
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Vampire Girl: Christmas Cognac

      Vampire Librarian 2

    

    




      
        Karpov Kinrade

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        http://KarpovKinrade.com

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2018 Karpov Kinrade

        Cover Art Copyright © 2018 Karpov Kinrade

        ~~~~~

        Published by Daring Books

        ~~~~~

        First Edition

        ~~~~~

      

        

      
        eBook License Notes

      

        

      
        You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles and reviews, or in accordance with federal Fair Use laws. All rights are reserved.

      

        

      
        This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

        

      
        Disclaimer

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

      
        
          Also by Karpov Kinrade

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Golden rays of sun settle over the naked man in bed next to me, bathing his skin in orange and yellow. I sigh in contentment as I turn the page in my book, my body pressed close to my husband's, the gentle rhythm of his breathing lulling me into a drowsy state as I read. I have a stack of books by the side of our bed. Some fiction, some non-fiction, some from my world, some from this new world I have become a part of in the last several months.

      I'm devouring books about the history of Inferna and Avakiri, about the vampires and Fae who populate this new life of mine. It's bloody, fascinating, and full of conflict, like all histories. Whether human, vampire, Fae or other, the core nature of all species seems to be the same. Conquer and make war. I shake my head at the thought of it, and place a leather bookmark to keep my page before setting the book on the pile next to me. Snuggling back under the covers, I press my body against Sebastian's, enjoying the skin on skin contact.

      When I married Sebastian in an impromptu Vegas wedding after being turned into a vampire, my whole life changed.

      We could have stayed in Las Vegas. I could have kept my job as a librarian. But after being betrayed by my best friend and colleague, and losing my house to a fire while defeating the vampire trying to kill me, it seemed like a good time for a change.

      And so here we are, in Inferna—a world of vampires and Fae I didn't even know existed until I met Sebastian. We are the permanent guests of Prince Ace, a vampire lord cursed with the deadly sin of sloth, which ironically makes him the most resourceful, inventive, hard-working prince of these Seven Realms.

      It was a lot to take in at first. A whole other world separate from my own that we can travel to via mirror. Seven Realms ruled originally by the seven princes of hell and their father, King Lucian.

      The king died many years ago in a great war, as did a few of his sons. Now, King Fenris, formerly Prince of War, rules with his wife, Queen Arianna, who is also the Midnight Star of Avakiri, the Fae kingdom.

      I have been learning the history, and reading about the different princes and their offspring. After a brief stay at The Black Lotus, Sebastian and I headed to Inferna, where he introduced me to the vampire prince who turned him and saved his life so many years ago. Prince Ace offered me a job managing the castle library, while Sebastian became one of his Royal Guards. This life has suited us well. I'm learning to navigate a world without technology, and Sebastian and I are discovering the joys of married life, while I work out how to live as a vampire.

      That last bit is a lot easier on Inferna, where the sun doesn't harm us. The earth sun will kill me, so I'm less inclined to test my luck on my home world these days, though we still go back from time to time for new books, or to get coffee at our favorite spot. Traveling by mirrors is quite the wonder, and makes me wish I'd been turned before that disastrous trip to Asia a few years ago where my flights were constantly delayed, my luggage was lost, and I ended up next to a drunk old man who wouldn't stop falling asleep on my shoulder, his drool running down my chest, spoiling my blouse. Mirrors are far superior.

      Sebastian's breathing changes as his body shifts, his arm wrapping around me, pulling me closer. "Good morning, beautiful," he says in his husky morning voice.

      "Good morning," I say, our lips a breath apart.

      His eyes, so brilliantly blue I swear I could dive into them and never resurface, pierce my soul as he holds my gaze. Every morning waking up with him feels like a new adventure.

      A fire crackles on the other end of the room, warming the cold stone walls and floors. Outside, a gentle snow begins to fall, leaving the mountains and valleys beyond the castle looking like a snow globe dipped in powdered sugar.

      Beneath the covers, the heat from Sebastian's body entices me. He erases the distance between our lips, pulling me close, pressing himself against me.

      His kiss is soft at first, a gentle exploration of my lips, but as the heat between us rises, as the passion builds, his kiss deepens. I wrap my legs around him, our bodies a perfect fit for this dance with each other. We shift under the covers, his body over mine, my nails digging into his back as his fingers dance over me, finding all the spots that make me moan against him in burning need.

      As the world fades around me and fireworks dance in my eyes, as heat floods my body and lightning teases my skin, we become one. Our bodies unite in a primal movement that spans histories, that connects us all, that forms all that is living and breathing in all the worlds. We are transported to a new realm, one of pleasure and love and intimate joining.

      Nothing else matters. Nothing else exists, but us.

      I drown in his eyes, am lost in his touch, am filled by him and surrounded by him, consumed by him and am undone by him. He screams out my name, and my voice joins his as we ride this wave of pleasure together.

      When our passions are spent, we lay together in each other's arms, glowing and happy and so contended I can hardly grasp it all. He kisses the top of my head and I feel the smile on his lips. "My wife. My love. My life."

      His arms grip me tighter, and I sigh deeply. Though nightmares still occasionally haunt me, of the night I was turned, the night vampires fed on me, drained me to near death, they are fading in the light of this man's warmth. His love. His protection.

      I've never felt safer. Never felt more loved.

      "What do you want for Christmas?" he asks, unexpectedly.

      The first snowfall of the season heralds the coming holidays. I hadn't given much thought to it, to be honest. This will be my first holiday season as a vampire, I realize.

      I sit up in bed suddenly, my heart pounding in my chest. "Gods be damned," I say.

      Sebastian is on high alert, ready to fight to the death. "What is it?"

      "Christmas is almost here," I say, my voice forlorn.

      "Yes. We celebrate the holidays here, if that's what you're worried about. Our queen is from your world, so she has introduced rituals from there as well as keeping with solstice traditions here. We can 'deck the halls' as they say in your land." His tone is light, but his face is worried because I must look a fright.

      "You don't understand. We can't celebrate here. We have to go home. To my home. Back to Ohio, where I was raised."

      He raises an eyebrow. "Why?"

      My shoulders slump. I can't believe I forgot about this. "It's tradition," I explain. "Every year I go home and celebrate with family. It's the only time I see most of them."

      "Family?" he asks, scooting out of bed and pulling trousers on. "I thought you lost all your family in college?"

      "That's true. But when I was little I lived next door to a girl named Shelly. We were best friends and our parents were best friends. We were practically raised together. Her family was mine. My family were hers. We all celebrated holidays together. Went through high school and even college together. Her family was there for me when my parents died. I've spent every holiday with them since I was a baby. I can't not go this year." I smack my forehead with the palm of my hand. "She's going to kill me. I haven't even told her I'm married. I'm the worst friend in the world."

      The last several months have been so chaotic, I haven't really been in touch with anyone from my old life. Between learning how to satiate my vampire thirst without hurting anyone, to getting to know my new husband and this new world, I haven't had a lot of free attention. But of course I have to tell Shelly I'm married and coming for Christmas. "I have to get a letter to her. Can we do that?"

      Sebastian nods and hands me my robe. "Write it and I'll have someone take it to your world to mail. It will look like it came from there."

      As I slip the robe on and walk around the bed, Sebastian pulls me into an embrace. "Are you sure you want to go? We'll have to avoid the sun, and you will need blood regularly, being so young. It's risky."

      "I know. But this is my family. I want them to meet you, and I want to see them. And after everything they've done for me, I'd hate to hurt them by ghosting them."

      He nods. "Then we'll make it happen. Write your letter and meet me downstairs for breakfast."

      The letter will look very old school, I realize, as I sit at the desk by the window, overlooking the incredible snowy white view. Hand made parchment, a feather pen and real ink, with a wax seal. Nothing odd about that, right? Hopefully, Shelly won't bat an eye, since I've always been interested in the archaic.

      I dip the tip of the feather pen into ink and pose my hand over the parchment, thinking.

      I decide to keep it simple and sweet. I'll explain the rest when I get there.

      

      Dear Shelly,

      

      How this year has flown by. The holidays are already upon us, can you imagine? We haven't spoken in ages, and I have so much to tell you. To start, I am married! I know this must be a shock, and you'll likely be put out that I didn't invite you. To be honest, it was quite a last minute affair. I'll explain everything when we arrive for Christmas. I assume it's plans as usual? Is Aunt Margaret still alive and kicking? She made quite the scene last year, and your mother swore she wouldn't invite her again, but I know she will. She always does.

      At any rate, my husband's name is Sebastian. Sebastian Kingston. I'm officially Ember Elaine White Kingston, which is something of a mouthful, I realize. And… we moved. We've actually been traveling a lot, so if you need to reach me, mail my post office box and I'll have someone check it from time to time and forward my mail to wherever we're staying. It's been quite an adventure, but we will be there for the holidays. I love you and miss you,

      

      Your sister in spirit,

      

      Ember

      

      With the ink still wet, I sprinkle a bit of sand over the parchment to help it dry and prevent smudging, then fold it and tuck it into a handmade envelope. With a candle from the desk, I melt a bit of red wax over the opening and use the Kingston signet ring to seal it. On the front, I jot down her name and address from memory, leaving the return address blank, because what on earth would I write?

      

      Ember White Kingston

      Prince of Sloth's Castle

      Inferna

      

      We don't even have a proper zip code here. I'm honestly not sure how they have effective communication systems in these realms. It's something I've been talking to Sebastian about, but he doesn't seem to be quite as worried about it as I am.

      Hopefully this letter will find its way to her in time.

      I set about getting dressed for the day. Not having a mirror has proved the most challenging part of being a new vampire. I've mostly given up on make up, and I keep my hair pulled back or loose flowing. I haven't seen my own reflection since just after I turned, and I've nearly forgotten what I look like, which is such a strange sensation. I'm tempted to have a portrait commissioned of me, just so I can remind myself from time to time. Does that sound odd? It does to me, but then so does not being able to remember your own face. I asked Sebastian about this once, some time ago, when I realized my own features were becoming hazy in my mind, like the way a loved one who has died loses some focus after a while. You have a general sense of them, but can't see the details of them quite so clearly.

      Without pictures of my parents, I would have a hard time specifically recalling them. And we can't keep photographs in this world. I'm going to need a really spectacular artist to remake a few of my favorite pictures into paintings, I think. It's a project I've been giving some thought to lately.

      Dressed in a fresh blouse the color of ripe plums and black pants that lace up the front, with black leather boots, I make my way down the long halls of the castle, letter in hand.

      I still marvel at the wonder around me. The ancient tapestries hanging from the stone walls. The hand-woven carpets that keep the chill out. Globes of soft light that float in the halls, illuminating the passageways with magic. Vampires can't do magic, I learned to my great disappointment. Only Fae can. I asked if there was a way to be turned Fae, but Sebastian just laughed and said, “if only.”

      Prince Ace's castle also boasts a lot of failed inventions. They hang from the ceilings and are propped on shelves littered throughout. It's all very steam punk, with metal gears and strange configurations. But so many of his ideas manifest into tools that help all Seven Realms, that even his failures are celebrated as steps on the road to success.

      Unless that failure blows up sections of the castle, which happened about a month after we moved in and nearly gave me a heart attack.

      Sebastian is sitting in a thickly cushioned chair, book out, reading as he sips a goblet of blood. I join him and he sets the book down and offers me a glass of what is now normal fare for me. We still eat food, though our bodies don't need it the way they once did. It's still nice to have a flavor other than blood on my tongue from time to time.

      I hand him the letter to my friend, and he takes it, frowning. "Are you sure about this?"

      I nod. "It'll be fine. What could go wrong?"

      Famous last words, am I right?
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      It takes three weeks to hear back from Shelly. Thanksgiving came and went with minimal fanfare. I've always celebrated that holiday by volunteering at a food bank. This year, due to my newly formed sun allergy, I couldn't safely do that, so instead Sebastian and I spent the day cuddling in front of a fire, reading, talking, sipping wine and blood and enjoying time together, and in lieu of volunteering, we donated a massive Thanksgiving meal to several food banks, complete with turkeys, mashed potatoes, stuffing, green bean casserole, candied yams, biscuits, cranberry sauce, and a variety of pies.

      The letter arrives on a clear, cold day, the sky a bright blue, the land covered in snow, and everything at peace. Even Prince Ace's incessant tinkering and building has been paused today, as he is 'traveling for inspiration' as he calls it.

      Sebastian hands me the card over lunch. "This just came for you," he says.

      I tear open the envelope and see a photograph of Shelly, her husband and two kids posing in front of a Christmas tree, presents surrounding them. "From our family to yours," it reads. On the back of the photo is a short message scrawled in familiar handwriting.

      

      Got your letter. Shocked doesn't begin to describe my response. Looking forward to catching up at Christmas. See you soon,

      

      Shell

      

      I frown and look up at Sebastian. "I think she's upset with me," I say, disappointed but not surprised.

      He reaches over to take my hand, the contact sending a thrill of desire up my spine. "You'll be able to mend things in a few weeks. That reminds me, we need to figure out how we're getting there and when, and what our plan is for avoiding the sun. Do you know of any local mirrors you can take us through?"

      I'd been giving that some thought myself. "It's not ideal, but I can clearly picture the mirror of a local pub we always went to. It's the one place I'm sure is still there. We can't very well appear in Shelly's bathroom, as that would raise far too many eyebrows." There will already be enough eyebrow raising as it is.

      He nods. "When do you want to leave?"

      "We normally meet at the midnight Christmas Eve church service, then head to the house for cider and wine. Everyone stays at Shelly's house these days, and we all celebrate Christmas the next morning."

      The next few weeks whizz by in a blur. I spend considerable time putting together holiday gifts for the kids and each member of my surrogate family. I try to get what I can from Inferna, since I know those gifts will be high quality, rare, and intriguing. But I have to be careful not to be too wild with my choices. While my nieces would love magical dolls that dance and move as if human, it would certainly raise questions I don't have easy answers for.

      So I settle for finely crafted non-magical gifts. A beautiful pendant for Shelly, who has always loved emeralds. A sword for her husband, Jared, who fancies himself a reincarnated knight. It will hang in his living room and never see a drop of blood, which is all the better, I suppose. For the girls, I commission Christmas dresses to be made for them, with pearls and red ribbon, and also dolls that look just like them, with the same dresses. They will have their own little twins, and they'll never know the dolls have been blessed by the Fae to watch over and protect the girls. That was as much magic as I could manage to justify, to myself and my husband.

      For the rest of the family, I acquire the most mouth watering fudge from Prince Zeb's realm of gluttony. He definitely has the best food in the Seven Realms. I also pick up silks and luxurious fabrics for my soul-mom who loves to sew, sheet music for my soul-dad who can often be found at the piano, throw blankets made from the softest cloth I've ever felt, though no one will tell me what it is, and a few rare gemstones from King Fenris's realm, which boasts a garden made of crystals.

      The gifts are wrapped in thick red wrapping and loaded into a leather bag, along with changes of clothes and personal items for us, and a few extra liters of blood.

      Sebastian holds an expensive bottle of cognac, unwilling to put it in the bag for fear of it breaking. "For emergencies," he says, eyeing it.

      I just laugh.

      When Christmas Eve arrives, we both change into more ordinary clothes and head by boat to the closest mirror on Inferna. Mirrors are heavily guarded here, and hard to come by. It's a security measure, Sebastian explained. To keep enemies from transporting wherever they wanted and staging ambushes. All public use mirrors are monitored by two armed guards at all times, and passing through reminds me a bit of traveling overseas. "Where are you going?" "For what purpose?" "What are you bringing with you?" "How do you plan to feed while away?"

      Okay, that last question is less typical of my previous travels, but still. Very similar, including long lines waiting times. It seems we aren't the only vampires traveling to Earth for the holiday. It makes me wonder what kinds of lives most vampires lead. We keep to ourselves mostly, and I haven't really made friends in Inferna, unless you count books.

      When it's our turn, we answer the questions and are admitted through, after a brief search of our bags.

      "What are they worried we will smuggle over?" I ask as we finally approach the mirror.

      "Any number of things. Mostly magical artifacts that would put too much power in the hand of humans."

      Sebastian holds my left hand, and I place my right hand over the mirror as I close my eyes and imagine the cracked bathroom mirror of Dusty's Pub. And then the magic of the portal sucks us in, and we whirl through an empty vastness that always leaves my head spinning after.

      We come out the other side and land in the bathroom just as I pictured it.

      I quickly pull Sebastian into an empty stall when I realize the second stall is occupied. I hold a finger up to my mouth and gesture for him to squat on the toilet so his head and feet won't be visible to anyone who might look.

      "Eh, excuse me, could you pass some toilet paper. Mine's empty."

      With a start I realize a woman is speaking to me. "Um, sure." I pull out a wad and pass it under the stall to her. A time honored tradition amongst women everywhere.

      "Thanks. Too many beers got me pissing like a racehorse," she guffaws, flushing and stomping out with heavy black boots. She leaves without washing her hands, the bathroom door clicking behind her.

      There's only one small mirror in the bathroom, too small for either of us to climb out of, so we will have to leave through the door and hope no-one questions how we got here.

      I open the door slowly and peak out, scanning the hall for signs of other patrons. "All clear," I say softly. Sebastian and I make our way to the bar, trying to pretend we belong and didn't just magically appear in the bathroom. My husband finally relents and puts the cognac in our bag, since showing up with our own alcohol would look odd. We get lucky in that there is only one person drinking at the bar.

      Our lucks ends there, though. Outside it is still bright and sunny. The blinds are drawn, so we are safe enough indoors, but we won't be able to leave for many hours.

      We get a table as far from everything as we can, and I head to the bar to order our drinks, while Sebastian guards our belongings.

      Carrying shots and a bottle of their most expensive liquor—which isn't saying much—I rejoin Sebastian and we drink in silence for a time. Both of us are anxious for the sun to go down and to be on our way.

      "We're okay going into churches, right?" I ask, with sudden worry. I hadn't given thought to it. I'm not a religious person, but I do join Shelly's family for the traditional Christmas Eve service.

      "We are," he says. "There are some holy objects that can harm us, but none that would likely be in a church here," he says, his expression not hiding his dislike of small country towns. To be honest, I don't blame him. There's a reason I lived in Las Vegas for so long.

      After two hours, we both have a solid buzz, thanks to a potion Sebastian slipped into our drink to give the alcohol more kick. Vampire metabolisms burn through liquor too fast for it to do much on its own.

      We talk about books, plans for our future, and I tell him about the family he will soon be meeting.

      We weather the forced wait well enough, until a voice from the past sucks the blood from my face.

      "Ember White. Is that really you? I didn't know you were back in town."

      I turn in my seat to face a man I never wanted to see again.

      "Hi, Pat. Yes, it's really me."
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      Sebastian tenses. He's been around the block enough times to read a room, and he can tell I do not want to be in any room with the man standing before us.

      Pat postures, all smiles as if we are old friends catching up. "What brings you back to town?" he asks.

      I narrow my eyes at him, hating his way of acting like the good guy when I know he's not. "Not you," I say coldly. "Now if you'll excuse us, we were having a private conversation."

      When it looks like Pat is about to take a seat at our booth rather than leave us alone, Sebastian stands, towering over Pat—who's never been particularly tall. My husband is built of solid muscle, with a six pack fitness magazines would pay to photograph, and that fact is not lost on Pat, who takes a step back.

      I can't see Sebastian's face, as his back is to me, but I can imagine the intense stare he’s sending Pat's way, which might explain the change in Pat’s complexion. Pasty isn't a good look on him.

      He tries to save face with a forced smirk in my direction before he heads to the bar and orders a beer.

      Sebastian slides back into the booth, his face hard and cold. "Who is that asshole?" he asks.

      "Just someone I made the mistake of dating once. In high school. Don't worry about it. He's not worth our energy."

      I try to say all this casually, but I'm not good at hiding emotions. Especially from my husband.

      To distract him, I glance at the windows and smile. "The sun has set. Let's get out of here!"

      I feel Pat's eyes bore into my back as we leave the pub and walk through the small town until we reach Shelly's house.

      It sits in a subdivision of cookie cutter homes that only have slight variations to their designs. The entire neighborhood is painted in shades of taupe, beige and brown, giving it a uniform look. I reach for Sebastian's hand and walk up to the front door, my heart beating against my chest as I knock.

      I hear footsteps running down stairs and a voice screaming, "Mom, someone's at the door." A dog barks, something made of glass falls to the ground and breaks, and another voice yells, "Bad dog, Bernie. Bad dog. Mom! Bernie broke the vase."

      Sebastian raises an eyebrow at me and I shrug. "Domestic bliss," I say.

      He smiles wryly.

      The door swings open, revealing my oldest friend—my soul sister—holding pieces of a broken vase in one hand and the collar of a large beast of a dog in the other. She's wearing a red skirt and white blouse and an apron that's got a dusting of flour on it. Her brown hair is pulled into a French braid that's starting to come undone, and her makeup, likely put on recently, already needs a touch up.

      Still, she looks beautiful. A domestic goddess. I smile. "Hello, Shelly!"

      Shelly's eyes widen. "Ember?"

      She puts the broken glass on the entry table and passes the dog off to a little imp of a child who keeps glances at us as she walks the dog away, scolding him again.

      "It's me. Merry Christmas!"

      She leans in to hug me, and then pulls back, looking at us both again. "You haven't aged a day. In fact, you look younger and more supermodel gorgeous than you did last year. How's that possible?"

      I give a nervous glance to Sebastian who squeezes my hand.

      "You have to share your skin care regime," she says, staring at my perfect skin.

      "Blood," I say, then bite my tongue, realizing I spoke out loud.

      Sebastian raises an eyebrow, but Shelly just laughs. "Of your enemies, I assume?"

      I chuckle. "Of course. It makes for the youngest looking skin."

      Shelly rolls her eyes and looks at Sebastian. "You must be the surprise husband."

      Sebastian smiles and holds out his hand. "I am indeed. Sebastian Kingston. It's a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for inviting us over for the holidays."

      His words—combined with the sexiest British accent ever—melt her. She invites us in, shuffling us around the remnants of glass on the floor. "Sorry about the mess. My husband got the kids a dog as an early Christmas present… without consulting me. We're still in an adjustment phase."

      "He's a big dog," I say stating the obvious.

      She chuckles ruefully. "That he is. Big and boisterous and oblivious to everything around me. A charming combination." She sighs, pushing a lock of stray hair out of her eyes and leaving a smudge of flour in its place. "But the girls adore him. So… what can you do?"

      She ushers us into the living room, which is littered with dolls, stuffed animals, a toy train and a microscope set.  "Looks like Christmas has already arrived," I say smiling at the chaos of it all.

      "Early gifts from friends and such." In the corner is a large tree decorated with ornaments that are mostly made by the children or collected over the years, with piles of brightly wrapped packages underneath, ready for tomorrow. A nativity set adorns the mantlepiece above the fireplace that four stockings hang from.

      The house smells of cinnamon and apples and everywhere I look are touches of the holiday season. Garland, wreaths, reindeer, lights. "Your home is lovely," I say, as Sebastian pulls out the gifts from our bag.

      I place them under the tree with the rest and follow Shelly into the kitchen, where her two daughters are busy bees. Monica, a lanky twelve-year-old, stirs a pot on the stove. She smiles, brushing her dark blond hair out of her eyes. "Hi Aunt Ember," she says. "Merry Christmas."

      "Hi honey! It's so good to see you. You've grown a lot since last year."

      Mallory, a precocious ten-year-old, is standing on a stool trying to reach something on a tall shelf. Sebastian walks over to her. "Can I help with anything?"

      She looks up at him and her eyes widen. "Are you my new uncle?" she asks.

      He chuckles. "I suppose I am."

      She grins and hugs him around the waist, surprising him. "You feel like stone," she says, patting his stomach.

      "You're being rude," Monica shouts, covering the pot she'd been stirring.

      "Am not," Mallory says.

      Sebastian helps Mallory reach the bread crumbs she was after, and she blushes and thanks him, running over to Shelly, who's watching her kids with a smile.

      I lean into her, resting my chin on her shoulder. "Are you angry with me?"

      She turns to me, her face unreadable. "Of course not. I just wish I could have been there on your big day." She leans in, whispering. "He's hot."

      Then she sees my wedding ring and her mouth drops open. She grabs my hand, studying my finger, and the giant stone on it. "Is that real?" she asks in a hushed voice. "Oh my god, I know that's totally rude, but… is it?"

      I nod.

      "Damn, girl. Where'd you find this guy?"

      I shrug, because that's a whole story, isn't it? But I stick to the basics. "We were pen pals and decided to meet for coffee after a year of exchanging letters. One thing led to another, and… " I shrug. "Here we are."

      She hugs me again. "I'm so happy for you. You deserve the best. Especially after everything you went through back in the day."

      My face darkens. "Speaking of, you'll never guess who—"

      "Ah!" a scream cuts me off, and we both turn back to the kitchen, where Mallory is crying, holding her hand, and Sebastian is comforting her and running it under cold water.

      "What happened?" Shelly asks, rushing over.

      With huge tears falling down her face, Mallory points her non-injured hand towards her sister. "She burned me!"

      Monica fumes. "I did not. You bumped into me while I was cooking and oil splashed on your hand. It wasn't my fault. You should watch where you're going."

      Shelly examines the burn and sighs. "I think we need to go to the ER. This looks like a third degree burn."

      I glance at Sebastian, a silent request in my eyes. He nods, understanding. "I have a first aid cream that might do the trick. Would you like to try it first and see if it helps?"

      Mallory sniffs. "Let uncle help me, mommy. He'll fix it," she says with child-like faith.

      Sebastian retrieves a small glass jar from our bag and instructs Mallory to keep her hand still. "This will sting, but only for a moment. Then it will feel cool, like ice. Then the pain will go away. I'll wrap it up and by the time the bandage comes up, you should be good as new."

      Shelly frowns at the promise, and I understand her skepticism. The poor girl's hand is swelling quickly, with an ugly red oil burn blistering on her pale skin. But I give them both a reassuring smile. What's the harm of using a little magic to help our niece? They'll never know.

      Mallory's eyes dry up fast as the balm begins its healing, and she looks to her mom in surprise. "It's doesn't hurt anymore!" she says in awe.

      When Sebastian finishes the wrap, she throws herself into his arms. "Thank you, Uncle Seb."

      "Looks like you've got a nickname," I say, grinning, as he packs up the balm before anyone notices its ethereal color and quality. It's imbued with Fae magic and has a soft glow to it.

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders. "Maybe we should think about having a few of these tiny humans. They could be fun."

      Shelly hustles the children out of the kitchen and pours a glass of wine for the three of us. We join her at the kitchen table.

      "Where's Jared?" I ask, sipping at the merlot.

      She rolls her eyes. "Who the hell knows. Out. He'll be back in time to play super dad and perfect husband, dressed for church tonight."

      Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise. "What's going on?" I ask.

      She shrugs, her eyes filling with tears. "I don't know, Em. We had the perfect marriage. The perfect life. But the last six months, he's changed. He sleeps all day. Takes off at night and doesn't come home until the early morning. He promised tonight he'd be back for the service, but otherwise I wouldn't see him at all."

      "Is he sick?" I ask.

      She shakes her head. "Pale, maybe, but actually he's never looked better. I'm worried he's having an affair, actually," she says, biting her lip. "I'm sorry to dump all of this on you the moment you arrive, but I didn't know who else I could talk to."

      "Don't be sorry," I say, my mind spinning with impossible ideas. "We'll help figure this out while we're here. Sebastian is good at getting people to confide in him," I say, giving a pointed nod to my husband.

      "Really?" Shelly asks, wiping her eyes. "You don't mind?"

      He shakes his head. "Not at all. We'll find out what's going on with him. I promise."

      "Thank you, both. It's been such a stressful time. Between Jared acting so peculiar, the girls fighting non-stop, and the local murders that have stumped law enforcement, I've had my hands full. The paper has me working more hours than usual to cover any developments on the case," she says.

      "Shelly's a local journalist," I explain to Sebastian. "The best in town."

      She huffs. "That's a low bar by any standard."

      "You could have gotten a job anywhere," I remind her.

      "I know. I came back for a boy. The stupidest of all reasons."

      "What murders?" Sebastian asks, his face a mask.

      "Oh. Um. Very strange actually. Three female prostitutes have turned up dead, almost entirely drained of blood. No one can figure it out. The press is calling him Ripper, for obvious reasons." She stands, schooling her face into a smile. "But enough about that. Let me show you your room. You can freshen up before the service tonight."

      Shelly leads us upstairs to a guest bedroom at the end of the hall. "Let me know if you need anything. I'm going to finish up the dinner prep for tomorrow and freshen up myself. Jared should be back in an hour and we can head to the church. I wish you could have come earlier, you missed mom and dad. But they'll be back tonight. What time did your flight land? I could have picked you up."

      "It was no trouble. There are plenty of cabs," I say, not exactly lying, and avoiding the flight question altogether.

      "Okay then. See you soon."

      When she leaves I turn to Sebastian, my face losing color, as I process what my best friend just told me.

      "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" I ask.

      "If you're thinking that Shelly's husband has been turned into a vampire and might be killing young women, then yes. I'm thinking what you're thinking."
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      I slump onto the bed with a sigh. "What are we going to do?" I ask.

      "We'll do what we told Shelly we'd do," he says. "We'll get to the bottom of this. Though she might not like the end result."

      "How did this happen?" I ask. "We're in small town Ohio. Why are there vampires turning people here? And what about the Council? Shouldn't they be all over this?"

      "I'll send a message to Sly," he says. "In the meantime, let's get ready for church and see what we can discover about Jared when he comes home."

      We both avail ourselves of the shower and dress for the evening. Sebastian hands me a cup of blood. "Drink up. You're going to need it."

      I eye him suspiciously. "Why?"

      "The church won't hurt us. But it will drain us a bit. Best to go after a feeding."

      I down my drink quickly, no longer grossed out at the pleasure I take from blood, and hand him the cup. "We should hide our bag somewhere," I say.

      He nods and stuffs it in the back of the guest closet behind a few boxes. When we hear the front door open and Jared announce his arrival home, we make our way down.

      I remember Jared as being a frumpy guy who loved playing Dungeons and Dragons in the basement, and probably still does, for all I know. So I have to do a double take when I see him in the living room, hugging Mallory and examining her bandaged hand while she tells him what happened.

      His skin is clear, though pale. His hair thick and shiny, with more chocolate undertones than I remember, and his physique has improved considerably. No wonder Shelly thinks he's having an affair. He looks like a whole new man.

      Or rather, a whole new vampire.

      "Ember," he says, smiling, though his eyes are concerned as he looks from me to Sebastian. "So good of you to come."

      "Hi Jared. This is Sebastian, my husband."

      They shake hands, and Sebastian catches my eye, confirming what I already knew.

      Shelly's husband is indeed a vampire.

      Which means he likely knows we are as well. Or at least, he knows Sebastian is. Their touch would have confirmed it.

      Sebastian doesn't let Jared's hand go right away, as he locks eyes with him. "I'm looking forward to getting to know you better, Jared," my husband says, with so much subtext the mood turns awkward. "I anticipate we will have a lot in common."

      Jared's eyes widen and he looks like an animal stuck in headlights. I'd almost feel sorry for him if it weren't for the fact that he might be killing young women for fun. I mean, how many vampires could our small town have, after all?

      But before anything more can be said, Shelly comes in, decked out for the evening, makeup applied perfectly, smiling like the perfect hostess. "Hello, honey. Home just in time. Shall we go? Mom and Dad will be meeting us at the church."

      The girls cheer and run to the front door as Shelly chases them with jackets and mittens.

      The dog barks as we leave, and I worry for the safety of the gifts under the tree. Hopefully they'll all still be in one piece when we return.

      A light snowfall dusts the earth as we pile into their Yukon. The girls sit in the very back, leaving the middle seats for Sebastian and myself. Jared drives, and Shelly fusses with her lipstick, more out of nerves than need.

      The tension between the two of them is thick enough to slice. My heart breaks for her. They were a match made in heaven, I thought. To see it all fall apart like this is awful, especially with two young girls in the mix.

      The drive to the church is slow and quiet. Shelly puts on Christmas music and attempts to sing along to lighten the mood. The girls join in a rousing rendition of Rudolf the Red Nose Reindeer, and I smile at the memories it pulls from my mind.

      The church is crowded with holiday Christians who only attend once a year. I suppose I would fall into the category, if you can call me anything at all. Sebastian and I have talked about religion, of course. He was Catholic as a human, but then so was everyone in his village when the plague ended his mortal life. Now he's agnostic.

      The church bell rings as we make our way over crunching snow to the worship hall. As we enter, I feel a pressure building in my head, like a vice is squeezing my skull. I suck in my breath and Sebastian puts a hand on my lower back. "Breathe. It'll pass."

      I glance at Jared, who looks as freaked out as I feel. This is probably his first time in a church, and he has no one to walk him through it. I wonder again about the circumstances of his turning. I suppose I'll find out soon enough.

      We take seats in the back pews, none of us inclined to head closer to the front, and Shelly's parents join us.

      Her mom squeals when she sees me. "Well I'll be! Ember White, you look amazing. Marriage suits you, my dear."

      "Thanks, mom," I say, hugging her and introducing her to Sebastian. She gives him an appreciative stare, then pulls her husband forward. "Look at them, Howard. Remember when we were like that? Young love," she sighs wistfully.

      I hug Howard and he kisses my forward. "Good to see you, kiddo." He shakes Sebastian's hand before we all take our seats again. "Take care of our girl, you hear?"

      Sebastian nods solemnly. "I intend to."

      A pastor I recognize as the same man who has led this congregation since I was a child stands at a podium, a thick black Bible opened. He begins with a prayer, and then the choir sings a few songs, inviting us to join in.

      I'm surprised to discover Sebastian singing along, and with the voice of an angel. I lean over and whisper into his ear, "I didn't know you could sing."

      He shrugs. "One can develop a lot of skills with enough time and patience."

      That opens up a whole other thought stream that I tuck away for later. What might I accomplish with an immortal life? Anything is possible.

      The pastor speaks for a bit about Jesus's birth, his death, and calls any sinners to repent and come to Christ. Our group stays put, and the pressure in my head fades. But I still feel queasy and am anxious to leave the church when the last hymn is sung and we are dismissed.

      "That was beautiful," Shelly says, looking at us with a quizzical expression. "You three look ill. Are you catching something?"

      "I'm fine. We're fine," I say, speaking for me and Sebastian. "Jet lag."

      Jared shrugs. "Was a bit warm is all," he says. "They had the heater cranked."

      Mom and Dad join us out front. The girls are yawning and shivering, and Mallory holds her arms out to Sebastian. "Carry me, uncle?"

      "Oh Mallory, don't bother our guest," Shelly says, but Sebastian waves her away and lifts the girl easily into his arms. She leans her head against his shoulder and is nearly asleep by the time we get to the car.

      My uterus aches at the site, as I imagine him holding our child like that someday.

      The drive home is… awkward. Shelly clearly knows something's up, but doesn't know the right questions to ask. So instead, she talks about the plans tomorrow.

      "I was thinking we could take the kids on a hike after presents and breakfast," she says cheerfully. "Have a snowball fight or two, enjoy some nature before everyone arrives for dinner?"

      I glance at Sebastian, knowing this was his exact concern when I told him about this trip.

      "Um. We've actually been traveling so much lately, I was hoping to spend a day relaxing. We're still pretty jet-lagged," I say, giving an exaggerated yawn. "Maybe we could watch some holiday movies and drink cocoa and catch up?"

      Shelly's face falls for a moment, but then she nods. "Yes, sure. That sounds great. Where have you two come from anyways?"

      "We've been staying in a rural village in Istanbul," I say, reciting our cover story. "It's been quite an adventure. We're on a world tour for our honeymoon."

      Jared whistles. "That must take a big bank account."

      I shift uncomfortably. Money is always a tricky topic with friends and family.

      "What do you do for a living?" Jared asks Sebastian.

      "Investment, mostly," he says, which isn't actually a lie. Sebastian got rich with investing and now lives on interest. At least in the human world.

      We arrive back at Shelly and Jared's none too soon, and Sebastian carries Mallory up to her bed, while Shelly tucks in Monica.

      After the kids are handled, Shelly hugs me goodnight, gives a pointed look at her husband, then retires. Once the three of us are alone downstairs, Jared makes to leave. "Nice seeing you. I'll be back by morning," he says.

      Sebastian blocks him at the door. "Not so fast. It's time you explained yourself."

      Jared's eyes dart between him and me. "I don't know what you're talking about," he says unconvincingly.

      I step forward, flanking him. "Jared, we know what you are. How were you turned?"

      His chin drops to his chest and he looks ready to piss himself. "I don't know," he says, his shoulders shaking with sobs. "I was robbed one night coming home from the grocery store. The guy was masked and had a gun. Shot me and left me for dead. And then…. Then I wasn't dead. But I wasn't me anymore either. I don't know who did it or why, but I nearly died the first few days when I went out in the sun, not knowing what I was becoming."

      "How did you figure it out?" I ask.

      "It was pretty obvious once I drained a rat of its blood," he says with disgust. "I've seen movies, you know? I was so scared. So worried I would hurt Shelly or one of our kids."

      "But… why are you killing prostitutes?" I ask in a hushed voice.

      He looks up at that, his eyes wide. "What? No. That's not me. Are you nuts? I've been trying to stop whoever's doing it. Every night I go out there and hunt, trying to find the vampire who is killing those girls and who maybe turned me. But I've made no progress. He's local, that I'm sure of. And he hates women."

      My blood runs cold as his words trigger a recent memory. "Pat Duncan," I say, my mouth going dry.

      "Pat? From high school?" Jared asks. We weren't close to Jared back then, but we all knew each other. It was a small school, after all.

      I nod. "We ran into him at the Dusty's Pub," I say. "I thought something about him looked off. He was too young, too attractive." I turn to Sebastian. "I think it's him. I feel it in my gut."

      Sebastian nods, his blue eyes intense. "We'll find him. Now, tell me everything. What did he to do you, Ember?"

      And this is the hard part. I sigh, knowing Sebastian would want answers eventually. Tears burn the back of my throat as a mental door I bolted shut years ago is pried open. "Back in high school, Pat and I dated very briefly. It came to an end one night when he… "

      I swallow and try to still my shaking hands. "When he tried to push things farther than I wanted. I fought him off, but he beat me up pretty badly and left me on the side of the road. I had a concussion and a broken arm the rest of the summer, and though I reported him, he never faced any punishment. His dad was chief of police, so he had a get out of jail free card. I was the only one who paid for what he did."
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      The rage level on Sebastian's face would be epic if we weren't standing in my soul-sister's living room on Christmas Eve with her kids sleeping upstairs.

      I place my palm on his chest. "It was a long time ago. I'm fine."

      He takes my face in his hands, his eyes piercing mine. "I will never let anyone else hurt you ever again. And I will kill that bastard and drain him of every last drop of his blood."

      Then he kisses me, deeply, fiercely, passionately, and I am lost in his embrace, but I pull away, knowing we have very little time to get all this business handled. "We have to be back before the girls wake for Santa," I say.

      I glance upstairs, worried what Shelly will think if she finds we've all left, but there's nothing to be done about it. We have to stop Pat and save Christmas, if such a thing is possible at this point.

      We travel on foot, using our vampire speed and stealth to stay hidden and move through the town faster than a human could.

      "He frequents pubs, looking for girls who are a sure thing," Jared says.

      We hit Dusty's first, but Pat's nowhere in sight. Jared asks the bartender if he's been in, but no one's seen him.

      There are several other bars in town. Two things you can count on in small town America: bars and churches. We have plenty of both. People are always looking for ways to escape their own misery. God and booze are popular choices, depending on the day of the week.

      At our fourth bar stop, we hear the scream. We are long past last call, and the bars are all closed, but someone is being attacked behind O'Flannery's Tavern.

      We run around the building and see Pat pinning a young woman to the wall. His teeth are elongated and sunk into her neck, his pants down as he attempts to violate her. She's struggling against him, but he's stronger and faster and she stands no chance.

      Rage boils within me and I tear through the alley, screaming like a wild banshee. "Let her go!"

      Pat looks up in surprise, pulling his teeth out of the woman's neck. She whimpers, slumped against the stone wall, her clothing torn, her face bruised and bleeding.

      Sebastian and Jared stand to either side of me. "It's over, Pat," I say. "Your days preying on vulnerable women are over."

      Blood drips down his chin and his hand is still on the woman's throat. "I could kill her before you reach me," he says, squeezing her neck harder. Her eyes widen and she bats at his hand trying to pull him off her to no avail.

      "Let her go," Sebastian says, taking a step towards him.

      "Or what?" Pat asks.

      In a blink, Sebastian pulls Pat off the girl and pins him to the wall by his neck.

      "How… how?" Pat stutters, looking scared and confused.

      "I have been around much longer than you," Sebastian says. "You are weak and lazy. And you will pay for the women you've hurt."

      Sebastian is about to tear Pat's head off when I call out to him. "No! Let the Council handle this."

      Sebastian turns to me. "He hurt you. He killed young women. He deserves death."

      "You're right. He does. But you don’t need to be the one to mete out that justice. It's Christmas," I say. "Our first one together. Let's not celebrate it with murder."

      Sebastian loosens his grip and Pat falls to the ground choking. Jared has already taken the young woman out of the alley and gotten her help, so it's just me, Sebastian and Pat.

      "Did you turn Jared?" I ask.

      Pat spits at me. "I thought he'd be loyal, like a dog. Do my bidding. I wanted a vampire gang who would make me king."

      I laugh at him. "You think that's how it works, do you? You have a lot to learn about our ways," I say, as if I'm an expert in all things vampire. But to be fair, I've been doing a lot of reading, and while you might not be able to solve every problem with a book, you can solve most. So maybe I am an expert in all things vampire after all.

      Sebastian pulls a mirror out of his pocket and together we take Pat through the portal to The Black Lotus.

      Sly is waiting, his long robes shimmering red and green, like Saint Nicholas himself. "And a Happy Christmas to you too. Seems you've brought me a present. How thoughtful."

      Pat shrinks back from Sly, whose eyes gleam with ill intent for the renegade vampire.

      Sebastian fills him in on Pat's crimes, then adds, "Don't go soft on him. He hurt Ember years ago."

      Sly frowns, and with a flick of his finger, Pat screams and drops to the ground, his bones twisting and cracking. "I'll give him the full Black Lotus treatment," Sly promises, then smiles down at Pat. "Welcome to your new home. Allow me to show you to the dungeons."

      Sly looks back at us. "Care to join me for a holiday nightcap when I'm done? I would love to catch up with the two of you."

      "Thank you for the offer," I say, "but we've got to go play Santa in Ohio."

      Sly raises an eyebrow. "Intriguing. Very well. Come visit soon."

      Sebastian and I turn back to the mirror. "The pub again?" he asks.

      I shake my head. "Let's go back to the bathroom in our guest room. We're running out of time."

      "Won't that raise questions with Shelly?" he asks.

      I shrug. "She already has questions. And a vampire husband. I think she deserves some answers."

      I touch the mirror and we travel through the portal into the guest bathroom with a thud.

      A muffled cry alerts us to the fact that there's someone in our room, and when we open the bathroom door, we see Mallory sitting in front of our closet, holding a wine bottle full of blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      "Mallory!" I rush over to her and take the wine bottle from her hand. "What are you doing in here?"

      She smiles and holds up the hand she burned yesterday. "It's all better. Uncle fixed me right up."

      "Have you been downstairs?" I ask.

      She shakes her head. "We're not allowed until mommy and daddy get up. Otherwise Santa won't come."

      Sebastian takes the girl's hand and walks her toward the door. "How about you snuggle in bed just a wee bit longer, and I'll come get you soon for presents, okay?"

      She smiles, nods and then yawns. "Okay, uncle."

      I put our blood away, hoping we can explain it away as wine if Mallory says anything, then pull off my clothes and step into a hot shower. "Care to join me?" I ask my husband through the steamy bathroom as he returns.

      He doesn't waste time, and the two of us enjoy the warmth of each other, naked and wet. He washes my hair and I rub soap over his hard body. When we are both clean, he presses himself against me and kisses me deeply as his hands slide down my back to cup my ass. Heat builds in my abdomen, spreading throughout my body like little jolts of lightning as my need for him grows.

      My breasts brush against his chest as he lowers himself until his mouth can trace a trail of fire down my body. When he reaches his destination, my body tightens with unreleased waves of pleasure building within.

      At the height of my passion, he raises himself and joins with me, in me, filling me and surrounding me. We ride the waves together until they crash within us.

      The shower goes cold, and I turn it off as Sebastian gets a towel and rubs it over my skin to dry me, then we collapse in bed, enjoying a few stolen moments of rest before Christmas morning events take over.

      A soft knock on our door wakes us from a light slumber. We dress quickly and find Mallory at the door, all smiles. "He came!" she says giddily.

      We follow Shelly, Jared and the girls downstairs to the living room, where more presents are piled high and stockings are overflowing with holiday treats.

      Shelly eyes the three of us suspiciously as the gift giving commences. Everyone loves their presents, and once the girls are off playing with their new toys, Shelly confronts the three of us. "Okay, what gives?"

      Sebastian turns to Jared. "You need to tell her."

      Jared turns ashen, but nods. "I'm so sorry, honey. I wanted to tell you everything when it happened, but I didn't know how."

      Shelly sinks into the couch, her face collapsing. "So it's true? You're having an affair?"

      Jared gasps. "What? No! God, why does everyone assume the worst about me. They thought I was a serial killer. You think I'm an adulterer. No… I'm… a vampire."

      She sits in stunned silence as he tells his story. When he's done, she shakes her head, disbelieving. I walk over to her and hold her hand. "He's telling you the truth. We recognized the signs when you told us about his change in behavior. Shelly, vampires are real. I know, because Sebastian turned me earlier this year to save my life. That's why I look different. That's why we couldn't go on a hike today. We can't be in Earth's sun." I show her my fangs, and she squeaks, then…

      Then she laughs.

      "Oh my god. That's all? You're vampires? All of you?" She's crying and laughing and looks so happy I worry she's gone mad. She turns to me. "I thought you were angry at me for something and that's why you didn't invite me to your wedding and didn't want to do stuff with me today." Then she turns to her husband. "And you! I thought for sure you were having an affair and didn't want to be with me and the kids anymore. Your late nights, your change in looks. But this? This is fine. This is no problem. I can work with vampirism."

      Her response shocks us all, and Sebastian pulls out his bottle of cognac. "I think it's time for a drink." He turns to Jared. "You might have noticed alcohol doesn't give you a buzz anymore. This has a special kick you’ll enjoy." He pours a glass for each of us, assuring Shelly she won't suffer any negative side effects from what's in the drink.

      We sip at the cognac in front of the fire as Shelly processes what she's learned.

      "So no sun?" she asks.

      We nod.

      "Garlic?"

      "Myth," I say.

      "And you all went into the church, so that's fine?"

      Jared flinches. "Why was that so unpleasant?"

      Sebastian explains. "Holy places will be uncomfortable. Be sure to feed before going to them. Only a few rare artifacts can actually harm us."

      Jared looks ashamed as he asks, "How do I feed? I've been living off rats, but they're… awful."

      Sebastian pulls a card out of his pocket. "Call this number. They'll help you."

      I raise an eyebrow and Sebastian grins. "I would have been an excellent Boy Scout. Always prepared."

      "So wait," Shelly says, frowning. "You will all stay young and beautiful and I'll grow old and die?"

      I knew this was coming. "Yes. That's true," I say. "You could be turned… eventually. But, I don't think you should do that right now."

      "Why?" she asks. "I don't want to keep aging if none of you are."

      "Because of the kids," Jared says before I can. "I can't go into the sun. If you turn, then they won't have a parent available during the day. They need one of us to be human. I'm so sorry Shelly."

      She finally crosses the room and sits on her husband's lap, putting her arms around his neck. "You would be dead if not for this miracle. I can never be sorry about that. I'll wait until Mallory is an adult, then I can be turned?" She looks to us for the answer.

      Sebastian nods. "Yes. Spouses have special dispensation from the Council, so you will not be violating any laws," he says.

      Jared starts at that. "There are laws?"

      "Call the number," Sebastian repeats. "It's an organization dedicated to helping newly turned vampires who don't have their sire's support. They will give you everything you need to sort this out. And when you two are ready, there is a world you can travel to that will allow you to walk in the sun. But it wouldn't be the safest place for human children. Best to wait until they're older."

      "Is that where you two really live? Not a village in Istanbul?" Shelly asks.

      I nod. "I'm sorry for lying to you. We're not supposed to tell people about us, but given your husband being turned… well, like Sebastian said, this was a special case."

      "Damn," she says, shaking her head, and looking into her husband's eyes. "So… do vampires have more, uh, stamina, then humans?"

      Jared grins. "You have no idea, sweetheart."

      "Then I'm really looking forward to discovering your new powers."
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      We spend the day as planned, watching movies and enjoying the children playing with their gifts. Shelly is stunned at how quickly Mallory's hand healed, and I promise to send her more ointments when we return to Inferna. "I think I can even get you a skin care system that will keep you looking young and beautiful while you wait to be turned," I whisper to her.

      Her eyes widen. "Really? My god, you could make a fortune here on earth with that stuff."

      "It would be illegal to sell it. But giving it to family is okay, I think."

      When mom and dad arrive that night, everyone is in high spirits. We sit around the table, drinking wine, telling stories, eating the bounty of food Shelly and the kids spent the week preparing, and enjoying family.

      As Christmas day comes to an end, I lean into my husband's arms watching the fire dancing over the logs, and I sigh. "This didn't turn out so badly, did it?"

      He kisses my head. "It's the best Christmas I've ever had in my very long life. And I look forward to hundreds of more holidays with you by my side."

      Then he stands, grinning and holds out his hand. "Now, how about we try for a tiny human of our very own?"

      I take his hand and follow him upstairs, visions of our future dancing in my head.

      Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night.
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      The Three Lost Kids and the Death of the Sugar Fairy

      The Three Lost Kids and the Christmas Curse
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      Karpov Kinrade is the pen name for the husband and wife writing duo of USA TODAY bestselling, award-winning authors Lux Karpov-Kinrade and Dmytry Karpov-Kinrade.

      Together, they write fantasy and science fiction novels and screenplays, make music and direct movies.

      Look for more from Karpov Kinrade in Vampire Girl, Of Dreams and Dragons, The Nightfall Chronicles and The Forbidden Trilogy. If you’re looking for their suspense and romance titles, you’ll now find those under Alex Lux.

      They live with their three mostly teens who share a genius for all things creative, and six cats who think they rule the world (spoiler, they do.)

      Find them online at KarpovKinrade.com

      On Facebook /KarpovKinrade

      On Twitter @KarpovKinrade

      And subscribe to their newsletter for special deals and up-to-date notice of new launches.

      ~~~~~

      If you enjoyed this book, consider supporting the author by leaving a review wherever you purchased this book. Thank you. And click on the icons below to join us online! We love to connect with our readers.
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