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Аннотация
Henrik Magnusson is supposed to be immortal, but a mysterious ailment leaves the vampire king near death, and not even the blood of the Proffered, human virgins trained to serve the elite, can sustain him. Then he rescues a beautiful young woman from his enemies, and is filled with blood lust and desire he hasn't felt for centuries.
Photographer Kaira Sorenson's life takes a nightmare turn when she's attacked by blood-thirsty creatures�and saved by a vampire. She should be afraid of Henrik, but she can't deny her intense attraction to this regal, enigmatic being�nor the fact that her blood may be his only salvation. Now she must decide if she's willing to be his forever�
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Chapter 1

�I am dying,� Henrik Magnusson said. �We all know it.� Standing at the head of the council table, he looked over the grim faces of his warriors, most of them suddenly fascinated by the three-hundred-year-old expanse of spruce in front of them. He didn�t blame them for the avoidance. It was hard to stare mortality in the face, especially when your kind was supposed to be immortal. �It�s time to talk succession.�
Jakob�s gaze shot up, anger and resolution burning in his blue eyes. �It is not. My lord,� he added as an afterthought. �We will bring in more Proffered.�
Over the past decades, they�d brought in many virginal human women trained to serve the blood needs of the vampire warrior class to cure him. Not only had he not found a mate to sustain him, he�d never once blood-matched with any of the women. And their blood, at best, provided only a temporary alleviation of his inexplicably deteriorating condition. It had gotten to the point that he barely found blood palatable anymore. �We will. But it will not likely work. My death is an eventuality for which we must plan.�
Jakob shoved up from his chair. �I will not rest until we find the one who can...� Save you. The words hung in the cool air and bounced between the gray, stone walls as if the warrior, Henrik�s brother and the sole heir to the throne, had shouted them. He shook his head and met the hard gaze of each of his brothers-in-arms. �We will not give up.�
Murmurs of agreement rumbled through the room.
Henrik slammed his fist upon the table and flashed his fangs. �I. Am. Dying!�
The room and every vampire in it went preternaturally still. Jakob�s expression was frozen somewhere between grief and rage. Breathing hard, Henrik willed the tension from his shoulders. The blood of a Proffered was a stabilizing force that guaranteed a vampire�s immortality and humanity. But it had been a long time since Henrik�s body had processed blood that way, so he�d steadily been losing both�and the past year had been the worst of all. When the rages came, he struggled to control them, and he was walking a very fine line right now.
Henrik stared at his brother a long moment. The male appeared a much younger version of himself. He possessed the blond hair Henrik had before his mysterious ailment had turned it nearly white. And Jakob�s eyes remained a dark, turbulent blue, like the color of the seawater that flowed through the many fjords snaking through their native Norwegian lands, while Henrik�s had dulled to pale blue ice.
�Goddamnit.� The king stalked away from the table and crossed to the uncovered windows along the far wall. The polar night afforded them the luxury of leaving open this portal to the outside world. For three months each year, the sun never rose, turning the north lands into the perfect home for a vampire. But as with all things, the full darkness of M�rketid ended, bringing a month of Seinvinter, when daylight slowly returned in advance of the sun once again cresting the horizon. Tomorrow was Soldagen, the first day of sunlight�s return. The day marked the end of the last polar night Henrik would likely ever see.
He braced his hands against the ledge and stared up at the undulating lights in the night sky. Within the diffuse green of the aurora borealis was a sharp-edged curtain of rare�and ominous�red.
�Even the lights foretell my fate,� he said, forcing calm into his voice. He turned back to his warriors, every one of whom would�ve laid down his life for Henrik if they could. Jakob remained standing, stance ready, muscles braced. His dogged determination would make him a good king. And since only seven vampire warrior kings remained around the world, Henrik would do everything he could to ensure his brother ascended to the throne with the full support of these males. �I require a vow from each of you. Follow and honor Jakob upon my death as you have followed and honored me these past four centuries.�
For a long moment, no one reacted. And then Erik pushed up out of a chair.
Jakob�s face went red, his fangs punching out. �Erik��
The warrior held up a hand. �What my king asks of me I am more than willing to give.� He crossed the room, met Henrik�s gaze and sank to one knee. Henrik held out the hand adorned with the ring that bore his family�s royal crest. Erik grasped his fingers. �I pledge my allegiance to Jakob Magnusson to ascend to the throne as Warrior King of the Northern Vampires upon the end of your reign. As a warrior, as a male of honor, I give my vow.� Erik kissed the ring.
Henrik nodded as the warrior rose. One by one, the others followed suit. Lars, Kjell, Jens, Marius. Each gave Jakob an apologetic look before crossing the room and vowing to support him when the time came for his brother to die. Their steadfast loyalty eased the turmoil that had become a constant presence in Henrik�s veins. He couldn�t control his mysterious malady, but this, this he could control. When he left this world for Valhalla, he wanted to know he�d done everything he could to leave his brethren strong and whole.
After all, the war with their ancient enemies, the Soul Eaters, would not cease just because he no longer lived to fight it.
When the last of them had given their vow, Henrik met each of their gazes. �Thank you, old friends. Now, head out on patrol. The town fills with tourists for the festival and we must do as we�ve always done and stand ready to defend the humans against evil should the need arise.�
The Soul Eaters�so named for stealing the souls of their human victims by draining them through the last stutter of their hearts�were equally attracted to night�s reign in the north. And the influx of thousands of visitors for Troms��s annual Nordlysfestivalen combined with the last days of darkness often made the Soul Eaters even more brazen than usual.
The warriors filed out of the room, quiet and solemn. All except Jakob, who remained in the exact same place since he�d stood to offer his protest. He braced his hands on his hips and shook his head, then slowly made his way around the table until he stood before his king. Tension rolled off the male in palpable waves. �You are giving up.�
Malice shooting through his veins, Henrik got right in his face. �Nei, I am being realistic.�
Jakob�s blue eyes flashed. �Fuck realistic. Warriors fight.� He jabbed his finger into Henrik�s chest. �You have given up.�
The king�s fist was in motion before he�d even thought to respond. His brother�s head snapped back as blood exploded from his lip. The sight further fueled the monster inside him, and Henrik struck again, unleashing a rib-snapping punch to Jakob�s side. The warrior staggered but just managed to regain his footing before he fell. And still he didn�t raise his hands in return.
�Fight back!� Henrik swung again, delivering an uppercut to the jaw that slammed his brother against the stone wall.
�Nei,� Jakob growled.
The next swing split open the warrior�s cheek just below his eye.
�Fight back, damn you!�
Jakob held still against the wall. �Not until you do.�
The words sank into Henrik�s rational consciousness and gave him pause. He stumbled backward, one step, two, until he crashed into one of the chairs at the large table. And then the battle was all in his head between the two diverging sides of himself. Between the monster and the man. The former was getting stronger every day, no matter how hard the latter fought to rein it in.
He dropped his forehead into his hands and curled his fingers into fists in his hair. He was so thirsty. Emptiness ached into the depths of his very soul. Every tissue in his body screamed for sustenance, but what was the use? Feeding brought him so little relief that the torment was greater after each failed attempt.
A hand gripped Henrik�s shoulder.
�Fight, brother,� Jakob said, his tone strained. �Stay with me and fight.�
The king mulled over the words for a long moment, their wisdom sinking deep. No matter how desperate things looked, he had to hold it together. He had to fight. If for no other reason than to prevent Jakob and the others from being distracted out in the field by their worry for him. �All right.�
�Yeah?�
Henrik nodded. �And I�m sorry.� He jutted his chin toward the wall. �I�ll fight. I�ll fight this as long as I can. But you have to promise me something in return.�
�Name it.�
Henrik hated asking this of Jakob, of all people, but his brother was one of the few physically matched enough to heed the request. �I�d rather be dead than a menace. When the day comes that I have lost all humanity, when all that remains is a monster in man�s clothing, I want you to be the one to finish it.�

Chapter 2

Kaira Sorensen stood in the gallery and stared at her photographs hanging on the wall. Her photographs. The thought made her stomach flip-flop and her grin go all goofy. So many of her dreams had gone unfulfilled, but not this one. She�d frozen her butt off for two weeks and scrimped and saved for almost two years. And now she got to see her own shots hanging in a public gallery and entered in a juried competition that could help launch her photography from hobby to career. For however long she had left.
Pressing the back of her hand to her forehead, Kaira hoped the low-grade fever she was running didn�t get worse. The wear and tear of traveling almost seventeen hundred miles from her home in Denmark to Troms�, Norway, had taken it out of her. And even though she�d arrived two days early and slept for almost eighteen hours straight, exhaustion had left her a little ragged around the edges.
No matter. For the next four days, she wasn�t an orphan who had no memory of her parents. She wasn�t a cancer patient. And she wasn�t sick. She was a photographer. Dammit.
One of the nice things about getting away from everyone you knew was the freedom to be someone else. Even if for just a short while.
Kaira smoothed a hand over the periwinkle-blue gown she�d splurged on. No way did she want to appear down on her luck at the show�s opening night reception. Not with some of the biggest names in aurora photography in attendance.
A man fell in beside her. �Is this your first show?� he asked in Norwegian, similar enough to her native Danish that she could understand him plainly.
She stopped fidgeting and smiled up at him. �No,� she said, in English. �My third.� Oh, my God! Anders Lang! Kaira swallowed the squeak that threatened to escape. Lang was an American and one of the five judges in the juried competition. And he was one of a handful of renowned aurora chasers. He�d made a name for himself by, among other things, capturing an entire series of vivid blue auroras. That hue was the rarest of the rare. A photographer could camp out an entire season of nights and never see blue lights, let alone capture them on film. �My first time at Nordlysfestivalen, though. I�m Kaira Sorensen.� She extended her hand.
�Anders Lang,� he said, returning the shake. �Tell me about your work.�
She turned to the grouping of six photographs�all each entrant was allowed to showcase for the competition. �My series is called Cathedrals. I was inspired by the almost architectural features of high-altitude auroras. And their height allowed me to capture multiple colors.� Green was most common at the lower altitudes of an aurora, usually about sixty miles overheard, while red often dominated the higher altitudes, the colors created by solar energy interacting with atmospheric gases at different altitudes. Kaira stepped closer to her most prized image. �I took this one the second night in the field. The lights were super intense. Much lower than the whole rest of the trip.�
�And you captured yourself some nitrogen emissions, I see.� He leaned in to study the single violet aurora she�d ever committed to film.
The purple ribbon of light thrilled her every time she looked at it. �I did,� she said. �The lights were spectacular the rest of my time out there, but never quite as intense as that night.�
He stepped back from the photograph and tilted his head. �How old are you, if you don�t mind my asking?�
Given that the typical aurora chaser was a middle-aged man with a mile-wide streak for adventure, Kaira was prepared for the question. �I don�t mind. Twenty.�
His eyebrows reached for his receding hairline. �And why Cathedrals?�
Kaira�s gaze drifted to the most architectural of all the images. �My parents died when I was eight. A few months later, I was still having trouble sleeping. One night, I was just staring out my window. Suddenly, the sky exploded. I was terrified at first. I�d seen the lights before, but something about their intensity and their color... But then, it was like the sky was dancing�or speaking�just for me. It made me feel so much less alone. At the time, I wasn�t old enough to think of it this way. But now, looking back on it, it was almost an epiphany, a religious experience. I can�t really look at discrete aurora anymore without seeing great cathedrals in the sky.� She dragged her gaze back to Lang, nerves tossing her stomach. She shifted her stance to alleviate the pressure on her aching hip.
�That�s a big insight for a young woman. And it�s exactly the kind of passion and calling that leads to some damn fine aurora photography.� He extended his hand. �Pleasure meeting you, Miss Sorensen.�
She couldn�t help but grin. �An honor, Mr. Lang. Thank you.�
He nodded and made his way to chat up another of her competitors. She scanned her gaze over the gallery. When had all these people arrived? She�d been so deep into her conversation that she hadn�t even realized that the gallery had opened to the general public. Now, a steady stream of festival-goers perused the long, rectangular exhibit space. Music was the featured art of the annual celebration of the return of sunlight, with dozens of musicians, singers and bands performing a week�s worth of concerts, but, as with the photography exhibit and competition, there were a number of other activities held in conjunction with the music festival, too. Between the show and her energy level, Kaira wasn�t sure how much else she�d be able to see and do, but she hoped to make the most of her visit to Troms�. Who knew when she�d get to do something like this again? There was only so much time she could get off from working at the camera store. And, though her cancer was in the most manageable, chronic stage right now, without the required medical therapy, she�d likely move into the accelerated phase of the disease soon enough. And some months she found herself having to choose between three meals a day and the money she needed to set aside to pay for her incredibly expensive medicine.
She crossed the room to the bar. �There�s no cancer in Troms�, Kai. Live a little, will ya?� She ordered some sparkling water with lime and silently repeated the pep talk.
Over the course of the evening, she met the rest of the judges and all the contestants, too. The photographs were universally breathtaking, and Kaira knew she had her work cut out for her. But whether she placed in the competition or not, being here was a great networking opportunity she had no intention of wasting.
Not to mention, all the photographs were for sale. After the judging announcement three nights from now, purchasers were free to pick up whatever they�d bought. The thought that someone would pay money to buy one of her photographs, that it might hang in a place of prominence in their home or office, that people might ask who the photographer was... It was all such a thrill. No matter how long she got to do this work, she didn�t think she�d ever get used to it.
Kaira returned to her series of images and found a man admiring them intently. Tall and broad-shouldered, he wore a black knit cap over white hair that hung past his shoulders. His long leather coat appeared soft and worn with age. Gray-brown fur surrounded his collar. She approached him from the side and something about him sent a tingle down her spine when she got a good look at his face. His size, posture and bearing had made him seem younger, but the white hair and drawn appearance of his pale face, almost gaunt, gave the exact opposite impression. Not old, really, but older.
Eyes the color of icy blue topaz cut toward her and narrowed. His gaze was penetrating in its intensity. His head tilted and his brow furrowed as he studied her, as if puzzled by her appearance.
For a moment, her greeting stuck in her throat. She cleared it and offered a soft, �Hallo,� in Norwegian, in which she was fluent. The Scandinavian languages were largely mutually understandable.
His expression cleared and he nodded. He glanced to the contestant ribbon pinned above her breast. �Are these yours?� he asked, gesturing to the wall. His accent marked him as a native and his voice was like melted chocolate, unexpectedly warm and smooth, deliciously appealing.
�Ja,� she managed, stepping closer. Despite his age, something about him attracted and intrigued her.
�Truly remarkable shots. I�ve always been fascinated by the lights. These photographs capture the majesty and wonder of them as well as any I�ve seen.�
Excitement and pride welled up within her. �And that is one of the best compliments I�ve ever received. Thank you.� Awkwardness threatened, so Kaira plunged on. �Have you been to the festival before?�
�Many times,� he said, dragging an appreciative glance over her gown. �You?�
She fought back a blush. �This is my first time.�
�Well, I welcome you to my hometown, then,� he said with a small bow and a smile that charmed. The expression made him appear younger, less troubled. He turned toward her and Kaira was struck by his size. A good eight inches taller than her, despite her heels. If he�d been more muscular, he would�ve been downright imposing. Instead, hollows carved shadows into his face and the bones of his long-fingered hands protruded.
With all the time Kaira had spent around other cancer patients, she couldn�t help but wonder if he was sick. The speculation made her feel some small affinity with him and she smiled back. �Besides the gallery owner, I think you might be the first person I�ve met who�s actually from here.�
�Truly? My family has lived here for centuries.�
Her heart gave a little squeeze. To know that kind of history about your family, to have such deep roots. So foreign to her, and yet the thought was able to set off a deep longing within her. What she wouldn�t give to have a family of her own. Old emotions caught her off guard, and she turned to the photographs hanging on the wall so she had a modicum of privacy to blink away the blindsiding sadness. �The lights must feel like old friends to you, then,� she finally said. Troms��s position in the middle of the auroral zone made it one of the best places in the world to witness them.
When he didn�t respond, she looked back to him.
The man stood right behind her. She hadn�t heard him move or felt his nearness. He stared at her, hard and unapologetically, his gaze focused somewhere just below her face. His nostrils flared and his tongue dragged over his lip.
Kaira�s pulse raced, her heart tripping into a sprint. Gasping, she inhaled a spicy-sweet scent, warmed cinnamon with just a hint of cayenne. Heat flashed through her, as if her fever had suddenly spiked. Before her very eyes, the man�s face changed, the angles of his jaw and cheek sharpening, his pale eyes dilating, his mouth opening.
Panic skittered down her spine, the urge to fight or flee settling into every muscle in her body. Surely she was misreading the situation. Seventy people surrounded them in the middle of this well-lit public place. There was no danger here. Drawing moisture into her mouth, she said, �I�m Kaira Sorensen. And you are?� She couldn�t quite force herself to extend a hand.
Something flickered behind his gaze, and his eyes snapped to hers�and flashed with light. She would�ve sworn it. He sucked in a harsh breath. �Jakob,� he said, louder than necessary, the smooth tone gone. Now his voice sounded strained and ragged.
Instincts on even higher alert, she made herself observe basic pleasantries. Last thing she wanted to do was make a scene. �Nice to meet you, Jakob.�
Out of nowhere, another man appeared at their side. Kaira took a surprised step backward and gawked. Tall, broad, blond hair with an unusual braid hanging down one side. Ruggedly handsome and breathtakingly masculine. The resemblance between the pair was striking, except for the difference in their ages and the older man�s leanness. The newcomer grabbed Jakob�s arm and yanked him back from her. �Let�s go.�
Jakob stood there, as if mesmerized.
The younger man grabbed him by the shoulders and forced him to turn away, and then he hauled him across the room and out the door. Another man followed closely on their heels, nearly as tall and as broad.
The door closed behind them.
Shaking and heart pounding within her chest, Kaira cut her gaze to the right and left. The reception carried on around her, no one seeming to have paid any attention to her strange exchange with the man, or to his hasty departure.
What the heck had just happened? And why did she feel to her very marrow she�d just escaped a brush with death?

Chapter 3

Henrik�s back slammed against a brick wall, the darkness of the narrow alley sheltering their trio from the tourists thronging Troms��s streets.
Lars stood at the entrance, making sure no one developed an unhealthy curiosity.
Jakob got right up in Henrik�s face, forearm pressing into the king�s chest. �What happened?�
He shook his head, swallowing thickly, his hunger burning so intensely it was almost a living thing within him. �Wanted her,� he rasped. It hadn�t been a decision. There wasn�t anything rational or conscious about it. From the first moment she�d approached him, he was awash in her appealing scent, like the smoky berries of a vintage wine or the rich bite of an aged, dignified whiskey.
�Wanted her how?�
�I wanted her.� He knocked his head against the brick. Even now, he couldn�t shake the image of the vein�s rhythmic dance along her slender neck or of the luscious dip of her cleavage, both displayed so invitingly by her upswept hair. His fangs throbbed with a want and a need he couldn�t remember feeling in ages. Not to mention the aching hard-on between his legs.
�Straight out no-shit bloodlust?� Something like hope sounded in the warrior�s deep voice.
�Ja.� Henrik heaved a deep breath of cold January air as his imagination unhelpfully replayed how it would�ve gone down. Tearing the gown from her trim body. Holding her curves in his hands. Bearing her up against the wall. Sinking his fangs and his cock in deep until every dark, needy part of him was sated.
�I�ll get her.� Jakob turned away.
The king slammed his hand down on his brother�s shoulder and gripped hard. �Nei.�
�You want her. You need her.�
�I�ll kill her.�
Because he wouldn�t be able to stop.
Once he got a taste, something base and instinctual told him he wouldn�t be able to make himself stop. He�d been so close to the edge of his restraint in the gallery. Only the sound of her voice had pulled him back from the brink.
All he�d wanted was a night out of their mountain citadel, away from the looming promise of death. He thought the jovial atmosphere of the festival would distract him from all that was to come. Instead, it had thrown it right in his face. Christ, he was a catastrophe waiting to happen, already more beast than man. He shook his head again. �I�ll fucking kill her,� he rasped.
�You won�t.�
Acid washed through his gut. �You willing to risk an innocent woman�s life�or her soul�to see which of us is right? I�m not.� He shuddered, the danger of becoming like his evil enemies one of his greatest fears. �Leave her be. I�ll not have it any other way.�
Jakob lowered his chin and his shoulders lifted and lowered in a weary sigh. When he raised his gaze again, Henrik hated the grief and resignation he saw there, hated that he couldn�t go through this without dragging everyone around him down, too. �What do you want to do, then?�
�Get the hell out of here. And find some goddamned Soul Eaters to rip apart.� He pressed his arm to his side, feeling the satisfying weight of the holstered gun there. What he couldn�t take care of with his bare hands he�d happily dispatch with the clip of bullets poisoned with the blood of the dead.
His brother gave a tight nod. �Sounds like a plan.�
Side by side, they stalked the length of the alley. Henrik clapped Lars on the shoulder. �Up for a fight?�
The warrior grinned and flashed his fangs. �Always, my lord.�
�Then let�s go find one.� He led them out of the alley, but didn�t miss for a moment the way Jakob placed himself in the way of turning right, back toward the direction of the gallery, and the too-appealing-for-her-own-good woman. So be it.
Henrik turned left, toward the waterfront and one of the main concert stages for the festival. The crowds would be heavier there, giving the Soul Eaters more opportunity and more cover to make a grab.
The three warriors pressed through the teeming streets, a path opening before them as the humans� instincts made them shy away. Which was just fine by the king. He didn�t want to tangle with mortals anyway.
Notice you also don�t want to eat any of them?
His footing faltered as the observation struck home.
�My lord?�
He shook his head without meeting Lars�s questioning gaze. Concentrating on the humans they passed, Henrik sought to identify each person�s unique scent and the rhythm of their heartbeat. And...nothing. Not a single one tempted his bloodlust. Or his cock.
Then why had the woman? Kaira, she�d called herself.
Henrik cut the inquiry off at the knees. Curiosity was a dangerous animal where she was concerned. He couldn�t allow himself the luxury of exploring the unusual desires she�d raised in him. Going down that road led to two equally bad outcomes�her, dead and soulless, and him, a giant leap closer to becoming that which he most hated.
So he wasn�t going to ask the whys of it. No matter how much the mere memory of her scent wound him up inside.
They reached the plaza in front of one of the central festival venues. They made a sweep around the plaza and retreated to the shadows. Watching. Waiting.
Nothing.
Sonofabitch.
The night dragged on. The hour grew late. The crowds thinned.
The monster inside him grew restless. It stalked back and forth within his mind growling and rattling its chains until the noise grew unbearable. Rage filled his chest so fully it was hard to breathe.
Jakob tensed beside him.
A split second later, Henrik picked up on it, too�the fetid stench of evil. Soul Eaters walked among them.
He methodically surveyed the crowd.
There. Four of them entered the plaza where he and his warriors had earlier.
Henrik�s body was in motion before he�d made the conscious decision to do so.
They were halfway across the square before their enemies became aware of them. The quartet paused, then turned on a dime and backtracked the way they came. Didn�t mean they were giving up their quest for human victims, though. In their blind desperation for blood and souls, the Soul Eaters shared none of their vampire brethren�s reluctance to reveal their existence to humanity. While a select few influential humans known as The Electorate knew of the existence of the immortals and allied with the vampire kings to defeat them, the mass of mortals did not. It was better that way for everyone, and protecting that secret was one of the constant battles he and his warriors fought.
Outside of the plaza, their enemies broke into a preternatural run. Henrik followed in pursuit. The four of them represented his path to freedom from the jaws of the beast within. At least for tonight. He wouldn�t stop until they were dead. Or he was.
He paused at an intersection, anticipation thrumming through his veins. Jakob and Lars came up behind him. Henrik extended out his senses. For a long moment, he couldn�t pick up a trace of them. Then he smelled it. Blood. Warm. Spilled. Spilling. A growl rumbled up from his chest.
Instinct led him toward the scent most fundamental to the survival of his kind. Halfway down the block, he spun into a dark alley, just wide enough to hide a long row of industrial garbage cans.
Just beyond them, two figures stood pressed against the wall.
�Dum faen.� Dumb fuck. Henrik muttered under his breath as he stalked toward the Soul Eater, so blood-drunk he apparently didn�t hear the warriors� approach. �This one�s mine.�
The faint, infrequent thump of the victim�s heartbeat told him the damage was done, but the fact that the man retained any cardiac rhythm meant his soul remained intact. Henrik wrenched the Soul Eater away before he could consume that final reward. The human crumpled in a lifeless pile to the ground.
The king let the beast loose.
And, damn, it was far too easy to do.
Like an exorcism, his own demons raged and fought. He lost all awareness, all sense of time and space. All sense of self as he battled the Soul Eater.
Hands grabbed at him, yanked him back. Henrik focused on the new targets, gnashing his teeth and swing his fists. Voices finally penetrated the choking fog of violence suffocating his mind, his humanity.
Jakob and Lars.
�He�s dead. Henrik, he�s dead,� Jakob said. �It�s done. The dawn will take care of the rest.�
His gaze sought proof of the Soul Eater�s demise and found it in the broken body on the pavement. Or what was left of it.
He stopped fighting their grip and let himself be dragged away.
His breathing was a freight train in the night, sawing in and out of burning lungs. His pulse throbbed in his now swollen, shredded knuckles. Warm liquid oozed over his face in too many places to count.
The king nodded, or tried. He wasn�t yet sure of the connection between his sentient self and his physical actions.
It wasn�t until the pain hit that he trusted himself again. Head hanging on his shoulders, he looked down at his torso. Coat destroyed. Shirts and skin beneath hanging in torn strips. Blood dripped from his face, but his hands were useless to wipe it away. More of the crimson covered the skin there, too, as if he�d bathed in blood. His own and his enemy�s.
Christ, he hadn�t felt a moment of the Soul Eater�s effort to defend itself. He�d been totally unaware.
White-hot fear lanced through him, and a sob ripped up his throat.
This is how it�s going to be. This is what lies before me.
A scream pierced the thick silence. And again.
The sound beckoned the darkness encroaching on Henrik�s psyche. A red cape before a raging bull.
Three Soul Eaters remained out there. Somewhere. And every instinct in his body told him at least one was the source of that human�s alarm.
Driven by the beast within, Henrik shoved Jakob away, flipped off the gritty pavement and took off in search of his next kill.

Chapter 4

Kaira said her goodbyes to the group of other contestants and crossed the street. The reception had ended and everyone was gathering down the street at a bar to continue the festivities, but she wasn�t up to it. Fever still heated her skin, her hip joints ached and tenderness had settled into her left side. Ever since her encounter with the older man�Jakob, he�d called himself�she�d felt shaky. Ridiculous, really. Nothing had happened. But her body didn�t seem to be convinced.
She dipped her chin further underneath the chunky scarf and held the collar of her wool dress coat closed at her throat. Should�ve brought a change of clothes, but when she�d left her little, out-of-the-way hotel this afternoon, it hadn�t seemed necessary. Now she was cold and tired and feeling the weight of her illness, and the two-block walk back to the bus stop seemed like two miles. Especially in heels. If it wasn�t so cold, she�d have slipped them off and walked in her bare feet.
Turning the corner, Kaira distracted herself from her aches by replaying the night�s highlights in her mind�s eye. Two of her photographs had already sold. She�d had great conversations with the rest of the judges�everyone seemed universally impressed with her vision for the series and especially with her violet aurora. She could�ve broken out into a dance in the middle of the gallery. And she�d had a promising conversation with a travel editor at a magazine based out of Copenhagen. All in all, one of the best nights of her life.
A flare of green light momentarily illuminated the street. Above her, the color rippled, like a holographic flag flapping in the wind. Her fingers itched for the feel of her camera.
She crossed the intersection and the small shelter for the bus stop came into view in the distance. At least she could sleep in tomorrow morning and let her body recuperate a bit from all the excitement of the day.
Her scalp prickled and her body broke out in goose bumps. She burrowed into her coat, but the sensations worsened. Kaira peered over her shoulder.
Two men crossed the intersection behind her.
Just two guys out at the festival. Don�t freak out. She picked up the pace as much as her heels and her joints would allow.
And, still, her internal alarm system rang. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn�t convince herself it was all just a coincidence. Instinct roared that they were following her, pursuing her.
She stared over her shoulder another moment, her hand already fishing in her purse for her cell phone. She pulled it out and looked ahead�
A hooded man stood five feet in front of her.
Herregud. Oh, my God. She froze and screamed. It was one of the two men who had been following her. Without looking behind her, she knew it was true.
She bolted to the left. He was on her almost instantly, his touch like ice even through her coat. Kaira screamed, and he slapped a hand roughly over her mouth, busting her bottom lip against a tooth. She twisted and writhed and pulled at his arm around her neck. No use. His hold was like iron.
His smell was sickly sour. The stench burned her nose and had her fighting back her gag reflex.
The second man joined them and made a grab for her wrists.
Kaira thrashed and pummeled and kicked with every bit of the desperation she felt. If she stopped fighting... No, she couldn�t even let her mind entertain all the horrible things they were likely to do to her. Every bit of her adrenaline-pumped energy had to remain focused on fighting, on surviving.
In the shadow of a van parked at the curb, they forced her to the ground. Her head glanced off the pavement. One of them wrenched her coat open, sending buttons flying, as the other tore the scarf from around her neck. Hands pawed over her breasts. Knees pinned her arms down, and one of them continued to muffle her screams. A blast of cold seemed to concentrate on her throat a moment before something sharp sliced into it.
Oh, nei. Oh, nei. Herregud, nei.
A sickening pull centered around whatever pierced her throat. Had he...had he bitten her? The suction burned and grated, like crushed glass flowed through her veins.
Growling cut the night air from somewhere nearby. Hissing, her attackers reared back. With bleary, unfocused eyes, she tried to track what was happening. Then something�or someone�swooped over her. Suddenly, the men were gone. Harsh words and feral growls rang out. Some sort of chaos was happening close to where she lay. Shots ricocheted off concrete.
Run, run, run!
Time slowed to a crawl even as she forced herself to move.
Pushing up onto her elbows, Kaira fought a wave of light-headedness that sent the world tilting and warping. She used the van�s bumper to pull herself up. Her foot pressed against the cold asphalt, making her aware she�d lost a shoe somewhere along the way. The bodice of her gown flapped open.
Like the air was made of molasses, she staggered to her feet and kicked the other heel free. Vertigo washed over her, sending her body careening against the back of the van. Ignoring the fight obviously going on behind her, she concentrated on forcing oxygen into her lungs.
A man appeared in front of her.
She sucked in a scrape of frigid air that left her throat raw. Shaking her head, she raised her hands and pressed tight against the van. Tears of fright and rage blurred her vision. She blinked them away and her mind reeled. The man from the gallery. Jakob. She�d recognize those flashing, ice-blue eyes anywhere. Except...bleeding cuts and scratches marred his face and throat. His clothing hung in tatters.
Had he sustained these injuries protecting her?
Pale eyes with an odd reflective quality dragged down her face and settled on her neck.
An anguished noise bubbled up from his throat a moment before he opened his mouth and flashed what could only be called fangs. He had fangs. Fangs!
She blinked, hoping against hope to see a different reality before her.
Even as she rejected what she was seeing, her mind resurrected the memory of the piercing sensation of moments before, and the trail of warmth covering her neck told her she was bleeding. The other one had bitten, sucked and drank from her.
In one more blink of her eyes, his body pinned hers and his mouth fell against the wound on her throat. She gasped and flinched as those long canines penetrated her flesh. While there was a moment of piercing pain, the first pull of suction obliterated it. Each hungry draw of her blood into his mouth blanketed her body in languorous heat.
It wasn�t the only difference from the attacker�s bite. This one�this...vampire?�was warm. His chest against hers, his lips and tongue on her neck, his hands holding hers against the metal. Her temperature rose everywhere his hard, lean frame pressed against hers. And, herregud, he smelled delicious. A tempting blend of everything dark and decadent, like hot, spiced chocolate. Saliva moistened her mouth.
An unwelcome thrill rushed through her trembling body. Her heart hammered, her blood pounded, her breaths came in ragged pants. Originating where he suckled, heat skittered down her spine and settled low in her belly.
What was happening to her?
Soon, each long, wet suck seemed to tug at her nipples, at the suddenly aching bundle of nerves between her legs. She moaned and tilted her hips against his steely muscles.
Her instincts were veering in a new direction without her permission. Fright speared through her. �Nei,� she rasped. �Nei.� She didn�t want this...whatever it was.
Did she?
An odd sensation, like pins and needles, tingled over the palm of her left hand. She involuntarily squeezed his hand, and his fingers wrapped around hers.
�Nei,� she moaned again. �Ver s� snill.� Please.
A whimper, like the sound of an animal in pain, sounded against her throat. His muscles erupted in tremors. With a grunt, his lips released her skin. Curses and yelling echoed off the buildings around them as his tongue dragged over the spot where she�d been bitten, spreading a relieving balm. The flesh there suddenly felt less raw.
He flew back from her. No, dragged. He�d been pulled away. A man stood behind him, arm tight around his neck. Roughly, he hauled him across the open parking space and forced him facedown against the hood of the next car, arms pinned at an almost bone-breaking angle behind his back.
Yet he didn�t resist. He didn�t fight back.
As she watched the bizarre events unfold, twin reactions coursed through her�relief at the rescue, and worry for the vampire that had seconds before drank from her throat. Protectiveness, even.
Why she should feel the least sympathy for him, she couldn�t begin to explain, but she also couldn�t deny the feeling. Nor the fact that her body was more aroused than she could last remember.
Kaira slid down the door of the van until her butt hit the bumper. Shaking so hard she thought for sure there must be an earthquake, she braced her bare feet against the pavement to keep from outright falling. With one hand, she struggled to force the lapels of her coat together. A whirlwind of confusion filled her mind.
God, everything hurt�her head, her throat, her arms, her very skin. The list went on.
Movement in her peripheral vision. A man eased down off the sidewalk with his hands raised�the younger guy she�d seen in the gallery earlier, the one who had yanked Jakob from the room.
�I just want to help you,� he said.
Problem was, Kaira was experiencing something of a mind-to-body disconnect at the moment, and she couldn�t manage to formulate a response. She just stared at him, her eyes watching and assessing his every movement.
�I know what you�re thinking.� He took two slow steps until he stood directly in front of her, blocking her view of the scene on the hood of the car.
�Not...possible. Since I...don�t even know.�
He slipped out of the beat-up black leather coat he wore, leaving himself in only a hooded sweatshirt. �Ja, you do. You�ve been bitten twice. You know what you�ve seen, even if you�re trying to convince yourself it�s not true.� Keeping his bright blue eyes on hers, he held the coat out to her. �Slip your arms in. It will keep you warmer. You�re probably in shock.�
The tips of two longer teeth occasionally appeared as he spoke. He was right, she did know what she�d seen. Vampires. Five of them, no less. It was like she�d stepped out of the gallery and into an alternate universe. She glanced at the coat and shook her head.
The leather sagged in his hand. �Change your mind, you just say.� He glanced over his shoulder. �How�s it goin� over there?�
Low voices fired back and forth for a moment, as if the pair by the car was arguing. Finally, one of them replied, �Fine, but he�s insisting I not let him up.�
�Do what he says.�
�Is Jakob okay?� she whispered, half hating herself for caring. Half dying to know.
The blond in front of her turned back and frowned. �Jakob?�
She nodded, gesturing to the other men, er, vampires.
�I�m Jakob.�
Dizziness washed over her. She clearly had no idea what the hell was going on. �I asked his name...before...at the gallery. He said Jakob.�
Jakob�the real Jakob, apparently�tilted his head. �I think he was calling me, not answering you.� He thumbed over his shoulder. �My brother�s name is Henrik.�
Brother?
Her feet totally numb from the icy ground, Kaira felt her knees turning to mush. The earlier fever returned with a vengeance, whipping through her like a flash fire. Way she felt, she couldn�t process all these details. There was only one thing she wanted�needed�to know. �Are you going to kill me?�
�Nei.�
He said it so plainly, so matter-of-factly, that something inside told her to believe it.
The smallest sense of safety returned to her and right behind it came a tsunami of post-adrenaline letdown. �Help,� she said a split second before her legs gave out.
Somehow Jakob was there. He caught her against his chest. �Okay. I have you,� he said.
Good as he smelled, he didn�t incite the cravings she�d felt a few moments before. The comparison was as unwelcome as it was unbidden.
Growling erupted, fierce and sudden. Kaira looked up in time to see Henrik take the man who had been holding him and flip him over the hood of the car.
He spun and stalked toward them, glaring at Jakob, who tucked her under his arm and tugged her back a full step. Her heart rate kicked up again, but the fright that came over her was less for herself than for the vampire holding her upright.
Jakob held out a hand. The other vampire scrambled up off the sidewalk and approached from the side.
Kaira peered around Jakob�s chest and gasped. �His eyes,� she said to herself. Bright, piercing blue, like a cloudless sky on the most beautiful, spring day. Totally captivating.
�Henrik,� Jakob rasped. �Your eyes have changed.�
Confusion played over Henrik�s aggressive expression.
�Jesus, brother, your face�the cuts have all healed.� His voice was awash in wonder.
�I�ll be damned,� the third vampire said.
Henrik paused and ran his hand over his cheek, his lips, his neck. His azure eyes went wide.
Kaira glanced between the three of them, unsure what explained their sudden change in demeanor. All the aggression and tension flowed out of them.
�How?� Henrik said. �It takes me days to heal...�
His words hung on the night air for a long moment, and then three pairs of preternatural eyes turned toward her.

Chapter 5

Healed. His face had healed. Henrik cut his gaze to his knuckles, but he already knew what he would find. Now that he paid attention, the swollen throb from moments before was gone. His eyes confirmed the truth of it. She�d healed his wounds from the fight with the Soul Eater.
If mere moments of consuming the sweet blood circulating through Kaira�s veins could restore his ability to heal, what would a good and proper feeding do?
Henrik stared at her for a long moment. Wonder and indecision and dangerous, dangerous hope held him rooted in place despite the magnetic draw of her blood.
And then all the little details of her penetrated the noise between his ears.
Busted lip. Bloodied throat. Ruined clothing.
He wasn�t sure which of them looked worse.
Her. After all, his wounds were healed.
�Go get the truck,� he said to Lars. The warrior nodded and disappeared.
Fierce longing speared through him. Not just to drink more, though that was there with a greedy vengeance. But also to heal her in return. His right hand prickled and he rubbed it roughly against his thigh.
He glared at Jakob, at how much of his brother�s body touched hers. Possessive rage rose up and demanded attention. Only the certainty that the other male�s presence ensured she�d survive riding with Henrik on the thirty-minute trip off the island and back to their mountain citadel kept him from acting on the territorial instinct.
The king cleared his throat. �Kaira, we need to get you off the streets. There are more of them out tonight. We will take care of you.�
�Them?� she said in a weak voice.
�Like the ones who attacked you.�
Her brow furrowed. �You attacked me.�
The truth of the words sucker punched him. Why would she see any difference between him and the Soul Eaters? The comparison was no more than he sometimes wondered about himself. Still cut him to the bone, though. What the hell had he been thinking, believing he was fit to come out among humans tonight?
He gave a nod. �Fair enough.�
�My brother is��
�Not going to stand here and debate.� The glare he shot Jakob was full of warning. He didn�t need him to plead his case. �I�ve put you in enough danger this evening.�
�Just let me go, then,� she said.
Her plaintive tone touched softer parts of him, parts that wanted to do nothing more than please her, parts he didn�t know he had. But his body refused to let her go. Not when a few thick swallows of her blood had done more for him than any other woman�s blood had in years.
So, what�s the endgame here, Henrik? Chain her up and use her whenever you want to keep you alive?
Jakob�s voice yanked him from his inner turmoil. �You�ve seen too much.�
�What?� She struggled against Jakob and pushed out from under his arm. �Nei. I�ve seen nothing.� As Henrik watched, she walked backward into the street, clutching her arms around herself tight and shaking her head. �I won�t say anything. Who would believe me?�
The farther away she moved, the stronger the magnetic pull to follow her tugged at something deep in his chest. He gave in to the urge with slow, methodical steps. Her pale skin, dilated eyes and multiple injuries all spoke of the degree of trauma she�d experienced tonight. How could he inflict more?
A truck rounded the corner, headlights swinging over the ground behind her. The backlighting threw a golden halo around her. She whirled toward the sound of the approaching engine and moaned.
Suddenly, all the frightened tension left her body. And then she was freefalling straight backward.
Henrik launched himself toward her and caught her in his arms before her soft body made contact with the cold, hard ground.
Jakob appeared right next to him, stance clearly ready to intervene.
�I�ve got her, brother,� the king said, voice full of gravel.
�Are you sure��
�I�ve fucking got her.� He rose, cradling her in his arms. Heat roared off her. �Jesus, she�s burning up.� He shot to the Range Rover�s backseat. Lars already had the door open. Henrik climbed inside and slid to the middle, Kaira still in his lap, her feverish heat soaking into his chest.
Jakob stood in the open door watching, his expression full of hesitation.
�Let�s go.� His brother inhaled as if to speak, and damn if Henrik didn�t know what he was going to say. �Goddamnit, I�m fine. Let�s go.�
Jakob closed the rear door and climbed into the passenger seat.
Amazing thing was, Henrik did in fact have it under control�or what passed for control for him. The bloodlust was there, causing his fangs to throb so hard he had to keep applying the counter-pressure of his tongue against the sharp points to offer some relief. And the hunger was there, squeezing his gut and burning his throat. And the monster still paced at the gates of his mind. And all three threatened to pull him under the surface and suffocate him in the evil of the demon growing stronger within him.
So what stopped him?
She stirred against his chest, and he drew his gaze to her face. Young. Pretty, with her soft blond hair and high cheekbones and inviting pink lips. Beautiful, actually. He stroked his hand over her forehead. Dry heat blazed off her skin. What was wrong with her? Had she been feverish when he�d drunk from her? Her succulent taste. The quenching of his eternal thirst. The way her soft body cushioned all his hard angles. These things came readily to mind. But not whether she�d had a temperature.
He frowned and concentrated. The memory of her appearance in the gallery paraded through his mind�s eye. The gown had skimmed over her feminine curves, framing enticingly appealing cleavage and the slim column of her throat. As intriguing, her gray eyes had held the wisdom and weariness of someone who�d handled her share of life�s downs and then some, despite her age. He knew the look�and the feeling. How odd to find something so fundamental in common with someone so different from himself.
Realization washed over him.
She was what stopped him. It had been her voice in the gallery that had snapped him from the fantasy of taking her right then and there. And it had been the squeeze of her hand and the sound of her pleading words that had given him the wherewithal to stop drinking from her when he�d been in so very deep�not to mention completely convinced he no longer possessed that kind of willpower.
Both times, he�d been about to drown, and she�d resuscitated him with merely a word, a touch.
Sharp tingles played under the skin of his palm. He rubbed it against the wool of her coat without realizing what he was doing.
Lars hung a hard left onto the nearly hidden rural road that would take them into the mountains overlooking the city and the fjords that led out to the Norwegian Sea.
Henrik braced his hand against the seat to minimize jostling her. When he looked down again, the top of her coat had sagged open, revealing the savagery that had been done to the silky material of her gown�and to her throat.
And not just by him.
He pulled the coat closed, giving her the modesty she deserved.
Jesus, it might almost be easier to tolerate if he�d been the sole cause of her misfortune. Even a moment�s entertainment of the thought that Soul Eaters had touched her, fed from her and nearly killed her was enough to boil the blood where it flowed in his veins. The growl rumbled from his chest unbidden.
Jakob�s gaze snapped toward him.
�Don�t worry about me. Just hurry,� Henrik rasped. �She�s not well.�
The Rover shot ahead. Soon, they turned again, this time onto the gravel drive that twisted through a dense stand of trees. A rusted metal gate swung open as the truck approached and closed immediately behind them again. They�d been on security cams for the past mile. His warriors knew they were inward bound.
Jakob flicked on an overhead light as Lars swung around to the left, out of the view of the gate, should anyone ever make it close enough to satisfy their curiosity. The Rover entered a hidden tunnel. Blackness surrounded them and the wall of rock rumbled behind them as it re-covered the entrance. When the external door was secured, the one in front of them opened.
�Something you need to see, Henrik.� Jakob held up a rectangular piece of plastic.
He grabbed the card. Kaira�s ID. And he didn�t have to ask what had captured his brother�s attention. �Where�d you find this?� he asked.
He held up a denim sack.
�Mother of God,� he whispered. Kaira Sorensen of neighboring Denmark was twenty years old.
The age at which a human�s blood was most potent to a vampire.
The age at which the Proffered completed their training and attempted to be matched.
Was it a coincidence? Fate? A horrible trick raising his hopes only to dash them again?
�Get Marius on this immediately. I want a complete dossier. Everything he can find. And I want it five minutes ago.�
Jakob accepted the card and nodded. �Ja, my lord.�
�And have Kjell meet us in the infirmary.�
His brother made the calls. Henrik battened down all the emotional hatches threatening to burst open. Multiple variables, innumerable obstacles and insufficient information. Not a good basis on which to act or react.
At least, that�s what he told himself.
Kaira mumbled. Her eyelids flickered. When she finally managed to open them all the way, her eyes remained unfocused.
The truck came to a rest in the garage. The men in the front got out.
�What�s happening?� she said so softly he wouldn�t have heard it were it not for his preternatural abilities.
�You�re at my home, Kaira. Fear not. I won�t hurt you.� He slid with her across the seat.
Her gray eyes fought to focus, and her gaze landed on his. �Promise?�
Sitting on the edge of the back seat, legs halfway out the door, he paused. He didn�t know whether to be more amused that she thought extracting his word would protect her if he intended her harm, or that even as she lay semiconscious in his arms she found the strength to talk and the will to negotiate.
Either way, he found her more than a little endearing.
�I promise.�
She stared at him a long moment as if weighing his words against whatever expression he wore, and then she drifted off once more.
Henrik felt the weight of another gaze on him and looked down.
Jakob stood with his hand on the door, holding it open. �Sure that�s a promise you can keep?�
Henrik ignored his brother, hoping with everything he was that he could keep his promise to her, no matter what it took. Or what it cost.

Chapter 6

Kaira surfaced into consciousness like she was swimming in mud. Everything felt slow and heavy. She forced the ten-pound weights of her eyelids open. Dim lighting cast a low glow over what looked like a hospital room.
She pushed herself up, and a twinge in her left wrist drew her gaze. An IV. She traced the line to the pole standing bedside. Just fluids.
�How are you feeling?� came a deep voice.
Kaira�s head wrenched to the right as her heart vaulted into her throat. Henrik sat in a chair by her elbow. He�d been so quiet, she hadn�t even realized he was there. �How long did I sleep?� she said through the cotton in her mouth.
�About five hours.�
She studied him for a long moment. He�d cleaned up. A pair of jeans and a navy turtleneck stretched taut to accommodate the breadth of his shoulders replaced the ruined clothing he�d worn before. Her gaze traced up to his face. It was the first time she�d seen his hair out from under the black knit cap. Most of it was thick and long, but the hair behind his left temple was thin, revealing a patch of his scalp.
He tilted his head in a way that hid the baldness from her line of sight.
She met his observing gaze and gasped. �Your eyes.�
He sat forward and clasped his hands where they hung between his knees. The closeness gave her a wide-open look at his once again nearly colorless eyes. Still as penetrating and intense, though. �You never answered my question.�
Why did his eyes keep changing? Last night, when they�d appeared a bright, deep blue, he and his men had seemed awed, definitely happy. Now, the set of Henrik�s big shoulders made her think he carried a burden nearly too great to bear. She frowned. �What question?�
�How do you feel?�
�Oh.� Kaira conducted a mental rundown from her head to her toes. �Better than last night. Tired. Achy. I think the fever�s down.�
�We didn�t want to treat you beyond the fluids for dehydration until we had a better sense of what was going on. Our doc specializes in patching up wounds and setting bones, when need be, but since we don�t get sick, your situation is outside his area of expertise.�
��We,� as in...vampires.�
He gave a single nod. �That�s right.�
She ducked her chin, drawing her attention to the fact she wore a johnny over the smooth fabric of the gown she could still feel against her skin. They�d covered her. Last night, they�d protected her. And both Henrik and Jakob had been more honest with her than they had to be. �May I have some water?�
Henrik was on his feet before she�d finished enunciating the last word. He crossed to the sink in the corner and was so tall he had to bend down to fill the cup at the faucet. How old was he? Looking at him right now, except for the white hair, she would never guess from his height and the athleticism of his movement and his upright, commanding bearing that he was older than his twenties. Thirties, maybe.
�Um, not to be rude, but how can vampires exist and nobody knows?�
He returned to her and handed off the drink.
His body was nearly mesmerizing to watch. Quick. Efficient in movement. Confident. There was something totally magnetic and appealingly masculine about him. But then you got to his face, and it seemed to belong to another person. Between the intensity of his eyes, the square jaw, and the strong, expressive brow, no doubt he�d been handsome once, in a rugged sort of way. But now, sunken circles darkened the skin below his eyes and his cheeks were thin and hollowed. Wrinkles pulled at the corners of his eyes and mouth. How could he and Jakob be brothers, yet look so different?
Realizing she�d been staring, she mumbled her thanks and drank three long gulps before she convinced herself to slow down. She was just so thirsty. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she found him watching her, gaze focused on her mouth with such longing.
Kaira�s heartbeat tripped and heat flooded her belly.
He turned on his heel and paced across the small room. He finally settled against the wall at the far end by the door, arms crossed over his chest. �People know. My kind has long been in alliance with a select number of yours, for the good of everyone.�
�People know?� She sipped at her water, attempting to settle the strange, visceral reactions he elicited within her. �Wow.� Out of nowhere, a wave of nausea washed over her. She eased back against the pillows and cupped her hand to her forehead.
�What�s the matter?� he said from immediately next to her. How the hell had he moved so fast, so silently, that she hadn�t noticed? Maybe a vampire thing? The thought did nothing for her stomach.
She blew out a breath. �Am I a prisoner?� When he didn�t answer right away, she opened her eyes and peered up at him.
He returned her stare for a long moment, and then his shoulders sagged. �Ja.�
Goose bumps erupted over her flesh, even though she�d already known the answer. �Are you going to kill me?�
�I told you no harm would come to you.�
�Forgive me if my current status is making me a little shy of trusting you.� She stretched to put down the cup. Kaira debated for a long moment, then released her next words on an exhale. �You asked me what�s the matter. Everything that happened last night aside, I�m sick. Without the meds I need, I�ll get sicker. So if your word really means something, you have to let me go.�
He grabbed the rails along the side of her bed, his knuckles going white. A large gold signet ring with some sort of engraved crest sat prominently on his right hand. �What kind of illness?�
She shook her head. No matter how much her instincts said she could trust him, part of her brain refused to forget that last night he�d bitten her, drank her blood and kidnapped her. Now his brother believed she�d seen too much to be let free. How could this situation end up in any way good for her? At the very least, she probably shouldn�t advertise that she had a disease likely to put her in an early grave. If they thought she was going to die anyway, whatever compunction they had against killing her now might just evaporate.
�You will tell me.� He towered over the bed.
His nearness brought his tantalizing scent to her nose. It rippled along her nervous system and warmed her everywhere. What the hell was wrong with her? �I won�t.�
The angles of his face sharpened, just as they had in the gallery before everything got weird. �How can you hold me to a promise and then keep from me the means to uphold it?� His fangs flashed, and anger seethed just beneath the surface of the words.
She scoffed. �How can you hold me at all?�
�Because I need you!� The words ripped from his throat and echoed against the painted cinder block. He pressed his fingers to his lips, as if he hadn�t meant to make the admission.
She flinched at the volume of his voice, at the sudden eruption of his temper, at the appearance of his fangs. �Why? For what?�
Two men burst in the door. She recognized one as the vampire who had held Henrik down against the car�s hood�or tried to, but not the other.
�My lord?� the one she knew said.
Henrik paid them no attention. �Leave us.�
They hesitated only a moment, then nodded and left. No questions asked. Why did they obey him so automatically?
�Why do they call you that?� Kaira asked.
He heaved a deep breath. �If you want the truth from me, Miss Sorensen, you need to give me yours in return.�
�I don�t want to die. That�s the most important truth here.�
An emotion she didn�t understand flashed through his pale eyes. �I don�t want you to die, either,� he said, gentling his tone. It was almost tender. Longing.
His words set off a pang in her chest she didn�t understand. Was the sympathy she felt some sort of Stockholm syndrome? And did that even matter? No matter the reason behind it, she couldn�t deny that he stirred something within her. She massaged her right thumb into her suddenly aching left palm. �Because you need me,� she said, repeating his earlier declaration.
He gave a stiff nod and wouldn�t meet her gaze, clearly still uncomfortable with having shared that particular sentiment.
�And what about the others?� She waved her hand toward the door.
�They will cause you no harm.� He radiated such confidence, it clearly wasn�t a question in his mind.
But it was in hers. �How do I know that? How do you?�
He pressed his lips into a thin line, then lifted his chin and nailed her with an intense gaze. �Because I am their king.�
The space of the room sucked to a narrow pinpoint. �King? As in...�
�As in one of the seven remaining vampire kings in the world we both share.�
Her brain scrambled to keep up with the idea that he wasn�t just a vampire, but vampire royalty. Because being an immortal with supernatural powers wasn�t incredible enough. �There were more?�
�There have been seven for a long time. But, yes, once, there were more.� Solemnity flowed through the words.
Competing questions pulled her in multiple directions. �What happened to them?� she finally said.
�The creatures who attacked you last night are the ancient enemy that vampires and humans have in common. We call them Soul Eaters, because they drain the victims of their blood and steal their soul by drinking through the last beat of the heart. Many have been lost in the war with them. Now, your turn to share.�
Kaira�s heart thudded a hard, escalating rhythm against her breastbone. She could�ve lost her freaking soul? If Henrik hadn�t shown up when he did...
Out of nowhere, she recalled the look on his face the previous night when she�d accused him of attacking her, accused him of being no different than those others. Even then, she�d known the words weren�t true. Everything about his bite, his drinking, had felt different, pleasurable even, as strange as that made her feel to admit.
She hugged herself and rubbed her arms.
Did it really matter if she told him what was wrong with her? If they wanted her dead, they could�ve done it any moment before now. �Okay. I, uh, I have chronic myelogenous leukemia. CML. It�s why I have the fever, and at least some of the aches. It�s in the chronic stage right now, but if I don�t have the meds, the cancer will eventually accelerate.� She crossed her arms and met his gaze.
The pale blue of his eyes was absolutely blazing. He slowly sank into the chair at her bedside. For a moment, she would�ve sworn he was devastated by the news, but that made absolutely no sense. And then his expression went neutral, a careful, practiced blank. He nodded. �I see. And...your prognosis?�
She arched an eyebrow. �I won�t die today. You know, unless...� She pointed to him, and then to her own normal canine tooth.
Henrik barked out a laugh he covered with a big fist. He glanced up at her with the first amusement she�d seen light his eyes. The sound and the sight stirred a bit of affection in her chest. �You�re something else. And you don�t know how right you are.� He pushed out of the seat and crossed the room again. Hands on his hips, he stared at the door for a long moment.
Finally, he turned back to her.
�Did you know some believe the aurora to be a bridge to heaven? A portal between this world and the next?�
Kaira nodded. The mythology surrounding the northern lights had long fascinated her. It was ancient man�s way of explaining something that, for them, had no tangible explanation. �The Norse believed the lights to be the reflections of the Valkyries� shields as they escorted dead warriors to their final resting place at Valhalla.�
His expression was serious. Somber, even. And sad. �Strange that I keep finding things in common with you, Kaira.�
She smoothed her hands over her lap and debated whether to give voice to her suspicions, the ones she�d developed when they�d first met in the gallery. And that were even stronger now. She took a deep breath and figured she didn�t have much to lose. If he wanted truthfulness, she�d give it to him. �You mean, like, the fact that you�re sick, too?�
He blanched. �Why do you say that?�
�Takes one to know one, maybe? I�ve been around sick people for a lot of years.� She picked at a thread on the thin blanket and shrugged.
He returned to the foot of her bed, his gaze penetrating into the very heart of her. When he finally spoke, his voice was tight with urgent grief. �Unlike you, I have no name for it. And there are no medicines to keep it from getting worse. It shouldn�t even be possible, but that doesn�t make it any less real.�
She nodded, butterflies whipping up a whirlwind in her belly. Suspicion of another sort bloomed. �And you need me because...�
�Because yours is the first blood in years that has actually provided me any sustenance, and I think you can save my life.�

Chapter 7

Kaira�s lovely face paled. She swallowed, hard. �Is my blood why your eyes turned bright blue last night?�
�I believe so,� he said quietly, watching her every movement, her every reaction.
�And they�re pale again today because...?�
Henrik tilted his head, hating that he�d put this on her while she lay recovering in a hospital bed. He hadn�t intended to just come out and tell her, but learning she was sick... He was as struck by the similarity of their situations as he was panicked by the idea that he�d found his salvation only to learn that she might be taken away.
He couldn�t let that happen. At least, not until he knew more about what her blood might be able to do for him.
�Because it wasn�t enough. I�ve been afflicted with whatever this is for a very long time.� He sighed and pressed the call button on the rail of her bed.
Jakob pushed through the door almost immediately and bowed his head in a gesture of respect. �My lord?�
Henrik turned his gaze to Kaira, intrigued by the expression on her face as she observed Jakob. The male was handsome, he supposed. At least, he�d never had a problem finding a woman to bed. No doubt she found him more attractive, and how could he blame her? Still, a sharp wave of jealousy sloshed through his gut. He shoved it away. �Kaira, do you have the medicines you need wherever you were staying in Troms�?�
Her face fell, as if she were disappointed by this solution to her problem of getting the care she needed. She worried her tongue over a scab on her bottom lip. �Ja. I�m at the Nordic Hotel. Or, was, I guess.�
Henrik had to look away. Her sadness and resignation made it hard to breathe. And the wet sheen her pink tongue dragged over her lip made his jeans suddenly snug. �Jakob, go to Miss Sorensen�s hotel, pack her belongings and bring everything back here.�
Kaira sat up. �I have two cameras and lenses in the room safe. The code is 5-2-9-3. Please be careful with them.�
Jakob nodded. �Of course. Anything else?� His gaze was full of questions Henrik couldn�t yet answer.
�Nei, go while you still have the night. It�s going to be tight to get back in time.�
He smirked. �I�ll make it.�
The door hadn�t closed behind Jakob when Kaira spoke. �So, what? You want to drink my blood again?� She drew her knees up under the blanket.
At least her directness saved him the trouble of figuring out how to tell her what needed to happen here. �Ja.� He dragged a hand through his hair. Suddenly, an idea took shape in his mind. As much of a monster as this probably made him, he had to find out how feeding from her fully would impact his malady. But perhaps he could do something for her in return.
What if she fed from him, too?
His body snapped to attention, heartbeat pulsing in his fangs, cock hard and aching. He couldn�t remember the last time a woman had elicited these reactions. Blood lust and physical lust usually went hand in hand for a vampire, so he hadn�t craved the tight heat of a woman�s body in a very long time. Too long.
�That�s it? That�s all you have to say? Because, you know, I�m kinda using this blood over here.�
The angered heat behind her words did nothing to rein in his physical reactions. He swallowed hard, forcing down his hunger for her blood. And her body. �I know how this sounds, Kaira, and I am sorry. If there was another way...well, there isn�t. I�ve tried everything. I wouldn�t take more than you could afford to lose at one time. I don�t know if your blood will definitively cure me, but I do know without it...I�ve no chance at all.� He shook his head, still grappling with his thought of offering her his vein in return.
Usually, such a privilege was reserved for a vampire�s mate, especially given his rank and station. Not that he�d ever been successful at finding a blood match that might�ve led to his joining with a mate. For a single moment, he let himself imagine the immense satisfaction of Kaira�s lips at his throat, her tongue coaxing his blood into her mouth, her body clinging tightly to his.
His cock punched at the zipper to his jeans and his fangs stretched out against his bottom lip. And that reaction was another consideration. Could he feed her and not make it about sex? He wasn�t even sure it was possible.
Kaira gasped, her eyes trained on his mouth.
He almost turned away. But then he thought better of it. It would be good for her to see his true nature now and have the time to wrap her head around it.
At first, looming panic filled her expression. But then it shifted into what he would�ve sworn was abject fascination. Her respirations quickened, her heart rate thrummed, and the rich scent of her adrenaline filled the air�along with something else. Something hotter, sweeter, more feminine.
She was aroused. By the sight of his fangs.
He was merely a shadow of the male he�d once been. No delusions about what he looked like here. Was it really possible that someone as beautiful as Kaira could find him attractive?
�Kaira,� he said in a rasping warning. If she didn�t stop looking at him like that, he wouldn�t be responsible for his actions. She blinked and licked her lips. Which didn�t help his restraint one damn bit. He pushed onto his feet and braced his hands on each of the bedrails, a predator stalking her, boxing her in. �You need to understand how weak my restraint is, kj�re.� Dear. The term of endearment was out of his mouth before he�d thought to say it. He pulled away.
She cupped his cheek in her hand, and her touch was like an anchor. Holding him. Steadying him. �So, you need blood to survive?� Her thumb stroked across the skin under his eye. Warm. Soft. Captivating.
The question unleashed a rising tide of hope. Was she finding her way to being all right with this? And how long had it been since someone had touched him with such gentleness? Momentarily overwhelmed, all he could do was nod. While vampires were capable of ingesting rare meats and spirits, blood provided sustenance like nothing else. It was the one thing he couldn�t live without.
Kaira�s gaze dragged from his eyes to her own thumb moving over his flesh, and then she looked lower. She shifted her hand until she cupped his jaw. Her thumb caressed the corner of his lips once, twice.
Henrik�s heart tripped into a sprint. �Kaira.�
The next slide of her thumb brushed the surface of his fang.
He sucked in a breath and every muscle went rigid. His hands fisted on the bedrails, attempting to hold himself in place for whatever exploration she wished to conduct. She touched his elongated canine again, a purposeful drag of her skin against the most visible outward manifestation of what he was. The sensation lit up his entire central nervous system.
Adrenaline and arousal poured off her, and her heartbeat fluttered like a hummingbird�s wings. Her lips fell open. She swiped her thumb under the point of his fang.
He wasn�t sure who gasped louder.
She examined her thumb. A thin ribbon of red bloomed on the pad. Her eyes went wide.
The bedrails under his fists creaked and groaned. He couldn�t look away from her intrigued expression, from her breasts heaving under the thin gown, from the smear of her life�s blood turning the air so fragrant he could barely maintain rational thought. �If I...let go...I�m going to be...all over you,� he growled. �Get rid of it.�
She hesitated for only a moment, then pressed her thumb to her own lips.
* * *
What the hell are you doing, Kai? she thought as she sucked at the cut on her thumb. The cut made by his fang. You have no idea what you�re playing with here. He�s not like you.
She knew that was true, felt it down into her very marrow. Part of it was her own fascination with the man, the vampire, before her. And part of it felt like an unseen force, as if a part of her psyche was being drawn to him against her will.
Henrik�s big body loomed over her, his muscles so taut they popped under the tight shirt. The whole bed trembled under the strain of his restraint. Trained on her mouth, his eyes glowed and threw off sparks like a pair of spotlighted diamonds. His nostrils flared. He panted and shuddered.
The dark promise of his words hung in the space between them. I�m going to be all over you.
Kaira had never been more aroused in her life, hadn�t even known her body was capable of feeling this way, nearly vibrating with life and need and want.
His desire heated the entire room, beaded her nipples and dampened her panties. She�d never felt so wanted, not surprising since her illness did little to attract the opposite sex. But it was more than that. It wasn�t just that some man desired her, it was that this one did.
Immortal. Powerful. Royal.
And she possessed the ability to help him.
She pulled her thumb from her mouth.
The sound of cracking plastic exploded from under Henrik�s right hand.
And then he was on her. Though not the way she expected.
He grasped her face and planted his mouth on hers. His hands dug into her hair as his big body climbed over hers. He worshipped her with devouring kisses, his hands fisting and opening with each kiss and withdraw.
Sexual heat radiated off him and soaked into her depths. A soft growl rumbled in his chest and she longed to feel it against her own. Yet, he kept his weight off her, almost like he was afraid to fully yield to the chemistry pulling them together.
Kaira�s heart broke into a gallop, making her gasp for oxygen around his demanding, desperate kisses. His big hands tilted her head and tugged at her hair, and she let herself be guided. When he pushed his tongue into her mouth, dizziness swamped her. His incredible male spice was a thousand times more potent on her tongue. Hunger erupted deep inside her and she wrapped her arms around his neck.
He groaned and shook, his muscles nearing full-out tremors. What would it be like if he let loose that tremendous restraint? She wasn�t sure she wanted to know. Or that she could handle it if he did.
Her tongue brushed something hard and unyielding. His fang. She moaned into the kiss and he growled and surged forward, pressing her back into the pillows. His body overflowed the narrow bed and so completely encompassed hers that he was all she knew, all she smelled, all she tasted.
A warm tingling heat gathered low in her belly and her hips tilted and rocked of their own accord. Her body yearned for friction, for contact, for penetration. The fact that her experience was so limited made these desires new and scary, but no less intense. She whined and whimpered and tugged at his broad shoulders.
With one strong arm, he shifted their bodies. Kaira didn�t really notice until the next thrust of her hips brought the aching place between her legs up against something warm and hard. She unleashed a strangled scream into the kiss and thrust again. Squeezing her thighs, she realized he�d slid his leg between hers. She rubbed herself against his thigh, alternating between holding her breath and gasping for air as she chased the maddening pressure growing within her core.
For just a second, her bottom lip pinched and stung. Until Henrik unleashed an animalistic grunt and suction pulled at the small wound made by the Soul Eater.
She was bleeding. And he was drinking it down.
Fear and arousal shot through her veins in equally shocking amounts, followed by the dragging heat of lust.
But now that she�d acknowledged her fear, it escalated, tearing her in two between what her body wanted and what her head thought was right...was safe.
His lips tugged hers and she caught a flash of brilliant light from his eyes.
And then blinding white light was all she saw. The orgasm ripped through her in a wave of breath-stealing contractions. She wrenched her head against the pillows, every muscle in her body taut.
On the way back down, her fear went volcanic. What did I just do?
Kaira beat on his chest and shoved at his shoulders and pushed with her feet. �Nei! Stoppe!� she cried. �Nei!�
On a growl, Henrik lurched away until he was on his knees above her. His chest heaved. His fangs protruded. And his lips were coated in the dark red of her spilled blood.
Hunger rolled off him in waves of potent energy.
He was nowhere near sated.

Chapter 8

The taste of copper spilled onto her tongue as three men exploded into the room. They grabbed Henrik�s arms and dragged him backward off the bed.
Henrik unleashed a feral growl. He flailed and fought. The men struggled to contain him and in a coordinated move, slammed him to the floor.
Kaira gasped and scrabbled off the bed. �Stoppe! You�re hurting him! Stoppe!� Granted, she�d freaked out and wanted him off her, but that didn�t mean she wanted him roughed up like this. Wasn�t he their king? How could they treat him this way? They ignored her pleading as Henrik continued to struggle. She grabbed at the closest vampire�s arm. �Please. He didn�t do any��
His elbow busted her in the cheek.
For a second, all she saw were silvery white stars. She groaned and clutched her face, stumbling back from the melee. Warmth spilled against her palm. Damnit. So stupid. She never should�ve approached them like that.
Henrik�s roar reverberated off the walls.
Kaira looked up to find bodies strewn around the king as he rose to his feet. His breathing was a freight train, a growl rumbling out on each exhale. Fangs extended and flashing eyes narrowed, he took one step toward her, then another.
Jakob burst through the door. �Hva faen?� What the fuck? �Henrik, nei!� He lunged for his brother.
Not again. �Jakob, stoppe!� She held up the hand not busy covering the new cut she now wore on her cheek. �Leave him alone. They jumped him. He didn�t do anything. Just...give him a minute.�
Jakob reared back, hands in the air, just as Henrik whirled on him and gnashed his teeth.
The king�s eyes flashed back to hers and zeroed in on the hand pressed to her cheekbone, the one hopefully offering enough pressure to staunch the bleeding. Kaira�s heart pounded but her gut told her he would keep his word. He wouldn�t hurt her.
Though she�d never seen him like this before. Eyebrows an angry downward slash, fangs so big they were almost animal-like, hair wildly disheveled, shoulders bunched and arms at the ready. He shook his head and mumbled unintelligibly like he was arguing with himself.
The other men slowly climbed to their feet.
Kaira�s eyes made a sweep around the room. She thought back to the blood on her thumb, how he�d barely been able to resist it. Her blood flowed openly now, yet none of the others seemed to share his struggle. Was this part of whatever was wrong with him? She didn�t know, but she did know if she didn�t help calm him, the other four vampires were going jump him again. Their bracing muscles, readied stances and silent communications made that perfectly clear.
Before fear got the better of her, she pushed off the wall and stepped toward him. �Henrik?�
His gaze flashed to her and tracked her progress. A rumble rolled through his chest.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement. Keeping her voice light, she said, �If one of you makes a move for him, I will kill you.� Not that she could. She knew it. They knew it. But she was satisfied to see they�d listened. Henrik spun at them and growled. �Hey, now, Henrik. Look at me. It�s okay.�
As if in slow motion, he obeyed. She took another step. �Don�t,� he growled.
�It�s okay. Come back to me now, you hear?� She forced the knot of fear down her throat with a hard swallow. If she could just get to him, she believed she could get through to him, too. But as she took another step, his muscles jerked and his hands fisted, all around offering a pretty good impression of a trapped, cornered animal.
�Kaira, don�t,� Jakob said in a low voice.
She waved him off. Why was she doing this? Why was she taking this chance with her life? In truth, she didn�t know the answer, she simply felt she had to, that it was what she was supposed to do...because she was the only one who could. Suddenly, she knew that was the truth. He�d even said as much�without her, he had no chance at survival.
Determined, she grappled for something to say that might connect to the real him, the him she�d talked to earlier. A thought came to mind. �Hey, did you know that many people believe you shouldn�t wave or sing or whistle at the northern lights?� Something flickered behind his eyes. �It�s supposed to attract spirits to come down from the sky and take you away.� She took another step. One more and she�d be able to reach out and touch him. �They say you can fend off the spirits by clapping your hands.�
A single tight nod. She would�ve sworn it.
Holding her breath, her final step closed the distance between them and she curled her free hand around his rocklike fist. The men behind him tensed, but she threw a glance to Jakob, begging him to stay back.
�Hey.� She smiled. �It�s Kaira.�
�Hurt you,� he said, glaring at the hand still pressed to her face.
That�s what he was so wound up about? Her getting hit? Her heart swelled in her chest. �Just a bump. It was my fault. I guess you shouldn�t come up behind a group of fighting vampires. Lesson learned.� She stroked her thumb over his knuckles.
His hand flinched, then slowly relaxed. He slipped his fingers between hers and gripped almost painfully hard. Like he was scared to let her go. Surely her chest couldn�t contain a heart as big as hers felt just then.
�Come sit with me,� she said, tugging him toward the bed. �Let�s just relax for a minute.�
He sat heavily, all the fight just draining into the floor beneath him. Kaira took a step around him to sit, but he tugged her until she stood between his knees.
His forehead slumped against her breastbone and his shoulders sagged. He released a long, shuddering breath.
Tears pricked the backs of Kaira�s eyes. Defeat rolled off him. If this whole episode really was part of whatever ailed him, she could totally relate�how many times had she felt so sick that she gave into a moment of despair. Though she worked hard to remain positive, sometimes the unfairness of it was more than a person could bear. Maybe it was like that for him, too. She stroked her free hand over his hair. Oh, so soft! She wouldn�t have guessed it, but it was like dragging her fingers through thick strands of pure silk.
Minutes passed before his breathing returned to normal. Occasionally, his big body trembled against hers.
She glanced up...to find four huge vampires absolutely gawking at her.
* * *
Red-hot shame and a profound sadness rooted Henrik in place, head against Kaira�s breast. The beat of her heart in his ear was the sweetest music. He concentrated on the sound, because he wouldn�t be hearing it for much longer.
Without question, her blood attracted him, satisfied him, and was almost indisputably what he�d been needing all these long years. Even now, her sweet crimson coated the inside of his mouth and fueled his body with a small dose of vitality he hadn�t felt in so long.
But he was a complete and utter train wreck.
How could he possibly saddle her with a male so despicably weak�assuming she would ever want him? He couldn�t. Not when he didn�t know for sure that her blood would cure him, if the cure would be temporary or lasting, or if it would take days or decades to return him to the male he�d once been�a male deserving of a creature like her.
Christ, when he thought back to what she�d done. Fought for him against his warriors, put herself in harm�s way, single-handedly pulled him back from the brink... After all the ways he�d wronged her, why had she done any of it? And just to sink the dagger a little further into the heart of him, she�d gotten hurt for her efforts.
His fingers landed on the outsides of her thighs, clutching her just a little tighter. He breathed deeply, taking some of her incredible sweet scent into his lungs and, hopefully, his memory, too.
Before he lost the will, he gently pushed her back and rose from the bed. He cupped her uninjured cheek in his hand and kissed her forehead, his mouth filling with saliva at the luscious scent of her blood. �You are free to go,� he rasped. �Upon the nightfall, Jakob will return you to your hotel.� He made for the door.
�What? Henrik, I thought��
The closing door cut off the rest of her words. A thousand pins and needles erupted against the palm of his right hand. He fisted it, refusing to linger on what that sensation might mean.
That, if he took her, they might blood match.
That, if they matched, she might become his mate.
That, if she were his mate, he might actually be able to live again.
But why in the name of all that was right and holy would she want him? And how could he possibly ask her to?
He wasn�t sure where he was going. He just needed motion, the distraction of putting one foot in front of the other. After a while, he ended up in his office on the opposite end of the compound from the infirmary.
Sitting heavily in the big leather chair behind his desk, his gaze fell on a folder lying dead center. Hadn�t been there before. Idly, he flipped it open.
SUBJECT: Kaira Sorensen
LAST KNOWN ADDRESS: R�s�gade 7, 3. Floor, Copenhagen, Denmark
�Faen i helvete,� he muttered. Bloody hell. The dossier he�d asked for.
Even though he knew he shouldn�t�he really fucking shouldn�t�read another word, his eyes refused to heed his brain and continued to skim over the page.
He flew forward in his seat. �Nei. This can�t be.� He slammed his fist against the surface.
Jakob leaned in the open doorway and rapped twice against the jamb. �Problem?�
Henrik chuffed out a humorless laugh. �Yeah. I apparently pissed off the wrong person in a former life.� He tossed the file to the corner of the desk. Jakob could read it for himself. Or not. He was beyond caring.
Eyeing him warily, his brother retrieved and opened the folder. �Son of a�Her father was a member of The Electorate Council? Jesus, Henrik, that probably means she would�ve��
�I know.� He held up a hand. He didn�t need the male to finish the sentence, to tell him that, had her father lived, Kaira very likely would�ve been trained among the ranks of the Proffered, as so many of the daughters of The Electorate were.
The Council was comprised of influential human allies who assisted in the prosecution of their war against the Soul Eaters. In exchange for the humans� silence on the vampires� existence, their assistance in conducting the war when necessary, and their providing of the Proffered, the vampires gave them protection and blood, which cured many diseases and extended their lives.
Henrik�s debate about offering Kaira his blood roared back to life in his mind. Could his blood cure her leukemia?
�Does she know this?� Jakob asked.
He blinked away his thoughts. �What? Oh. I think not. She was genuine in her surprise about our existence.� Only eight when her parents had died in a car accident, no doubt she hadn�t yet been made privy to that part of her father�s business. And apparently neither had the mother�s sister who raised her.
�Brother, this changes things.� Jakob tossed the folder to the desk.
Weary and heartsick, Henrik reclined into the chair and propped his feet on the corner of the desk. His boots thumped against the wood. He crossed his ankles and got comfortable. �It changes nothing. Pour the akevitt, will you?�
Jakob crossed the room to the small bar in the corner. Norwegians reputed the grain alcohol to be the �water of life.� If only.
�Bring the bottle,� Henrik said.
His brother settled the bottle and two shot glasses in front of him. The warm scent of the spiced spirit reached his nose as the golden liquor filled the little glass. They clinked and tossed the alcohol back. Heat ripped down his throat and pooled in his gut.
But it still was not enough.
He placed the glass next to the bottle and didn�t have to tell Jakob what he wanted. He poured and they drank again.
�What happened in there?� Jakob asked, falling into the seat in front of his desk.
�Just lost control.� Henrik topped off another shot glass.
�Bullshit. That was the most controlled I have ever seen you in the middle of one of your rages. Hands down.�
The king shrugged and downed the akevitt. Heat snaked outward from his belly. Perfect.
�You like her.�
He threw the glare before he�d thought better of it. He�d all but agreed.
�She obviously likes you, too.�
�Nei, she pities me.� He spun the glass in his hand.
�That�s not what I saw. Not even a little. She stood up to four warriors for you.�
Henrik�s mind resurrected the image of Kaira approaching him as he fought with everything he had to maintain a shred of his rational self. Holding her bloodied cheek, the neck of the johnny askew over the ruins of her lovely gown, wayward strands of blond hanging down from the remains of the stylish twist she�d worn the night before. Beautiful. Brave. Fierce. He�d been bone-crushingly terrified for her. �She has leukemia, Jakob. She needs her medicines, her doctors, her whole life around her.� He gestured with his hands, spilling a drop of liquor on his shirt.
Jakob flew out of the chair and loomed over the desk, hands braced against the hardwood surface. �Jesus, if that�s the case, you could heal her and you could both get what you need.�
He poured another drink. �There are no guarantees, brother. You know that. None at all. Except that enough of this fine spirit will cure what ails you, even if only for a few hours.� He raised the glass in salute and threw it back.
�This solves nothing.� His brother grabbed the bottle and marched it back over to the bar.
The office phone rang before Henrik had time to protest. He stared at it a minute and decided whatever it was could wait. As it continued to ring, he clomped his boots to the floor and shoved out of the chair, throwing a glare at Jakob for good measure.
At the bar, he set out a row of shot glasses and filled each of them to the top, not worrying about the liquor spilling into the spaces between. The phone stopped ringing. He braced his hands against the edge of the marble surface and heaved a breath. �When you are king, you can decide what does and doesn�t work. Until that time�� He tossed back the first of the shots. ��I will make that call.� He slammed it down and reached for the next. The telephone unleashed its screech again�at least that�s what it sounded like in his head. �Dra til helvete,� he muttered. Go to hell.
Jakob rounded the corner of his desk.
�Don�t answer it,� Henrik mumbled.
He ignored him. �What?� Jakob answered. Henrik rolled his eyes. A lotta good being king did him. �What? Put him through.� His brother held out the hand piece. �Kael MacQuillan for you.�
Henrik crossed the room, a strange foreboding crawling into his belly. Or maybe that was just the akevitt. First light marked the end of a vampire�s day, which made it an odd time for his royal counterpart in Northern Ireland to call. Unless somewhere in their world the shit was hitting the fan.
He pressed the receiver to his ear. �Kael, it�s Henrik. How are you, brother?� he said in English.
�I�m well. Sorry to disturb you at this hour.�
�I am always available to you. Are you well? Shayla? Everything okay at Dunluce?� Kael had mated with one of the Proffered three years before.
�Aye. Thank you. My family is well. It�s not my news I�ve called to share.� Anticipation hardened into a rock in his gut. �Yingjie Fēi is dead, along with half his inner circle of warriors.�
Henrik sank into his chair. The Warrior King of the Eastern Vampires dead? �How?�
�Soul Eaters,� Kael spat.
Henrik nodded. He read the intelligence reports religiously. The war had been escalating all over Eurasia for the past two years. �Jesus. He wasn�t prepared for succession, either.�
�No. China�s a mess. Which is why I�m spreading the word on their behalf.�
�I appreciate the call, Kael. I just wish it brought better news.�
�Me, too, old friend. Me, too.�
They said their goodbyes and Henrik returned the receiver to its cradle. He cut his gaze to Jakob. �Fēi�s dead.� He scrubbed his hands over his face. �Sonofabitch.�
His brother braced his hands on the edge of the desk, his head hanging. And among his grief for their fallen brethren, Henrik knew without question what else Jakob was thinking, what else weighed so heavily on his shoulders.
Now there were six. Just six vampire kings and warrior forces to fight a worldwide battle against a reckless enemy in an ancient and escalating war. Who knew how long it would take China to reestablish order and authority?
Six.
And, if Henrik died�which was a total certainty except for the when�there would be five.
Five.
An absolutely impossible situation�for the vampires and the humans, too.
Anger and regret flooded through him. He knew what he had to do, and he wouldn�t make Jakob be the one to say it. �Gather the warriors in the council room. They need to be briefed. I�ll meet you there.� He made for the door and battened down all his emotional hatches. This had to be done. It was bigger than either of them, now. �I need to inform Miss Sorensen there�s been a change in plans.�

Chapter 9

Kaira sat in the chair, chin resting on her knees, and stared at the huge iron bed that dominated the center of the chamber to which Henrik had earlier moved her.
Right after he�d finished informing her she wasn�t free to go after all.
That he would be feeding from her, and that, for a vampire, feeding usually entailed sex. So Jakob would remain in the room with them to keep it just about the blood. Unless she desired the sex, too.
Oh, if she wanted, she could drink from his vein in return. It could possibly cure her leukemia.
He�d been precisely that dry and mechanical about it, barely evincing an emotion on his face or looking her in the eye.
Afterward she�d had the chance to shower and change, though she�d put on an old, familiar outfit from the bag Jakob had retrieved from her hotel, not the white silk robe that had been laid out on the bed.
Hours later, there she sat, butterflies keeping her stomach in a constant state of flip-flop and anticipation of his return unleashing alternating waves of fear and desire. At least her fever and aches had abated.
She shook her head. He was going to feed from her. His mouth against her skin, his hard chest against her breasts, his hands holding her tight. Twice before, he�d drunk from her. Both times, she�d become aroused. And the memory of the incredible orgasm she�d had�just from kissing and touching, no less�made her core clench and tingle.
Overwhelmed didn�t begin to cover it. If it was just his feeding or just curing her leukemia or just losing her virginity that was up for discussion here, she might be able to deal. Okay, that probably wasn�t true either. Any of those, on their own, would still be a lot to consider. All together? She dropped her forehead against her knees.
How in the world did she find herself in this situation?
Sadness pricked at her eyes. Looked like she wasn�t going to be allowed to have that dream of being a professional photographer fulfilled after all.
A flash flood of anger flowed in behind the sadness. And confusion, too. Because while she was pissed at how unfair it was to have her life stolen out from underneath her, a part of her she didn�t understand felt like she was right where she was supposed to be. How crazy was that?
Across the room, a door clicked open. Kaira lifted her head as Henrik entered wearing a floor-length black robe, the trim and sleeves edged in a bold silver knotted pattern. He wore the hood drawn over his head, casting his face in shadow and preventing Kaira from seeing his expression or his eyes. Didn�t keep her heart from leaping into her throat, though. Bare feet emerged from under the bottom of the robe as he crossed toward her, making her wonder if the rest of him was equally bare.
Oh, what did she care? She was mad at him, mad at this entire situation. She had no interest in knowing more about his big, broad, powerful body.
Also wearing some sort of a ceremonial robe, Jakob secured the door behind them, then stayed where he was.
Kaira remained in a ball in the chair.
Henrik moved to stand in front of her, finally allowing her to see his eyes under the top of the robe.
Despite herself, she gasped and pushed to her feet. �Your eyes changed again.� Slowly, she reached up and pushed the hood off his hair. A soft blue, they weren�t as bright as after the first time he�d fed from her. The thought that she was responsible for restoring the color to his eyes... It was as heady as it was scary. What else would change for him if he fed from her in earnest?
A ticklish sensation skittered over her left palm and she scratched her short nails across the skin to make it go away. His gaze dropped to the movement, and the sensation got worse. What was wrong with her hand? It had been doing this on and off for hours now. She forced her fists to her sides.
Henrik grabbed her hands in his and slowly sank to his knees. �I know you don�t want this, and I don�t blame you. And I know there�s no way for me to make this right by you. Something about your blood cures whatever deficiency flows through mine. Still, I was prepared to let you go��
�Then what changed?� Her tone was harsher than she intended, especially since his words were so soft and repentant. And she thought herself confused before. Oh, what was right in this situation?
His eyes flashed, a hint of that brilliant anger she�d seen in the hospital room earlier. Then he schooled his expression. �I received word that one of the other vampire kings was killed last night.�
The news made her throat go tight, like the loss was her own. So, now, only six vampires like him remained? �I�m very sorry,� she managed.
�If I die��
�I get it,� she said quietly. And she did. She hated feeling like she was a tiny cog in some larger machine, but she wasn�t so selfish she didn�t understand that the stakes were bigger than her. Without these vampires, the other kind�the ones that attracted darkness and smelled of decay and attacked unsuspecting women on the street�would overrun society.
For a long moment, she let her brain play with this information, and it wasn�t long before a sort of peace settled over her. Saving him meant something and it was something no one else could do, apparently.
�Okay. So, what do we do? Should I��
�Just have a seat, kj�re.� He gestured to the chair she�d been sitting in all day.
Oh, the endearment in that low, sexy voice. Did he really hold her dear to him? Taking a deep breath, she did as he asked, her heart already sprinting before her bottom hit the cushion.
�If you�ll pull up your sleeve,� he said, his deep voice rasping with hunger. �I will drink from your wrist. That will help make this...less intimate.�
Those last three syllables rolled off his tongue with such exquisite promise, her whole body flashed hot. She yanked up both sleeves of her T-shirt and nodded, worried that her voice would express the arousal ramping up deep inside.
�Jakob?� the king said.
His brother crossed the room.
�Jakob is here to ensure I don�t lose control as you saw before, and to make sure I stop before the blood loss becomes harmful to you. He will need to monitor your heart rate. Would you be okay with him holding your other wrist?�
�Sure,� she whispered, her gaze flickering to the other vampire. He crouched beside her, his expression serious, a little on edge, even. His big hand wrapped its warmth around her right wrist, two of his fingers pressing firmly against the thrumming pulse there.
Looking into her eyes, Henrik whispered, �Just relax.� His voice was almost mesmerizing, and a calming ease blanketed her body. The tension drained from her shoulders and her heartbeat decelerated.
He cradled her hand and forearm in his big hands and gently pulled her arm toward him as he knelt closer to her thigh.
Henrik�s hands were warm, yet cooler than Jakob�s, and big, though thinner than his brother�s, too. The comparison came out of nowhere and made her acutely aware that two men�two male vampires�had their hands on her bare skin.
He struck, his fangs sinking deep into her radial artery, opening it up, and letting her blood flow.
It was just as before�a flash of pain erased by the first caressing sucks of his mouth against her flesh. Kaira flinched and inhaled a sharp breath. Her eyes flew toward Jakob, who was studying her with unabashed interest. The heat of a blush bloomed over her cheeks. His nostrils flared. Her heart kicked up in her chest again. The air in the room heated by ten degrees, at least. His brow furrowed and he looked away, staring at her upturned wrist like he suddenly found it fascinating.
Henrik held her arm tighter and fed from her more urgently, his mouth pressing harder against her skin, his sucking draws coming faster. Appreciative grunts and half whimpers spilled from him, giving voice to his pleasure and satisfaction in her blood. He leaned some of his weight against her thigh, and the heat rolling off him threatened to sear her.
She unleashed a shuddering breath, and he moaned.
Breathe, breathe, just breathe, she chanted to herself. Because it was getting harder to do so.
Once again, her body was responding to his feeding�to his mouth, his tongue, his hands. His need was so great it nearly coalesced into a physical presence in the room. And, God, she was so hot and wet for him she could barely sit still.
Kaira wanted Henrik. His big body climbing up hers, his weight holding her down, him claiming her in every way he could.
The high-pitched whimper escaped her unbidden.
Henrik�s drinking eased up.
She went to stroke his hair, to encourage and reassure him, and forgot Jakob held her other wrist.
His gaze cut to hers.
She tried tugging her hand out of his grasp.
Cocking an eyebrow, he released her. Her hand fell on the silkiness of Henrik�s hair just as Jakob knelt closer and pressed his fingers against the pulse in her throat. The heat of his big hand covered her skin from her throat to just above her breast.
Henrik growled and twisted without breaking contact to track the movement, his eyes slits of brilliant pale light.
�Shh,� she managed, petting his hair. His gaze shifted to her for a long moment and, apparently satisfied with what he saw, he returned all his attention to what was happening where his mouth met her arm.
Her arousal spiked. Everywhere she looked she saw big, muscled male bodies. Each inhalation of breath drew their tantalizing scents into her lungs. And the longer she stroked Henrik�s hair, the more passionately he threw himself into the feeding.
Each suck tugged at her nipples and pulled at her clit. She forced herself to sit still, to resist the growing need to clench her thighs or shift her hips or throw her head back on a long cry. Hand trembling now, she splayed her fingers through the side of his white hair once, twice, then tucked it behind his ear.
Which gave her a ready view of his red lips clamped to her wrist.
Her mouth fell open and she licked her tongue over her bottom lip. She was completely losing control of her body, her needs, her wants. Embarrassment heating her face, she chanced a glance at Jakob.
His expression absolutely dripped with arousal�mouth opened, flashing eyes hooded, fangs stretched low.
For just an instant, she imagined leaning in and kissing him. The idea of kissing one vampire while the other fed from her, both of them holding her down, liquefied her insides and destroyed her effort to sit still. She squeezed her thighs together, offering the tiniest, tormenting relief to her immense need for friction.
She met Jakob�s eyes. And knew it wouldn�t be right.
Beautiful as he was, he wasn�t the one her lips yearned to taste.
Henrik was. He might not have possessed his brother�s physical perfection, but she wanted him. Simple as that. Impossible though it seemed, some sort of bond had formed between them in the short time since they�d met. Maybe it was the understanding their shared illnesses created. Or the fact that the aurora had captured both of their fascinations. Or that he�d saved her life, and now she was saving his. Tingling erupted on her left hand again and she jerked. He drank deeper, held tighter, and wrapped himself around her calf and thigh more completely.
Something hard and long pressed urgently into her shin.
At the proof and feel and size of his desire for her, she couldn�t hold back from moaning his name. �Henrik.�
�Jesus,� Jakob groaned.
Henrik growled, and the vibration rocked through her arm and against her leg.
Hot pressure grew within her core. Without meaning to, her hand fisted hard in his hair. He rocked his hips, a sinuous writhing that painted pictures in her mind�s eye of what he would look like moving over her, in her.
She was going to come. She was going to come so hard. And she wanted him in her when she did.
�Henrik,� she whimpered. Words hung for a long moment on the tip of her tongue. And then she shoved the fear and uncertainty and debate away and gave them voice. �I want you.�

Chapter 10

It was only because he was so acutely aware of Kaira that he heard her speak over the roar of the white noise driving him to feed.
And then the words sank in. I want you.
The answering growl that rolled out of his chest was pure sexual instinct. And he was so fucking ready. From the moment his fangs had penetrated her flesh, he�d been all sexed up.
But his physical hunger waged war against his sexual hunger. He couldn�t stop drinking. He couldn�t make himself pull away. The taste was too sweet, the relief too great, the fundamental satisfaction of nourishment too overwhelming. He told himself each swallow would be the last, but then he sucked again, and again.
Panic skittered down his spine. He was going to kill her. He was going to bleed her dry.
After a decade of virtual starvation, his body was trapped in the stranglehold of survival mode. He unleashed a desperate whimper stifled by a thick swallow of blood.
�Tell him again,� Jakob rasped. �Again, Kaira.�
�I want you, Henrik,� she whispered, a note of fear entwining with the arousal roughening her voice. Her fingers carded through his hair, her nails scratching his scalp. �I want you.�
It was more than he�d hoped. Not just her acquiescence, but her desire. Not just her willingness, but her eagerness. Warm pressure filled his chest.
But he still couldn�t stop.
Even now her blood was rebuilding and reawakening him. More, more, more was the constant mantra filling his head.
�It�s like before, Kaira,� Jakob said, panic lancing into his voice. �You have to convince him. You have to bring him back to you. Tell him.�
Under his touch, she was shaking now. And the intense scent of adrenaline joined the sweet smell of her arousal.
�Okay, okay.� She slid her hand under his hair, massaged his neck, and leaned in as close as their position would allow. �You can have more. I�m not going anywhere. But right now, I need you. I want you, Henrik, so you have to stop.�
His breathing and heart rate picked up their pace at the promise of her words.
�Show him,� Jakob urged.
She rained kisses down everywhere she could reach. His head, his temple, his shoulder. He clutched harder to her, the need for sex beginning to outweigh his need for blood. Grasping the hand pressing down on her forearm, she said, �Let me.� Tentatively, he gave in and allowed her to pull his right hand. He twisted just in time to see her kiss the backs of his fingers, the Magnusson crest ring.
�Use your teeth,� his brother said.
Henrik growled, a warning to Jakob, an encouragement to Kaira.
She heeded them both, sucking his middle finger into the wet heat of her mouth and lightly scraping her teeth against his flesh as she withdrew.
�Harder,� Jakob said, his voice heavy with arousal. Henrik was going to kill him, he was going to fucking�
Kaira sucked his pointer and middle fingers in to the second knuckle. And then she sank the sharp edge of her teeth into his skin. She bit and nibbled at the fleshy pads of his fingers until Henrik was shaking and moaning and sweating.
Just stop. Just pull away. Just st�
�Jesus Christ, Henrik, this woman is fucking phenomenal. Either you take her or I will.�
Henrik�s eyesight went red with rage. He extracted his teeth, licked her wound closed in a single swipe, and launched himself at his brother, taking them both to the ground in a tangle halfway across the room. Kaira shrieked as they rolled and fought to pin one another. Jakob was saying something Henrik couldn�t hear over the angry static his brother�s words had unleashed.
For just a moment, he pictured it. Jakob removing her clothes, laying her beneath him, opening her legs...
A lightning bolt of power surged through him and he slammed Jakob to the floor and wrapped both hands around the younger vampire�s throat.
Jakob looked up at him...and smiled. �Dum faen. Just...needed a way...to motivate you...to stop,� he said around sucking gasps for breath.
Henrik released him and shoved to his knees, breathing hard and glaring at the smug-ass expression his brother wore. Then the vampire�s face shifted, something more like awe settling onto his features as his eyes scanned over Henrik�s face.
�Welcome back, brother,� Jakob said.
The king got to his feet and hoisted the other male up with him. Even though his rational mind knew his words had been a ruse, the primal part of his brain had its hackles raised. �Thanks. Now get the fuck out.�
Jakob grinned, looking happier than he�d seen him in a long time. �You sure?�
�Out.�
He held up his hands. �All right. All right.�
They turned to find Kaira standing not far behind them, eyes wide and hands pressed over her mouth. �I thought he was going to kill you,� she said, dropping her hands and glaring at Jakob. �That was stupid.�
Henrik barked out a laugh. Laughter. Something else she brought out in him.
His brother scoffed. �Just some good-natured rough and tumble.� He threw a wink over his shoulder, then paused next to Kaira. Pressing his hands together like he was praying, he bowed his head and whispered, �Thank you.� And then he left.
The closing of the door behind him left a ringing silence. That suddenly flashed hot.
His eyes meet Kaira�s for a long moment, their whole lives hanging on a knife�s edge.
He wasn�t sure who moved first. Next thing he knew, they were all over each other. Devouring each other�s mouths. Clutching skin. Tugging clothing. She was warm and writhing and rubbing herself against him. She sucked on his tongue like she was ravenous, and the thought that she was enjoying the taste of her own blood in his mouth made him harder than he�d ever been in his life. He tugged her T-shirt over her head, only breaking their kiss long enough to let the cotton pass. The robe was like sand paper against his suddenly alive skin, so he shrugged it off, one arm at a time, until it fell free of his body.
The bare skin of his chest pressed against the bare skin of hers. Except for the satin of her bra. He made quick work of solving that problem and it joined their other discarded clothing at their feet.
She gasped, her hands splaying over his pecs. �This is gorgeous,� she whispered admiring the gold-and-black-inked heraldic lion wearing a crown and carrying a silver axe, the royal symbol of his lineage that dated back to the time of his medieval father, Eric Magnusson. Her gaze dragged over his face and she smiled. �Oh, Henrik.� Wonder reshaped her expression as she cupped his jaw in her hands. �I think it�s working.�
He wasn�t sure what she saw, so he just nodded, too choked up at the raw happiness rolling off her to chance his voice. And he knew it was true. Energy and power and vitality vibrated through him.
For the first time in years, he wasn�t hungry. Not for blood.
�Kaira, I don�t know if I can be slow about this, not this time,� he said, hope that there would be a next time burning bright within him.
Her cheeks went pink.
He pulled one of her hands to his lips and kissed her knuckles. �What is it, kj�re?�
Gaze skittering away from his, she said, �I don�t know what I�m doing here.�
His stomach dropped and he took a step back. �If you�ve changed your mind��
�No.� She shook her head. �It�s not that.� She closed the distance between them, her forefinger tracing the lion�s paws. �I�m, uh, I�ve never done this before.� She lifted one shoulder in a small shrug.
Her words hit home. Victorious heat flooded through his veins. ��This� meaning...?� When she didn�t answer, he tilted her chin up with his fingers.
�Sex.� Pulling away from his gentle hold, she nipped at his fingers, then dropped her gaze to the length of his rigid cock standing out straight between them. The sounds of her shallow breaths and racing heart were like a siren call, beckoning him to her. But he�d give her the time she needed to get used to the sight of him. �Can I touch��
�Ja, always.� He guided her hand to curl around his hard-on. God, but her touch was the sweetest torture. For a few slow strokes, they worked his cock together, his big hand covering her smaller one. �Kaira,� he rasped.
�It feels nice.�
He chuckled and nodded. �Ja.�
In her giggles, she squeezed him tighter. The pleasure groaned out of him.
�That�s good?� A quick study, her next strokes were tighter, harder.
He�d never last. And dammit he wanted to be inside her�her body, her heart, her life.
�Too good,� he rasped, pulling out of her grasp. Henrik scooped her up by her bottom so that she straddled the front of his hips. Holding her luscious ass, he carried her to the bed and sprawled her in the center of it. What a beautiful picture she made, flush, tousled, aroused. He unzipped her jeans and tugged them off, removing her little pink panties with them.
Instinctively, her knees closed together and her arms crossed over her breasts.
�Ssh, kj�re, open for me.� His fingers traced random designs on her knees until they fell apart, revealing to him the perfect pink folds of her pussy. Already swollen and wet. Urgent arousal kicked him in the back and had him climbing up with her, situating his widespread knees under her thighs. He splayed his hand over her lower abdomen and circled his thumb over her clit.
The moan that tore out of her reverberated directly to his cock.
She was wet and ready, her hips pressing into his touch.
He settled on top of her, bracing himself with one hand and holding his shaft at her opening with the other. �I won�t be able to resist biting you, but my control is already stronger than it was.�
Her hands curled around his neck. �You promised you�d never hurt me, and you�ve kept your word. I trust you. Besides, I like the biting.� She said that last part in a lower, throatier voice that had him pushing into her wet heat.
Go slow, be gentle, take it easy, he commanded himself. She was a virgin, not twenty-four hours ago wracked with fever, and so much smaller than him. He didn�t want to tear her up. But the deeper he pushed in, the greater the struggle became.
She was so fucking tight he could barely form a coherent thought.
�I�ll make it better,� he managed, and then he thrust home. The maddening ache shifted from his cock to his fangs. They punched out as the instinctual urge to penetrate this way, too, had him roaring his pleasure before wrapping himself around her and piercing her throat.
Kaira�s pained whine morphed into a surprised and approving moan as Henrik sucked long, thick draws of her blood down his throat. The sound of her pleasure destroyed the last of his restraint.
His hips flew, driving his cock into her slick channel over and over. She clutched and scratched and fisted at his back, her muscles writhing and alive with arousal. What he wouldn�t have given to slow down, explore, savor. But he couldn�t. Not when he hadn�t felt the intense rush of male satisfaction in so long. Too long.
Just another thing Kaira Sorensen had done for him. The list was long, and he�d only known her for twenty-four hours. Now, he didn�t know how he�d go on without her.
Heat and energy pooled low in his belly. He drank her down in slow sucks, and her blood tasted familiar and right, like coming home after a long time away.
Unquestionably, Kaira Sorensen was his match in every way that mattered. But would she be his blood match? He swore the mystical connection had been taunting and teasing him since the first moment he saw her, but maybe that was just desperately wishful thinking.
The thought that they could match alone gave him a giant shove toward his orgasm. But her first. He gentled his thrusts enough to concentrate on making sure his pelvic bone rolled over her clit. She moaned and matched his rhythm, her hips tilting and grinding. Her nails dug into his shoulders, and the sensation was so similar to a bite that Henrik unleashed a strangled groan against her throat.
He wanted her to bite him. He wanted her teeth in his flesh, her lips at his throat, for her to be absolutely ravenous for the taste of him. Another train of thought that threatened to devastate his control.
�Henrik,� Kaira rasped. �I...I...�
He clutched her left hand in his right and pressed it hard into the mattress, lifting his abdomen just enough to change the angle.
A high-pitched moan ripped out of her, and her whole body went momentarily rigid. And then the orgasm slammed into her, squeezing his cock, sending her body bucking and thrashing. The incredible, erotic frenzy of it tore through him until he was coming hard. He thrust through it, going momentarily blind with the intolerable goodness of it.
He retracted his fangs and licked closed her wound. Triumph and total satiation flowed through him. Such a rare feeling. In combination with the orgasm, it was a kind of ecstatic pleasure he�d never felt before. �Damn, Kaira, it�s so fucking good,� he said as his thrusts slowed, the end of his release still playing out.
A scorching heat erupted from where they were joined, clawed up his spine, and raced to their joined grip. Rabid tingles spread over the entirety of his right hand.
He gritted his teeth, nearly euphoric at its meaning. Kaira screamed. �Ssh, kj�re, it�s all right. Almost over.� He held her through it as best he could.
But instead of stopping at his wrist, the sensation prickled up his forearm and across the inside of his elbow, following the path of his radial artery almost to his shoulder.
As suddenly as it began, it ended. Together, they sagged into an exhausted pile of limbs on the wide bed.
�What was that?� Kaira said.
Henrik rolled them over to relieve her of his weight, pulling their joined hands where they could see them.
She sucked in a breath and slipped her fingers from his to examine the interlocking pattern of shield knots closer.
The design was so tightly drawn that the strength of the blood match could not be denied.
Her pulse tripped into a sprint, fluttering against his skin everywhere they touched. �What is this? What does it mean?�
�It�s a mating mark, precious Kaira.� He tilted her face toward his and steeled himself for what he�d decided to say if this match came true. �And it means you have some decisions to make.�

Chapter 11

Mating mark?
�What do you mean?� Kaira said, studying the black knotwork on her hand and tracing the tendrils of it up her arm. It was breathtakingly beautiful, all the more so because it matched the pattern on Henrik�s hand, but also terrifying. Because her very blood seemed to sing of its significance.
He grasped her hand, showing her how their marks weren�t just mirrors, but that his actually continued onto her skin, and vice versa. �For a vampire, blood is the source of all life. It is magical and powerful. When two people with an especially righteous pairing of blood are joined together, the magic identifies them as a good match for mating, as a couple who would well sustain one another and bear strong offspring. I have never seen a knot this tight or this extensive. It is a good match, Kaira.� He trailed a finger up her arm, the touch so light it tickled her skin.
Bracing himself on an elbow, he gazed down at her face. Kaira gasped. As if the night hadn�t been filled with wonder enough, Henrik�s eyes were a brilliant royal blue and the wrinkles that had aged his face were entirely gone. The dark circles under his eyes had lightened, and the hollows of his cheeks weren�t as deep. She�d noticed his eyes before they�d made love, but he appeared to have lost twenty-five or thirty years since then.
Happiness filled her heart and tightened her throat, not because he was more handsome. Bonds of affection had already drawn them together, and never would she have imagined that curing his illness meant reversing the age of his appearance. Rather, her happiness flowed from the avid hope that this was proof he was in fact cured. Or could be. �Henrik,� she finally managed to say. �You have to see yourself.�
He touched his fingers to his face and frowned in concentration. After a moment, he rolled off the bed and retrieved his robe from the floor. He held it open to her. �Come with me?�
She nodded and eased off the bed. He wrapped the heavy fabric around her. Miles too big, she wouldn�t have traded it for the world. Infused with his scent, it was almost as good as being in his arms. Almost.
Fingers interlaced, they crossed the room to the bathroom in the corner, where earlier she�d showered and dressed. Henrik flipped on the light and froze, his gaze glued to the mirror. At first, his expression gave nothing of his reaction away. �You should know it may not last.�
Her heart squeezed. She threaded her arm through his and met his reflection�s gaze. �I hope it does, only because maybe it means your illness is cured. Or better, at least.� She tugged him to face her and placed her hand over his heart. �But, Henrik, the man who saved my life, who attracted and intrigued me, who admired my work and who made me feel things I�ve never felt before�that man is in here.� She pressed her skin more firmly against his and struggled with how to phrase what she next wanted to say. �No matter if your eyes are dark or pale, that man will still be here, for me.�
�But you deserve a male who��
She pushed onto her tiptoes and kissed him. It broke her heart to think he feared she couldn�t accept him because of how his illness had changed him on the outside. Her heart? So much had happened in such a short time, she couldn�t say for sure how she felt about all of it. But there was no doubting that her heart was involved.
When she pulled away, his eyes flashed a vivid, warm blue.
�So what does the mating mark mean in practical terms?�
He licked his lips, the tip of a fang peeking out. �I agree with the magic, Kaira. I feel like I have been waiting for you my whole life. Not just because your blood has the ability to heal me, but because when I am with you, I feel whole in my heart. I feel peace in my soul. We know very little else about one another, and I understand this is all very fast in human terms.� He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his tenderness so remarkable for someone so big, so powerful. �But to answer your question, the mark gives us the opportunity�three days�to decide whether to become mates, to build a life together, with you at my side as my queen and my partner. I would share my whole life with you, my blood, and, if this healing takes, I should be able to share my immortality with you, too.�
Her brain struggled to keep up with the flow of truly amazing information. That real feelings had already taken root in his heart. That she could have a place to belong. And that she could be with him...forever. �You said the mark gives us three days?�
He nodded. �There is a ceremony that consummates the mating, but it has to be performed within three days of when the mark was made, or it will fade, and the opportunity to mate will go with it.�
Three days? How was she supposed to decide what essentially amounted to the rest of her life�and a version of her life she never could�ve imagined before this moment�in just seventy-two hours?
He kissed her with warm, soft, commanding lips. Looking her right in the eye, he said, �This is why I said you have a decision to make. Everything about our time together has been intense and overwhelming. I know that. And I don�t want you to feel any more pressured than you already do.� His hands slipped around the back of her neck and massaged. �I want you to go back down to Troms�.�
�What?�
�Wait. Just listen. I want you to go into town and enjoy the rest of your exhibit and the judging ceremony the day after tomorrow.�
�How did you know about that?�
�I have been thinking about this all day, about what would happen if we matched. So much will change for you. I know the sacrifices are unfairly weighted on your side. No matter what, I didn�t want you to have to give up something you�ve obviously worked so hard at and have such a talent for.�
At those words, her heart got a whole lot more involved. She hadn�t had to say it, or beg for it, or rail about the injustice of it. He�d just known how important the show and her photographs were to her. He got it.
And, honestly, she had no one in her life. No family. No real roots. The sacrifices weren�t as many as he thought.
�I won�t send you alone,� he continued. �One of my warriors will drive you down and get you checked in at a hotel right in the center of town.�
�I don�t need��
�Yes, you do. I won�t have it any other way.� He arched an eyebrow that was as sexy as it was humorous. �He�ll stay in town with you, out of sight but watching over you just in case. I will give you a phone number. After the show, call and let Jakob know what you�ve decided. I will respect your decision, Kaira, whatever it is.�
A tidal wave of emotion crashed over her. Confusion. Fear. Uncertainty. Excitement. Love.
Love?
Very possibly love.
�I don�t know what to say.�
He pulled her in for a long, slow kiss, one she felt into the tips of her left-hand fingers and all the way down to her toes. His arms wrapped around her and he bent her back with his height and the intensity of their connection. His taste, his smell, his touch�it was all-encompassing. And it was also goodbye. Tears pricked at the backs of her eyes before they�d even broken apart.
She�d remember that kiss for the rest of her life. Which is exactly what he intended. Just in case.
He pulled away and caught a stray tear with his thumb. �I don�t want you to go. I need you to know that I want you. I want you, Kaira Sorensen. And I hope to God you come back to me.� Another stray tear straggled to his hand holding her face. �But, for now, I want you to get dressed. My warrior will be waiting right outside the suite ready to take you back. Go, and live your life, and think this through.� His voice cracked and he swallowed roughly. �And kick some ass in the competition.�
Kaira gave a sad laugh, and two more fat tears spilled from the corners of her eyes. �Okay,� she whispered, though agreeing to leave him felt like a ten-pound weight had taken up residence on her chest.
�Okay,� he whispered in return. He pressed a long kiss to her forehead.
She slipped out of his robe, hating to part with it when she was losing him, too.
He accepted it and stepped to the door. Just when she was sure he wouldn�t look back, he did. �Goodbye, min kj�re.�
* * *
Kaira ghosted through the next two days. Her sleep was fitful. Her concentration was shot. Her appetite was gone.
As much as the exhibit and the competition continued to excite her, most of the time she felt out of place and out of sorts. Like this world�the one which she�d known her entire life�wasn�t real. And the real world, the one with vampires and Soul Eaters and an ancient war of immortals�and a vampire king, her vampire king�was nowhere to be found.
Not surprising, perhaps, since her father had known of Henrik�s world and been a part of it himself. At least, that�s what the file said that had been slipped in among her belongings. The one that also included a sheet of lab results explaining that her extraordinarily high white blood cell count, a result of the CML, was what served as the curative property for Henrik�s illness. Did that mean anyone with her same disease could do what she�d done for him? She didn�t know the answer. And she wasn�t sure she wanted to.
Those weren�t her only questions, either. What would she do as queen? What did that even mean? And what if Henrik wasn�t cured long-term? What if he died? What if his blood couldn�t cure her leukemia? Their doctor had no training to treat her. How would she get the care she needed so she could live as long as she could?
There were so many unknowns that she was paralyzed�trapped between the wild yearnings of her heart and the logical misgivings of her head.
And it didn�t help that a mild but continuous sensation of pins and needles continued to play over the skin of her left hand.
As the hour of the judging ceremony, Kaira paced her posh room at the city�s nicest hotel in an incredible beaded silver gown that had been delivered anonymously the previous morning. She was so certain it was from Henrik that she smelled it to see if she could catch his dark spice on the fine fabric. That she couldn�t made her no less certain.
In just three hours, she needed to call Jakob. She needed to make a decision. She needed to have an answer. And she had no earthly idea how to do any of that.
Every time one part of her brain came close to convincing her she wanted Henrik, another part reminded her that they�d met when he attacked her, bit her and took her against her will.
Finally, she couldn�t stand to be in her room for one more minute. Maybe the fresh, crisp night air and the short walk to the auditorium would clear her head and shed some light on how to choose the right path. On autopilot, she made her way through the hotel and out onto the crowded, festive, aurora-lit street. The lights were already putting on a show, a diffuse green providing a backdrop for a brighter, rippling wave of the same color. Everywhere she looked, people were paired or grouped up. Friends, lovers, spouses, siblings, parents, children. She heaved a breath, swallowed her solitude, and made her way down the street.
Gasps rang out. Then oohs and ahhs. Ahead of her, people broke into quick walks and runs to the intersection. Kaira glanced up in time to see a curtain of red flash through the sky.
How remarkable! City lights usually obscured all but the strongest color variations. Sometimes they couldn�t be seen by the naked eye at all, only captured on film. Oh, why didn�t she have her camera? She reached the intersection, but the gathering onlookers formed a wall she couldn�t get through or see around. She tried anyway, people seeming to give way when they saw how fancy she was dressed.
Finally, she stepped through an opening in the crowd and looked up through the break in the buildings.
Her heart leapt into her throat. A towering cathedral of red stretched to the heavens, supported by an undulating wave of green. And, at the very bottom, hanging so low in the sky you could almost touch it, was a perfectly formed band of blue light.
It was the once-in-a-lifetime blue aurora, and it was the color of Henrik�s eyes.
Seeing this rarest aurora, when their love of the lights was one thing that had bonded them, had to be a sign. With a final ripple, the blue faded away.
The crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Kaira scrabbled to find her phone in her purse. Her hands were so shaky it took three tries to pull it out. People dispersed, heading back on their merry way again, leaving her in the middle of the intersection to make maybe the most important call of her life.
�Jakob? It�s Kaira. I want him,� she said when he answered the phone. �Tell Henrik I want him. Please tell him to come get me now,� she blurted out, her hand stinging and her chest filled with such a mix of emotions that it was hard to draw a deep breath. What if he�d changed his mind? What if she�d waited too long?
�Thank God,� Jakob said. �Tell him yourself.�
�What?� Phone still pressed to her ear, she looked up, her gaze scanning right and left. She did a double-take when she saw him, standing right in front of her on the opposite side of the intersection. Something seemed different about him, but she was too emotional to think on it. Her breath shuddered in her chest and tears formed of fear and happiness pooled in her eyes. �I see him.�
But Jakob didn�t answer. The line was dead. And, this time, she didn�t need him to tell her what to do. Her heart had already made the leap across the square, she only had to join it.
Dodging groups of festivalgoers, she wove her way through the space. And then she saw what was different. He�d filled out, a monumental understatement. The hollows of his face were gone, the bones of his hands no longer protruded, and he now carried the muscular bulk she�d feared the first time she�d met him would make him imposing. And, was it the lights, or had his hair even taken on the faintest blond hue? As if all that weren�t enough, a thin braid, like the one Jakob and the other warriors wore, hung down the left side of his face where, two days ago, he�d had a bald patch.
He was devastatingly handsome and fiercely masculine. And she was so happy for him she could�ve thrown herself around him and squeezed with all her might.
�Henrik? I called Jakob.�
He stepped down off the curb and came close enough she felt the heat from his body through the cold night air. Why wasn�t he saying anything?
Her heart was doing quadruple time in her chest, nearly making her breathless. �And, if you still want me��
The kiss was a full-body experience. She hadn�t even seen it coming. Arms tight around her, he picked her up, claimed her mouth and made it blazingly clear just how much he wanted her. She was dizzy and breathless and recklessly aroused by the time he returned her to her feet.
He gripped her shoulders, his hands strong and warm. �I want you with everything I am, kj�re, but I need you to be sure. What about all you will sacrifice?�
She shook her head. �I have no family, no real career. You live in the best possible place in the world for me to do my photography. And, if your blood can�t cure me, I can find a doctor here.� Kaira stepped tight against his newly big body. �I�m sure. This feels like what I�m supposed to do.�
His eyes flashed. �I am strong now, because of you. My blood will work. I feel it.�
The thought of being healthy again sent a shiver of amazement over her skin, but that wasn�t why she was choosing him. �Either way, I love you, Henrik.� The words were out of her mouth before she�d thought them through, but she immediately knew their rightness.
He groaned and held her tight. �You are my heart and my light, Kaira. I love you, too.�
�I want to do this now. The mating.�
�So do I. But your ceremony starts in�� he looked at his wrist, so much thicker than it had been before ��eight minutes. You�re not missing it.�
�But��
�No buts. I�ll not have it any other way.�
She bit back a smile. �You know, that�s not always going to work with me.�
�What?�
�That line. I don�t know if that works with your guys, but you need to know that sometimes I�m gonna say �too damn bad.��
His eyebrows raised to his hairline. �Will you, now?�
She lost the battle against the grin and finally just gave in. �I will.�
�And, is this one of those times?�
Kaira was nearly mad with her need for him. Her hand tingled. Her core ached. Her throat was oddly dry and scratchy. She was hungry for him.
But the show was its own once-in-a-lifetime, wasn�t it? And it was only an hour. Surely, she could wait an hour. Right? He licked his lips and flashed the promising tips of his fangs. Oh, he didn�t play fair. No, she could do it. Besides, where else was she going to wear a gown this gorgeous? She heaved a breath. �No, this isn�t one of those times.�
�Very well.� He turned and offered her his arm. �May I escort you, then?�
A thrill shot through her. �I would love for you to escort me tonight.� She snuggled into his side.
His eyes smoldered and flared with blue light. �And tomorrow?�
�And all the tomorrows.� Heat bloomed on her cheek.
A low growl tumbled out of him. �Let�s go collect your prizes and get out of here.�
Kaira laughed. But she loved his faith in her. And she loved his plan.
Because she was completely taken by her vampire king. Now and forever.
* * * * *
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Look for these other sensual tales in Laura Kaye�s Vampire Warrior Kings series, available now from Harlequin Nocturne Cravings!
In the Service of the King
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Kael, Warrior King of the Vampires, loathes the Night of the Proffering. He needs the blood of either his mate or a human virgin to maintain his strength, but hasn�t enjoyed the ritual since he lost his mate centuries ago. Kael doesn�t want a new companion, yet his resolve is tested when he lays eyes on his new offering, Shayla McKinnon. He is drawn to Shayla�s beauty and poise...and the submission she offers. She is eager to give him anything he wishes, including her innocence, to please him. Will Kael give in to their overwhelming desire�even if it means risking Shayla�s life?
Seduced by the Vampire King
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American exchange student Kate Bordessa has fled to Russia to escape her family�s hopes that she�ll become one of the Proffered, human women who feed and mate with elite vampire warriors. But when she stumbles upon a wounded vampire in the streets of Moscow, she�s instinctively driven to protect him�and feels an undeniable spark of desire.
Grieving over the deaths of his brothers, Vampire Warrior King Nikolai Vasilyev has thrown himself into battling his enemies, focused only on vengeance. Until the attack that brought him to Kate. Their sexual attraction explodes into a night of uncontrolled passion�a night that marks them as mates. Is their connection strong enough to convince them to embrace a destiny neither of them was expecting?
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