had been right. This wasn’t the battle they had been destined to fight. The lord of Tenebrae hadn’t been her enemy in the vision. She hadn’t even fought him. It had been the robed person without a face. That was the person she needed to destroy in order to fulfil the prophecy.


  This whole battle had been a mistake, a wrong move. She remembered what Elena had said to her about this castle being the place where the war would begin. Was this only the first step of many? Why had Elena taken Valentine?


  Her mother’s words came back to her. She had been blinded by the words of others just as her mother had said. She had made so many mistakes and taken so many falls, but she only felt weaker for them, not stronger as she’d been told.


  Getting to her feet, she turned to face the room. It was littered with the slowly disintegrating corpses of Tenebrae warriors and the carcasses of many werewolves. She felt cold and empty. This had seemed like the right decision. Her vision had shown her this castle. Was it possible she had misinterpreted it? Or was that battle still to come?


  Dropping the axe, she listened to it clatter to the floor and then made her way towards the door opposite her. She ignored the threatening growls of the remaining Tenebrae and the way that the guard followed her. In a way she was thankful for his company. It was probably the only thing stopping the others from attacking her.


  She walked straight past Mia and Dmitri as they both rushed in, their clothes bloodied and torn. Heading for the door, she ignored their calls and warnings that the sun was rising. She knew it was coming, she could feel it in her blood.


  Her whole body was screaming danger at her.


  She didn’t care. There was something that she needed to see.


  Her head ached while she walked, each step seemingly echoing through it and draining a little more of her energy away.


  Elena was wrong about this being the place where the war would begin. It had begun before she’d reached this place. It had begun before she was born. She was sure of it. That’s why her mother had sacrificed herself.


  Stepping out into the fading darkness, she scanned the dead, werewolf and vampire alike, and those that had survived. They were looking as confused as she felt inside, all of them heading into the safety of the castle while she made her way out of it. When she’d cleared the door, giving them room to pass her without disturbing her, she raised her eyes to the distant mountain, the same mountain on which Valentine had kissed her.


  All was lost. Her destiny remained unfulfilled and now she no longer had the man who had come to be her pillar of strength.


  A light breeze tousled her hair, bringing a scent of pine and snow down from the mountains and calming her.


  She watched the sky begin to lighten and ignored her instincts. She wasn’t going to run away from this danger she’d placed herself in. She wanted to see the sunrise with her own eyes for once.


  Her heart ached.


  The full weight of the world rested on her shoulders now and she could almost feel it. She was sure that she was going to buckle under the pressure of it. She couldn’t do this alone.


  Remembering Valentine’s words to her, she smiled. He believed that she was strong and it was her destiny to save their species and the world. She couldn’t fail him now. Whatever was happening, was exactly what fate had intended to happen. Her mother and the Three had said that she would save Valentine just as he had saved her.


  The sky began to change from blue to pink, the white peak of the mountain becoming tinted with a pale yellow glow as the sun rose behind it. She remained rooted to the spot, not hearing anyone’s words to her or even sensing their presence.


  She could almost feel the warmth of the sun as it grew closer to appearing over the mountain. The sky had changed just like Valentine had said it would, only in reverse. It was beautiful.


  Pressing her amulet to her chest, she waited until the last possible moment before moving into the shadows and turning to face Mia, Dmitri and the Tenebrae guard.


  She wiped her eyes and looked down at the stone in her amulet. It was glowing a faint red and she remembered how it had reacted to Valentine.


  He had saved her once. Now it was her turn to save him.


  Glancing back at the sun as it broke the horizon, she smiled.


  She would find him.


  Together, they would save the world.


  It was their destiny.


  The End


  


  


  


  Read on for a preview of the next story in the highly addictive Vampires Realm romance series, Prophecy: Caelestis and Aurorea


  


  Prophecy: Caelestis and Aurorea - Chapter 1


  Lightning split the sky over Venice, echoing the tempest of feelings that Prophecy kept hidden just below the surface.


  She calmly swept the strands of her wet dark hair from her face and fixed her eyes on the path ahead of her. She knew where she had to go and what needed to be done when she got there. Anger boiled up inside her when the image of Valentine disappearing through the portal flashed in front of her eyes, but sorrow swiftly followed in its wake, leaving her feeling numb.


  She glanced at the man walking beside her, not the man that she wished were there, but another, one she knew hardly anything about. She hadn’t asked for his company. Right now, she would rather be alone with her thoughts and her duty.


  A promise had been made.


  A promise she intended to keep.


  Valentine had saved her once, and now she would return the favour. She couldn’t face the impending war without him at her side. The burden of the prophecy was resting fully on her shoulders and for the first time she could feel the true weight of it. It was too heavy for her to carry alone.


  She was alone.


  Crossing the wooden bridge to the other side of the Grand Canal, she let the rain wash away her tears, hiding them from her companion even though she knew she couldn’t fully hide her feelings from him. At this close a distance, it would be easy for him to sense her hurt and sadness.


  Sorrow had buried itself deep in her heart and she found it impossible to remove or ignore. Only Valentine’s return could fix this emptiness inside her. In her hour of need, she had found that two of the people she believed would stand by her had turned their backs instead.


  Dmitri had refused her request for help in finding Valentine. Mia had done nothing to change his mind.


  She could understand their reluctance to offer her assistance. After all, it was her fault they had lost half of their army of werewolves in a battle that shouldn’t have been fought. She should have listened to Valentine. She should have trusted him like her mother had told her to in her vision. But then her mother had told her she would make mistakes and those mistakes would show her the path in the darkness. She wished she could make sense of that and see something positive in it. She felt weaker for her mistake, not stronger. Her mistake had cost her Valentine, and subsequently Mia and Dmitri.


  The only one on her side now was Venturi, the man walking with her to Elena’s place, and he was the one she’d thought would shun her.


  “I can’t see why you came with me,” she said, avoiding his glance.


  “I have pledged my allegiance to you and it stands, regardless of what you have done by killing my lord. My family can take care of themselves. They do not need me as their lord to lead them. Tenebrae blood is strong. We are natural leaders and work best without the restraint of a master. They will be fine. Someone must help you since the werewolves will not,” he said in a low voice, as though he was frightened of someone overhearing them.


  She glanced around them at the deserted street. The weather had driven everyone inside, leaving the streets mercifully clear of tourists. She couldn’t face them right now, not when she was barely holding on.


  Her companion hadn’t spoken much during the journey to Venice, but she had managed to pick up the tiniest trace of Italian in his accent. The rest was as muddled as Valentine’s and the other vampires she’d met, all except Mia. Prophecy frowned when she thought about her. She had believed in her heart that Mia would have wanted to help her find Valentine, but she supposed that the Venia had to do as her husband wanted. Dmitri was a powerful werewolf and commander. For all Mia’s power over him, she knew that when he gave a command, not even Mia would disobey. In time, they would forgive her. Mia had promised to keep her eyes and ears open for anything that would give them a clue as to Valentine’s whereabouts, but that was all she could do.


  “They have every right to be angry. They lost so much because of me.” Prophecy looked up into Ventruri’s blue eyes and found he was frowning at her. His look softened a fraction and he turned away, staring up at the sky.


  “We have all lost something,” he said.


  He couldn’t have spoken truer words. She had taken his lord from him, leaving him as the new master of his bloodline, and in turn, fate had taken Valentine from her. Her chest tightened.


  Valentine.


  His name brought fresh pain each time she thought or said it. She wished that she knew where he was. All she had to go on was the fact that the portal Valentine had disappeared through was similar to the one she had passed through in order to enter Elena’s hidden home. She wanted to believe that she would find him on the other side of the invisible barrier, but her mind overruled her heart and said different. There was no reason for Elena to take him from her. She hadn’t forgotten the way Elena had openly flirted with him when they were last here, but a voice at the back of Prophecy’s mind reminded her that there was only one man in Elena’s heart and she had lost him to Ineru. It made no sense for her to take Valentine.


  Approaching the end of the road, Prophecy stared at the black water on the other side of the low wall. The thought of what she was about to do still scared her. She could still see her mother in the water telling her not to be frightened and could almost picture Valentine when he’d held his hand out to her and said exactly the same thing.


  Stepping up onto the wall, she took a deep breath and prepared herself. No matter how much she tried to control them, her emotions still ran riot inside of her. In the depth of her heart, she wanted revenge for what had happened at the castle, but she knew that letting that emotion rule her would lead to her killing Elena before she had any answers. It had been the idea of avenging Valentine’s disappearance that had led to the magic taking control of her at the castle in Romania and then it had ended in disaster.


  She had to go in feeling as calm as possible and had to remain that way if she was to get the answers she needed.


  Besides, she had no proof Elena had created the portal. She had only ever seen one. For all she knew, they could all look blue.


  She turned to face Venturi and smiled when he cocked a brow at her. It seemed as though the roles were reversed. Where she had once been the reluctant one, she was now the leader in this step into the unknown. It was now her companion who had a flicker of fear in his eyes.


  She extended her hand into the portal, feeling the cold as it disappeared but not looking at it.


  “There’s land on the other side,” she said.


  “What trickery is this?” Venturi stepped forwards, his brows knitting tight and his eyes narrowing while he reached out and pushed his hand through the invisible barrier.


  “Witchcraft. Very powerful witchcraft.”


  He stepped back and looked at her. “You believe this witch has your precious Aurorea?”


  “His name is Valentine,” she ground the words out and then relented. Every time Venturi had mentioned Valentine during their journey, he had avoided saying his name. She was growing tired of hearing her love labelled as a child, a youngling or an Aurorea. She was growing tired of correcting Venturi.


  He brought his hand down over his face, clearing it of water and then ran his fingers through his dirty blond hair, tousling it further and pushing it out of his face. Thick strands of it fell back down, the tips of them grazing his chin.


  When he finally brought his eyes back to her, she gave him a hard look and stepped through the portal.


  She didn’t wait for him to follow. He had followed her this far without her asking him to, she was certain he’d continue now. A portal to a magically cloaked world wasn’t going to stop him.


  “What?” His tone was one of disbelief and shock.


  Not looking back at him, she smiled to herself. “I forgot to mention she has a tendency to dress people a little differently.”


  Prophecy glanced down at her clothes. They were different to last time. She was wearing all black and it made her feel as though she was in mourning. Looking over her shoulder at Venturi, she couldn’t stop herself from grinning. He looked so annoyed at his new outfit of dark brown breeches with a white shirt and matching dark brown jacket. She mused that he deserved it for being so obviously amused about being disrespectful to Valentine.


  When she came out of her thoughts, she found that his expression had changed. In place of disdain there was a hint of desire in his eyes as he stared at her apparel. He moved closer to her, his eyes lingering on her chest. Her gaze fell there when he reached out towards her.


  “What is...?” he said.


  She moved the silver star she wore around her neck to one side and then ran her fingers over the black, intricate star that was drawn over her heart.


  “It’s just one of many. See,” she said and pulled the shoulder of her dress aside to reveal the star on her skin there. “I was marked all my life without knowing it. The Three of Paris brought the marks to the surface and activated them. They focus the magic within my blood and this allows me to use it.”


  He stared at the amulet on her hand when she held it out to him.


  “How?”


  “I’m not wholly vampire. It’s a long story and one that will have to wait.” She looked at the large house that loomed out of the darkness, filling her with the same sense of foreboding that it had given her when she’d first laid eyes on it. She closed her fingers around the stone in her amulet. There was no point in removing it this time. Elena knew of her power. It was time she knew where it had come from. Something told her the witch would recognise the amulet.


  Starting towards the gate of the house, Prophecy took another deep breath and sighed it out. She was strong. Valentine believed in her. She could control her feelings long enough to discover what had happened to him. She was in command of the magic, not the other way around.


  Passing the gate, she mounted the steps, keeping her eyes locked on the wooden door.


  She stopped just short of it and looked at Venturi who was standing a few steps below her.


  “She may try to test you. She’s a necromancer. Resist anything she tries. If she attempts to control you, I’ll make sure she stops.”


  He nodded and walked up the last few steps, coming to stand beside her. “I came along to protect you and here you are protecting me.”


  She gave him a deadpan look. “I’ve never needed protecting. Valentine could tell you that.”


  She noticed the way his eyes darkened when she mentioned Valentine’s name and smiled inside. It was strange to see a man she barely knew so jealous of one he’d only met on the battlefield. She wondered how Valentine would react to having Venturi around. From the way Venturi was acting, she got the impression that he hadn’t followed her all this way just to protect her. She had realised that night at the Creator Day masquerade that her power attracted other vampires, especially the male ones. Venturi raked his eyes over her. Maybe it wasn’t just her power.


  Rapping her knuckles against the door three times, she waited in silence, ignoring the way Venturi continued to look at her dress and the mark on her chest. She was tempted to place her hand over it and hide it from view but realised that she would probably just draw even more attention to her modest cleavage. She didn’t want Venturi staring at her breasts. So far, he’d managed to keep his eyes purely on the mark, but she wasn’t blind. She knew he wanted to look.


  The door opened and she raised her eyes to see the same maid who had answered it before.


  “Where is Elena?” Prophecy said and pushed past the girl. She looked around the large entryway and then up at the door at the apex of the stairs. She could sense power up there. Her eyes dropped to rest on the maid. “Take me to her.”


  The maid curtseyed and led the way up the stairs. Prophecy kept her focus on the power she could feel and then reached out with her senses and searched the vicinity for a vampire signature other than hers and Venturi’s. There was nothing. Maybe she had been wrong about Elena being involved, but she could see something terrible had happened in the house. Some of the marble tiles were fractured, as though something had impacted against them, and there were splinters of stone and dust coating the mosaic in the centre of the entrance hall below her.


  She stopped breathing when she approached the door and the maid left them. Pushing it open, she was ready to fly at Elena but her words fled her lips when she laid eyes on her.


  The witch was sitting in the same chair she’d occupied when Prophecy had come to the house with Valentine, only this time she didn’t look as beautiful or perfect. Her milk-white skin was broken and bruised. Her clothes were dirty and ripped. Prophecy inhaled, catching the scent of dried blood.


  “Where’s Valentine? I know it was you, Elena. If I didn’t have proof before, your condition gives it to me.” She stopped just short of the witch and kept her expression hard when Elena slowly raised her head, looking through the straggly matted threads of her hair. Prophecy’s fingers twitched with magic and the marks on her skin pulsed with it. She fought to remain calm and not let her feelings take over.


  Elena moved a little and looked past her at Venturi, and then sank back into the chair. “I do not know.”


  Prophecy barely heard the whispered words. Venturing a step forwards, she flexed her fingers and struggled to hold her power at bay when her emotions got the better of her. She could easily make Elena speak, but there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t go that one step too far and kill her.


  “It was your magic that took him!” She couldn’t stop herself from shouting. How could Elena appear so calm after what she had done? How could she sit there and not look the least bit remorseful?


  Elena swallowed and sighed. “It was, but I did not wish to use it. I am sorry for what I have done. Truly I am. If I had known then what I know now... ”


  “What do you know now?” she said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Venturi move closer to her. It was such a familiar move, exactly the kind of thing that Valentine would have done. It was as though he was silently backing her up, showing Elena that if she didn’t answer, she would have more than just herself to deal with.


  “That you’re in love with him, that you need him so much. I can sense it in your magic... it’s in disarray without him. Your feelings govern it.” The witch slowly stood and smoothed down her clothes with idle strokes of her hands. Her eyes remained fixed on the floor, and Prophecy narrowed hers.


  Prophecy clenched her fists, struggling for control over the magic and her emotions. Elena was right. With the loss of Valentine, her feelings had become a turbulent sea of anger and discord, and it was affecting her power. If things continued like this, she would have no way of controlling her magic. She feared it would begin to control her.


  Closing her eyes when it surged through her, causing her skin to prickle and burn, she took a deep breath and told herself to calm down. It was no use. Every time she tried to calm herself down she ended up thinking about Valentine and the situation got worse.


  The threads of magic tickled as they arced along her fingers and she shook her hand, trying to rid it of them.


  “I am sorry... I should have been stronger, but... ” Elena raised her head.


  Prophecy looked at her, seeing for the first time the sorrow in her dark eyes. The sight of it caused her feelings of anger towards the witch to abate and she sighed.


  “What did they do to you?” she said, giving Elena a concerned look. “It was Arkalus and Kalinor wasn’t it?”


  Elena nodded and wrapped her arms about herself, shivering as she did so. “They... I tried to resist them... they made me weak.”


  Prophecy watched the tips of Elena’s fingers as they dug into her upper arms. She was holding herself so tightly and it made Prophecy realise that Arkalus and the lord of Aurorea had done terrible things to her. Stepping forwards, she reached out to draw the hair away from Elena’s neck but the witch jerked away from her.


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” Prophecy said and brushed Elena’s hair aside to reveal the puncture marks that littered her neck.


  They were deep and surrounded by rich purple bruises that seemed to cover every inch of her throat. She dropped her eyes to the floor and stepped away from Elena. Heaving a sigh, Prophecy closed her eyes when sorrow washed through her, extinguishing all of the anger and hatred she’d been feeling. Elena had done her best, but Prophecy knew how brutal Arkalus could be, especially if he wanted something.


  “Where did they take him?” She didn’t hold out much hope of Elena knowing. Her blood-brother was clever, and from what Valentine had told her about Kalinor, she knew that he was probably even more intelligent than Arkalus. They would have devised a plan to keep the witch in the dark about their intentions for Valentine.


  “I... I do not know.” Elena sank into her chair again, curling up and holding her knees to her chest. She looked like a scared child, nothing like the powerful necromancer Prophecy had met during her last visit. “They had me transport him to St. Mark’s Square. They took him from there before any of my servants could reach it. I wanted them to report back to me. I knew you would come and you would need to know where Valentine was. If I had realised how much you and the power you hold needed him... I would have let them kill me.”


  “Don’t talk so. I will find him and I will learn to govern my power.”


  “It is not your power.”


  Prophecy frowned at the note of spite in Elena’s voice. Drawing herself up, she looked down at the witch.


  “It is my power to command.” She saw Elena’s eyes drop to her hand when she flexed her fingers. “You know where it comes from. I have seen this same star as a scar upon your hand. You have met my mother, haven’t you?”


  Elena lowered her head. “She was a powerful witch. I thought she had died many moons ago and now I know she had. To give you this gift, she would have sacrificed herself and cursed herself to an eternity wandering the earth, unable to rest. Her power should have gone to the grave with her, giving her a chance at a good afterlife.”


  “She gave this to me so I could fulfil my destiny and she lives on in my heart. She’s no wandering spirit and she isn’t cursed. I have seen her. She is at peace.” Prophecy ran the tips of her fingers over the stone of her amulet and it glowed white. Looking back at Elena, she frowned when she saw she was again staring at her hand. “Why did they take Valentine?”


  “I told you I do not know anything about their plan. I was just a small part of it. I was only told to bring him to the square.”


  “Why didn’t they take me?” Prophecy cursed the tears that rose up on saying those words. All throughout her journey to Venice she’d been plagued by that question. It haunted her, stealing her sleep during the day and pushing her to the edge. Her fatigue caught up with her. She hadn’t slept since the castle. Each passing minute drained a little more energy from her and made her feel one step closer to breaking down under the pressure of everything. She swallowed hard and her eyelids drooped. They felt as heavy as her heart, but sleep wouldn’t come.


  A strong hand caught hold of her arm and her eyes slowly moved to it. After everything she’d done, Venturi had come with her and was now supporting her. He seemed to be able to sense her tiredness. Raising her eyes to his, she saw the concern in them and wondered if the reason he had come with her was purely because he’d pledged his allegiance to her, or whether there was something else at work.


  “Who is this you have brought with you?” Elena’s voice broke into her thoughts and Prophecy looked around at her.


  “He is Venturi and he is now the lord of his bloodline thanks to you.”


  “Me?” Elena looked stunned and ran her eyes over him. “He seems like another loyal dog. You do have a power over them, don’t you? But do they have power over you in return? Valentine seems to.”


  Removing Venturi’s hand from her arm, Prophecy straightened up and forced the tiredness from her body. She couldn’t trust Elena or appear weak in front of her. Even though Elena’s power had been diminished by Arkalus and Kalinor stealing her blood, it would be foolish of her to presume that Elena would always remain that way. Prophecy had to stay strong and show Elena that she was a force to be reckoned with.


  “It was your words that sent me to Romania, even against Valentine’s better instincts. I should have trusted him over you.”


  “But you had a vision—”


  She didn’t let Elena finish her sentence. “I did have a vision and I don’t know how you knew about it, but your interpretation was wrong. The lord of Tenebrae was going to offer his assistance to me, not destroy me.”


  “I too had a vision and believed it was the same as you had,” Elena said.


  Prophecy tilted her head back and looked down at her. “I find it strange that it was you who sent me there and it was you who took Valentine.”


  “But the marks... can’t you see that I’m telling you the truth?” Elena swept her hair aside in one frantic motion and then extended her arms.


  Prophecy stared at the marks that littered them, slicing through the pale skin and staining it red with dried blood.


  “I was the only one powerful enough to create that portal and they were aware that I knew of your location... that is all. You must believe me!” Elena dropped to her knees and looked up at her.


  Prophecy frowned, her eyes narrowing on the witch in front of her. Elena had fallen and was far from the person she had previously met, but there was still something about her that made her feel she couldn’t be trusted.


  “You are not the only one powerful enough to create that portal.” Raising her hand, Prophecy clenched her jaw and watched the magic spiralling around her fingers. “You breathe one word that I was here or about what we spoke of, and I will show you the true extent of my power.”


  Turning on her heel, she ignored Elena’s feeble cries and headed straight for the door. Walking down the steps and across the hall, she renewed the vow she’d made at the castle.


  She would save Valentine.


  When she found him, she was going to make sure she had her vengeance.


  Arkalus and Kalinor were going to pay with their lives.


  



  



  Prophecy: Caelestis and Aurorea


  In a world of darkness and danger, Prophecy will fight to her limit to save the vampire she loves and stop a terrible evil from unleashing Hell on earth.


  A female vampire on the brink of discovering the true depth of her extraordinary power, Prophecy's strength of heart is put to the test when her blood brother, Arkalus, and Valentine's lord set in motion a terrible plan that threatens to destroy her. Old friends turn their backs on her, unlikely allies come to her aid, and with the help of the dangerously seductive Lord Hyperion, the scroll that foretells her true destiny is completed, but nothing can prepare Valentine and Prophecy for what lies ahead.


  When her visions show her the dark path they must take, will Prophecy and Valentine be able to do what is necessary to win against the mounting threat of a mysterious enemy?


  Following on from Prophecy: Child of Light, the tension rises and love grows in Prophecy: Caelestis and Aurorea, a thrilling second part to the trilogy that draws you into a dark, exhilarating world of vampires, werewolves, magic and the war to end all wars.
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