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    THE ASSASSINS OF LIGHT 
 
      
 
    by Britney Jackson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SUMMARY 
 
      
 
    The war is coming… 
 
      
 
    Alana might be gone, but the world hasn’t forgotten what she did. The damage is done, and the world is quickly spiraling toward a war that will threaten the survival of humans and vampires alike. 
 
      
 
    The Assassins of Light, an organization whose mission is to eradicate all vampires, has emerged again after centuries of lying in wait, and for reasons no one understands, Rose Foster is their new target. As Rose struggles with her own inner turmoil, she must find a way to protect the people she loves from the Assassins of Light. 
 
      
 
    Kara Unnarsdóttir tries to protect Rose from afar by utilizing her impressive network of spies, but her investigations into the Assassins of Light lead her to the realization that the extremist organization is closer to Rose than she originally thought. In a last-minute effort to end the war before it begins, Aaron instructs Kara to assemble a team of vampires from the Tomb of Blood to attack the Assassins of Light. 
 
      
 
    Can Rose protect the ones she loves without surrendering to the Assassins of Light, or is she doomed to watch more people die because of her?  
 
      
 
    Can Rose and her friends stop the war before it begins, or is war inevitable? 
 
      
 
    In this third installment of the Creatures of Darkness series, the world will find out what happens when tragedy meets the power of the Eklektos… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CREATURES OF DARKNESS 
 
    Series 
 
      
 
    Book One: THE STONE OF THE EKLEKTOS 
 
      
 
    Book Two: THE TOMB OF BLOOD 
 
      
 
    Book Three: THE ASSASSINS OF LIGHT 
 
      
 
    Book Four: THE REIGN OF DARKNESS (Coming Soon) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Find out more at: 
 
    britneyjackson.com 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
    The Dark Warrior 
 
    No Rest for the Weary 
 
    Something Worse 
 
    The Target 
 
    The Message 
 
    Daughter of Loki 
 
    The Trap 
 
    The Black Rose 
 
    The Rescue 
 
    Want 
 
    Guilty 
 
    Needed 
 
    Strictly Business 
 
    The First Attack 
 
    Kara’s Darkest Secret 
 
    Derailed Train 
 
    Choosing 
 
    The Red-Eyed Vampire 
 
    Owen’s Mistake 
 
    The Mission 
 
    The Monster 
 
    No Time for Grief 
 
    Unhappy Welcome 
 
    Village of the Undead 
 
    Equal 
 
    The Alliance 
 
    Bad Intentions 
 
    Mercy Killing 
 
    Going Rogue 
 
    The Betrayal 
 
    
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to Peggy Robinson. 
 
      
 
    I love you, and I miss you. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    “And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.” 
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 The Dark Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    612 A.D. in Northern Europe… 
 
      
 
    Kara stumbled through the ancient forest, her vision blurring as warm, wet tears poured down her face. The brutal, icy wind howled through the trees, chilling the blood that coated her skin and armor, causing a deep, painful chill to seep into her body, penetrating her down to the bone. The snow-covered ground sloped upward as she ascended the mountain, searching for that familiar patch of red berries. She remembered seeing them a month or so earlier when they traveled down the mountain. She had warned one of the other warriors not to eat them. 
 
    She ran her blood-coated hand over her face, trying to wipe away the tears but merely smearing blood on her face in the process. Then, she saw them. 
 
    Kara knelt down in front of a thin, birch tree and swiped away the snow that covered the berries. She snatched up a handful of the small berries and lifted them to her mouth, a choked sob escaping her lips, as she prepared to eat them. 
 
    “Don’t,” someone called out suddenly. 
 
    Kara froze, her brows furrowing, as she glanced over her shoulder. The moonlight couldn’t penetrate such a dense forest, with its thick vegetation and canopy of snow-covered leaves overhead, so Kara saw nothing but shadows and glistening snow as she peered into the trees. She didn’t recognize the woman’s voice—so soft and seductive, its lilting accent similar to her own. She closed her hands around the berries, hiding them from the unseen woman. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Please…don’t,” the woman murmured. “Please, don’t kill yourself.” 
 
    Kara turned and straightened, squinting as she tried to see the woman who had spoken to her. “I wasn’t going to kill myself,” she lied. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Those berries are poisonous,” the woman said. “You know they are.” 
 
    Kara shook her head. “They look similar to the deadly berries, but these are perfectly safe,” she told the mysterious voice. “This forest, on the other hand, is not safe. Are you from the kingdom? I won’t harm you, my lady. I assure you.” 
 
    “No. I am not from the kingdom,” the woman said simply. She emerged from behind a tree, and although she still stood too far away, Kara did manage to make out the shadowy outline of her delicate body, clothed in a flowing dress. 
 
    Kara frowned. “You speak the same language that I do,” she realized. 
 
    The snow crunched beneath the woman’s shoes as she stepped toward Kara. “I speak both languages. Your language. And Old English. Just like you.” 
 
    “But how?” Kara said, her frown deepening. “We’re a month’s journey from the Norse villages, and no one around here knows the Norse language.” 
 
    “Do you think that you’re the only woman capable of crossing the sea, Kara Unnarsdóttir?” the woman asked in a soft, seductive tone. She took another step toward her. “As a matter of fact, I can travel much faster than you can.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Kara asked. “I never told you my name.” 
 
    “I like to watch you,” the woman told her. “I find you…interesting.” 
 
    Kara frowned. “No offense, but I’d know if you’d been watching me.” 
 
    “Oh?” the woman murmured. As she moved closer, her features became clearer—her pale, blonde hair, her dark blue eyes, her seductive smile. She raised an eyebrow. “Yes, you’re sly, sneaky. But my body is designed for the shadows.” 
 
    “Is it?” Kara said, her mouth going dry, as she trailed her gaze over the dark outline of the woman’s body, over her subtle, delicate curves. A strange wave of disorientation cascaded over her mind. “Because I’d love to see it in the light.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Ah, there it is,” she giggled, closing the last bit of space between them. “There’s that mouth I’ve wanted so badly to see in action.” 
 
    “What kind of action are we talking about?” Kara said with a flirty smirk. 
 
    Another giggle escaped the woman’s lips. “I’ll let you decide that.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Really?” she said. She wasn’t used to women coming on to her. Usually, she had to initiate things. The sadness still poured over her in waves, but for whatever reason, every time she looked at this woman, desire consumed her thoughts, disorienting her. “Do you…like…women, my lady?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I like you,” she said slowly. She ran her fingers over Kara’s chainmail armor, feeling the blood-soaked metal and leather beneath her fingertips. “I’ve only ever had sex with men, but…I think I’d like to change that.” 
 
    Watching the woman touch her blood-coated armor seemed to jolt her mind back into focus. “I’m covered in blood,” Kara said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    The woman just giggled. “I know,” she assured the warrior. She trailed her fingers down Kara’s arm, over the metal and leather, down to Kara’s hand. She lifted it to her mouth and uncurled Kara’s fingers, revealing the berries. Then, watching Kara’s face, she bent her head and touched her tongue to the berries. 
 
    Kara immediately closed her hand around the berries and jerked her hand back. “Don’t,” she gasped. “I’m sorry. I lied to you. These berries are poisonous.” 
 
    “I know,” the woman said with a smile. “I just wanted you to admit it.” 
 
    Kara watched her with a frown. “That was a very dangerous thing to do,” she mumbled, trying to make sense of the woman. “Also, quite…manipulative.” 
 
    “You’re the one who lied about trying to kill herself,” the woman said. 
 
    “If you knew what I did,” Kara said, “you’d want me to kill myself, too.” 
 
    “Do you mean the man that you hacked into pieces with your axe? The man whose blood is all over your body?” the woman asked. “Because I loved that.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, her eyes widening. “You…you saw me kill him?” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you been listening? I just said that I’ve been watching you,” she said irritably. She ran her fingers, which were now soaked with blood, over Kara’s face, purposely smearing the blood on Kara’s soft, fair skin. “I was impressed by what you did. That man deserved to suffer, darling.” 
 
    “Then, you know that I do, too,” Kara said. She covered her aching chest with her hand. “That is why I must die. It’s my fault it happened. I killed her.” 
 
    “It is your fault,” the woman agreed, “but I won’t let you kill yourself.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kara asked, her brows furrowing. “I did something terrible.” 
 
    “Yes,” the woman said again. “But you’re not like the other warriors who do terrible things. Yours was a mistake. You never meant to hurt her, darling.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t,” Kara whispered, tears forming in her cornflower-blue eyes, causing the beautiful, intense color to glow brightly. “I loved Hadleigh.” 
 
    The woman’s dark blue eyes softened with sympathy. She reached out and tucked a lock of Kara’s tangled, brownish-blonde hair behind her ear. “Aww, darling,” she murmured soothingly. “It was just a terrible mistake. You can’t take it back. It’s over now. You must accept it. Killing yourself won’t bring her back.” 
 
    “I can’t live with myself,” Kara whispered, “knowing what I’ve done.” 
 
    The woman’s full, pink lips curved into a smile. “Who knew there was such a softness in this warrior?” she commented, ignoring the confused look that came over Kara’s face. “Kara Unnarsdóttir, I have watched you for two nights. I’ve watched you love, fight, and deceive. You have thoroughly impressed me. I think that your death would make me sad, and death doesn’t usually bother me.” 
 
    Kara watched her with glistening, tear-filled eyes. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Alana,” the woman said, her voice soft and lilting. “My name is Alana.” 
 
    “That’s a Saxon name, isn’t it?” Kara asked. “But you sound…Norse.” 
 
    “I lived among the Norse for a long time,” Alana said, “unfortunately.” 
 
    Kara’s frown deepened. “What is your family name? Your surname?” 
 
    “I don’t have one,” Alana said. Her dark blue eyes darkened with anger. “You know what that means, don’t you, Viking?” She sneered the word Viking. 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes softened with sympathy. “You’re a slave.” 
 
    Alana slapped her. It was so sudden and so unexpected that Kara didn’t know how to react for a moment. Alana’s eyes were wide, and her heart pounded harshly and erratically as she watched Kara lift her hand to touch her bruised face. 
 
    When Kara finally managed to respond, all she could think of to say was, “You’re stronger than you look.” Her face ached and burned, just from that slap. 
 
    “I don’t like that word. I’m not a…” Alana trailed off, her entire body trembling. She sounded so broken and scared. “I’m not one of those. Anymore.” 
 
    “You’re…free, now?” Kara asked, choosing her words carefully. When Alana nodded, she offered her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring back traumatic memories. I assure you: I hate slave trade. People belong to no one. Even if you weren’t free, I would view you as no different from myself.” 
 
    Alana’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You actually mean that,” she said as she listened to Kara’s thoughts. “You truly are a good Viking, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Kara said. “I have a reputation for being quite bad.” 
 
    That managed to earn a smile from Alana, and Kara felt relieved to see it, lightening the anger and sadness that had darkened her face just a moment before. “I noticed,” Alana laughed. She watched the artery pulse beneath the fair skin of Kara’s neck, in time with the steady pounding of her heart. “I’d like to do something to you,” she said suddenly, as it occurred to her that she definitely did not want Kara to die. She licked her lips. “But I don’t really know how to do it.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened. “Eh,” she said, laughing. “You have my attention.” 
 
    Alana giggled as she read Kara’s mind, hearing all of those inappropriate thoughts that she’d just sparked. “It’s none of those things, you naughty girl!” she teased with a cute smile, “although, I wouldn’t mind doing…all of those things.” 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows arched even higher. “Er…what things, exactly?” 
 
    Alana smiled as she realized something. “On the bright side, though,” she said thoughtfully, “even if I do mess up, you already wanted to die, right?” 
 
    Kara frowned worriedly. “Er…wait. What is this thing you want to do?” 
 
    Alana leaned in close, tugging at the thin layer of chainmail that hung over Kara’s leather clothing. “Shhh,” she murmured, her lips brushing against Kara’s lips. “No need to worry about that yet. First, you must drop the berries.” 
 
    Kara immediately opened her hand and let the handful of deadly berries fall to the snow-covered ground. “You’re very…persuasive,” she said, confused. 
 
    “Am I?” Alana asked curiously. “I haven’t learned how to control it yet.” 
 
    Kara’s frown deepened. “Control what?” she mumbled bewilderedly. 
 
    “Shhh,” she whispered again. She tilted her face forward. “Just kiss me.” 
 
    A surprised smile tugged at the edges of Kara’s lips. “You don’t have to ask me twice,” she said as she bent her head and pressed her lips against Alana’s. 
 
    Kara lifted her hand to thread it through the woman’s long, pale blonde hair, as she leaned closer, deepening the kiss. Alana’s lips and body felt so warm and soft against her own, the warmth a welcome relief from the miserable cold. 
 
    She thought she tasted something on Alana’s lips—something metallic, something that reminded her of blood. But it couldn’t have been blood. Right? 
 
    But with that one thought—the mere suggestion of blood—reality came crashing back down. She stumbled back, her back hitting the tree, as the painful, heart-wrenching memory of Hadleigh’s blood-soaked body flashed in her mind. 
 
    Alana stepped back, watching curiously, as pain twisted at Kara’s face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kara said, turning her face away, as tears pricked at her eyes. “I’m afraid you caught me in my weakest moment. I’m usually more charming.” 
 
    “I know how you usually are,” Alana said. “I watched you with her.” 
 
    Kara frowned at the strange woman, not sure what to think. “It’s odd. When I look at you, it’s almost as if I forget, but when I look away, I remember.” 
 
    “Well,” Alana said with a smile, “I quite like it when you look at me.” 
 
    “But I can’t forget,” Kara said, her voice breaking, “I need to remember.” 
 
    Alana reached up and ran her fingers beneath Kara’s eyes, wiping away the warm, salty tears. “I wish someone would cry for me the way you cry for her.” 
 
    Kara looked at her, blinking away tears. “No one’s ever cried for you?” 
 
    A bitter smile twisted at the edges of Alana’s full, pink lips. “Why would they?” she asked harshly. “I’m just a possession. No one cries over a possession.” 
 
    Kara lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t know. I’ve seen some pretty large men sob over a broken bottle of mead,” she quipped. When she saw the murderous glare that the beautiful woman was giving her, she smiled guiltily. “Sorry. I don’t think of you as anyone’s possession. That’s not what I see when I look at you.” 
 
    Alana paused, intrigued by that comment. “Then, what do you see?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head back against the tree, her gaze sweeping over Alana’s form, as she considered the question. She lifted her hand to touch Alana’s face, feeling the softness of Alana’s skin beneath her fingertips. Her intense, light blue eyes flashed with a spark of lust. “I see soft skin that I want to taste,” she began. 
 
    Alana smiled, her skin warming under the human’s heated gaze. “And?” 
 
    That wicked spark in Kara’s piercing, blue eyes seemed to fade away for a moment, as she trailed her gaze over the soft, perfect curves of Alana’s face, and a deeper, more powerful emotion took its place—an emotion that Alana had never seen directed toward her. “And,” Kara said, leaning closer, her voice no more than a soft, lilting whisper, “I see pain in your eyes that I want to soothe.” 
 
    Alana’s breath caught in her throat, suddenly overwhelmed by unfamiliar feelings that blossomed inside her chest. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she’d felt like that, but now that she’d had a taste, she knew that it wasn’t enough. She needed more. She needed more of what this dark warrior had to offer. She grabbed Kara’s chainmail armor and pulled her closer, and then, she claimed the warrior’s lips with her own, exploring the soft warmth of her mouth. 
 
    “Come with me,” Alana said, pulling back. “We’ll go someplace warm.” 
 
    Kara leaned against the tree. “I can’t,” she sighed. “They’re expecting…” 
 
    “They killed your lover,” Alana reminded her, hissing the words through her sharp teeth. Kara blinked in surprise as she gazed at those teeth, as she briefly glimpsed the unusually long canines. “They don’t deserve you. You’re mine now.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her messy, dirty-blonde hair falling over her armor. “Yours?” she repeated with a wary smile, assuming it had been a joke. 
 
    “You’re lying, anyway, just as you always do,” Alana continued, a hint of anger in her dark blue eyes. “You’re not going back to them. You’ll kill yourself as soon as I leave. I can’t let you do that. Not when I need something from you.” 
 
    Kara blinked, mesmerized and confused. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    Alana leaned in closer, the warmth of her breath dancing across Kara’s lips. “Everything you gave to her,” she whispered against her lips, “and more.” 
 
    Kara frowned at her. “What if that part of me is broken beyond repair?” 
 
    Alana cupped her hands around the warrior’s blood-stained face. “Then, we’ll make a good pair,” she said, “because I was broken beyond repair long ago.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 No Rest for the Weary 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1,406 years later… 
 
      
 
    Rose awoke to the sensation of warm, wet tears on her face. She lifted her hands and ran her fingers over her cheeks, frowning when her fingers came back dry. It took her a moment to realize that the sadness that weighed heavily against her chest, suffocating her, was not her own, and that the tears she felt leaking from her eyes were not her own. She sat up in the bed, the sheets pooling around her waist. She glanced at Kallias, who lay on his side, sleeping, beside her, his arm draped casually around her waist. Then, she glanced at the other bed. 
 
    Kara wasn’t there. 
 
    Rose gently pushed Kallias’s heavy arm off of her and climbed out of bed. The marble floor felt cold beneath her bare feet, still a little wet where it had been mopped earlier. Rose crossed the dark room as quietly as possible and eased open the door. She found Kara outside in the hallway, sitting against the crimson-red wall, her knees drawn up to her chest, her face pillowed against her knees. 
 
    A curtain of sleek, black and blue hair shielded her tear-soaked face. 
 
    When Rose stepped into the hallway, Kara’s entire body seemed to freeze for a moment. Kara turned her face away from Rose, dragging her face against her knees, discreetly wiping the tears away. Rose sat down in the floor, beside her. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara murmured, still staring in the opposite direction. Her voice sounded softer than usual—sad and broken. “The sun is up. Why are you awake?” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her heart shattering at the sight of the strong, playful vampire in so much pain. “You gave me your blood, remember? I felt your pain.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said regretfully, “and I’m sorry you have to feel this.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Rose told her. “I don’t want you to have to feel it alone.” 
 
    Kara turned, finally, to look at Rose. The skin beneath her eyes looked bruised and sunken—side-effects of being awake during the day—and swollen from all of the tears she’d shed in the last few hours. “I need to be alone, Rose.” 
 
    “I think you’re lying,” Rose accused. “I think you don’t want anyone to see you cry. As for what you need,” she paused and reached out, wiping a tear from Kara’s face with her thumb. “I think what you need is a shoulder to cry on.” 
 
    Kara instinctually leaned into Rose’s touch, and her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    That one affectionate action caused an intense, unexpected shudder to travel over Rose’s body as her blood bond reacted to Kara’s touch. Rose instantly jerked her hand back, as if she’d been burned, her bright blue eyes widening. 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, and a dark, seductive smile curved at her lips as she watched Rose’s reaction. Kara unfolded her long legs, stretching them out in front of her, as she shifted into a more comfortable position. Rose’s gaze followed the movement, trailing over the mostly bare skin of Kara’s thighs. Kara had worn a thin, black tank top and a pair of black boxers to bed, and the boxers rode up around her thighs now, revealing a small portion of the tattoo on her inner thigh. 
 
    Rose felt overheated suddenly, and her skin looked flushed, as if she’d been running. “This blood bond is,” she paused, swallowing uneasily, “intense.” 
 
    “Is it?” Kara said, her light blue eyes darkening with lust. She reached out and touched Rose’s face, trailing her fingertips over Rose’s cheek, along the soft curve of her jaw, down to her neck, watching as Rose shuddered at her touch. 
 
    Rose grasped her wrist to stop her. “Why is it so intense?” she gasped. 
 
    “You already know the answer to that question,” Kara reminded her. 
 
    Rose swallowed nervously as she remembered what Elise had said—that the blood bond only intensifies the emotional connection that already exists. So, if her blood bond with Kara was this intense, that would mean that her feelings for Kara were… No, Rose thought. She couldn’t think about that. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Kara shifted toward Rose, climbing onto her knees and leaning forward, almost like an animal preparing to pounce, and then, she cradled Rose’s face in her hands. She tilted her face forward, her lips brushing lightly against Rose’s lips. 
 
    The warmth of her breath caressed Rose’s lips as she whispered, “Liar.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to argue, but Kara used that opportunity to kiss her, sliding her tongue into Rose’s open mouth. Rose moaned, instantly forgetting her argument and…pretty much everything else, except for Kara and the way Kara’s mouth felt against hers. Her blood responded to Kara’s kiss, igniting an overwhelming, fiery hunger inside of her, setting fire to every part of her body. 
 
    Kara moved forward, straddling Rose’s flannel-clad legs, bracing her left knee on the right side of Rose’s hips and sliding her right leg between Rose’s thighs, her bare thigh brushing against Rose in just the right spot. When Rose moaned at the sensation, she felt Kara’s lips curve into a smile against her own. 
 
    The strength of the blood bond overpowered any part of Rose that might have resisted, any part that could have resisted. The reasonable part of her melted away, leaving the more animalistic part of her, the part that acted on her wants and needs. And the truth was: Rose wanted Kara very much, and Rose needed this. 
 
    Kara slid her hands down to Rose’s neck and then down to the collar of Rose’s red and black flannel pajama shirt. She leaned into Rose, her lean, athletic body pressing against Rose’s softer, curvier body, as she unbuttoned Rose’s shirt with a swiftness and gracefulness that Rose never could have managed. She trailed her lips down to Rose’s jaw, then to her neck, then to her exposed collarbone. 
 
    As Kara’s hot, persistent lips trailed kisses down the front of her chest, her light, gentle fingers moved over the soft skin of Rose’s stomach, down to the waistband of her pajama pants. Rose tilted her head back against the wall, lost in the pleasurable intensity of the sensations. It was so easy to forget it all—the guilt, the pain, the sadness, the entire terrible night—everything, except for the softness of Kara’s touch and the heat of her mouth. And she desperately wanted to forget. 
 
    Kara’s mouth found Rose’s breast at the exact moment that her fingers found their way into Rose’s pajama pants, sliding gently over her underwear. 
 
    Rose moaned at the sensation, her back arching, her body seeking out Kara’s touch. Even as she surrendered to the pleasure of Kara’s touch, she ached to feel Kara’s skin under her hands and mouth, as well. She reached out and… 
 
    And the sound of a door opening shattered the pleasant disorientation. 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, blinking in shock as she saw a tall, muscular man, behind Kara, walking toward them. She recognized his broad shoulders and rich, dark skin before he reached them. It was the bartender, Tom—the one Rose had saved the night before. He wore a pair of gray sweatpants and nothing else, and his eyes drooped sleepily as he dragged his feet down the hallway, toward them.  
 
    Kara slipped her hand out of Rose’s pants and turned to look at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tom said with a sleepy smile. He continued walking, even as he spoke to them. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m just headed to Kristoffer’s room to see if he needs more blood. He was injured pretty badly last night. Carry on.” 
 
    Kara watched as he passed them and continued walking down the hall. 
 
    But Tom’s interruption had provided the time for two things to register in Rose’s mind. First, they were kind of making out in the middle of the hallway.  
 
    You know…just a little.  
 
    And second, Kallias… 
 
    As Kara’s lips brushed against hers again, Rose reluctantly said, “I can’t.” 
 
    Kara pulled back, concern burning in her icy blue eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Well, first of all, I came out here to comfort you,” Rose said with a soft laugh, “because you were sad. I’m not really sure how that turned into this, but…” 
 
    “But you are comforting me,” Kara told her. “You’re making me forget.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Rose said sympathetically. “Besides, it’s not just that. It’s also…Kallias. I can’t hurt him, Kara. I’m sorry. I really am.” 
 
    Kara just watched her, a strange look on her face. She seemed so much softer and sadder than usual. “Don’t you ever wonder what it would be like?” 
 
    Rose laughed. “You’re trying to appeal to my curiosity now?” she teased. 
 
    “Cute,” Kara said with a weak smile. But then, her smile faded, and she suddenly looked so exposed, so vulnerable, so…real. “But…I’m serious, actually. What if… What if this thing between us is real? What if it’s the most authentic thing we have ever felt? What if we could actually make each other happy?”  
 
    Rose’s lips parted in surprise. “Kara,” she breathed, “this isn’t like you.” 
 
    “Alana died tonight. The woman I’ve loved for fourteen hundred years,” Kara said hollowly. “And you’re leaving soon. And I’m just starting to…wonder.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, empathy burning in her bright blue eyes. “I do think it would be real,” she admitted, “but it doesn’t change the fact that…” 
 
    “You love Kallias,” Kara interrupted, finishing her sentence for her. 
 
    Rose nodded sadly. “I already feel horrible about…this. I can’t hurt him.” 
 
    Kara rocked back on her feet and stood. “Of course,” she said. “Just forget everything I said. I didn’t mean any of it. I’m just…not myself tonight.” 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara, her brows furrowing, as she tried to decipher the emotions that she sensed in Kara. There was pain—so much pain—but it was different somehow. It didn’t feel the same as the pain that she’d sensed earlier. 
 
    Kara turned and walked back into the bedroom. 
 
    Rose scrambled to her feet and followed after her. “Kara,” she called. 
 
    Kara glanced at her. “It’s fine, Rose. I understand. You don’t want to jeopardize what you have with Kallias for a possibility with me. It makes sense.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve hurt you now,” Rose said, “and I don’t want that either.” 
 
    “You haven’t,” Kara lied. “The pain that you’re sensing in me right now is because of Alana. I loved her, despite everything. I shouldn’t have…but I did.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Kara,” Rose said sincerely. “I’m sorry that you’re hurting.” 
 
    Kara looked away, trying to ignore the warmth that unfurled in her chest when Rose said things like that. The kindness that Rose showed her made her feel all kinds of happy feelings, and that only strengthened the longing she already felt for Rose. And she had to stop longing for a woman that she could never have. 
 
    “You have a voicemail,” Kara said, staring at the phone on the desk. 
 
    Rose glanced at the desk that set against the opposite wall. Her phone lay on top of the cluttered desk, its screen lit up with a notification. She walked over to it and picked it up, frowning at the notifications on the screen. “Audrey?” 
 
    Kara joined her beside the desk. “What’s wrong? You sound worried.” 
 
    “My best friend called,” Rose said nervously. “She’s the one that I told you about. She hates me now…because I’m a vampire. Why would she call me?” 
 
    “Maybe she called to apologize,” Kara said with a sympathetic frown. 
 
    Rose glanced up at Kara, her brows creasing with worry. “I doubt it.” 
 
    Kara leaned against the desk and crossed her arms. “Go ahead and listen to the message,” she advised. “If she says anything cruel, I’ll make her regret it.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “What? No. You will not!” she argued. 
 
    Kara laughed. “I was only kidding,” she assured Rose, “kind of.” 
 
    Rose scowled at that last part, but she pressed the phone against her ear anyway, listening to the voicemail message that Audrey had left. Her eyes widened when she heard Audrey whisper, “Rose, I need help,” into the phone. The message ended abruptly after that, and Rose immediately dialed Audrey’s phone number. 
 
    Her pulse skyrocketed, her heart beating so harshly and so rapidly against her chest that Rose could barely breathe. She waited as the dial tone rang over and over and over, and then, she heard Audrey’s familiar voicemail greeting. 
 
    “I need her full name and location,” Kara said quietly. 
 
    Rose ended the call and looked at Kara, frowning as she noticed that Kara was typing something in her own phone. “Audrey Stevens. Florida. Why?” 
 
    “I have people in America,” Kara said. “I’ll send someone to watch her.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “She’ll never forgive me if I let someone stalk her, Kara.” 
 
    Kara looked up from her phone, frowning at Rose. “Don’t think of them as stalkers. Think of them as…secret bodyguards. Clearly, she’s in trouble. She’ll need protection until you can get to her. I know of people who can provide that.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lips worriedly. “I doubt she will see it that way.” 
 
    “I need you to ask yourself one question,” Kara said, her voice firm but patient. “Would you rather have her like you, or would you rather have her alive?” 
 
    “Point taken,” Rose sighed. “What else do you need? Her address?” 
 
    Kara nodded. She handed Rose her phone. “Type it into that message.” 
 
    Rose typed the familiar street address into the text message—the same address that she’d lived at until she became a vampire. She glanced curiously at the contact at the top of the message, but there was no name, only a number. 
 
    Rose handed the phone back to Kara. “Who are you sending that to?” 
 
    “Someone who works for me,” Kara told her. “A human.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Is that all you’re going to tell me?” 
 
    Kara finished typing the message. “A spymaster never reveals her spies.” 
 
    “Not even to me?” Rose said with a wry smile. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched in amusement. “Sorry, ást. It’s nothing personal.” 
 
    Rose stared at her for a moment. “Erik told me what that means—ást.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and her light blue eyes widened—like a deer caught in the headlights. She glared at Erik, even though he was still asleep and obviously couldn’t see the look that she was giving him. “Traitor,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “He said it means love,” Rose said, studying her reaction, “or beloved.” 
 
    “It’s just a term of endearment,” Kara muttered. “It means nothing.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose acknowledged, “but does it mean nothing to you?” 
 
    Kara looked at her, and a hint of pain flashed in her icy blue eyes. “Don’t go down that road,” she said, “not when you already know you’re going to leave.” 
 
    Rose felt a sudden stab of pain in her chest. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing,” Kara sighed. “You haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    Rose felt the phone vibrating in her hand, and she glanced down at the screen, breathing out a small sigh of relief when she saw the name on the screen. 
 
    “It’s your friend?” Kara assumed. 
 
    Rose nodded and lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello?” she answered. 
 
    “Rose,” Audrey sighed into the phone, “how quickly can you get here?” 
 
    Kara’s gaze shifted away, toward the floor. “I’ll give you some privacy so you can talk to her,” she told Rose quietly. “I need to take a shower, anyway.” 
 
    Rose watched her with a frown as she headed toward the bathroom. Rose started to point out that Kara had just showered a few hours ago, but before she could, she heard Audrey calling her name. “Yeah, I’m still here,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kara stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, leaning against it for a moment. Then, she pushed away from the door and walked over to the shower. She leaned in and turned on the water so that Rose would hear the water running. Then, she sank to the floor and drew her knees up to her chest. 
 
    She told herself that the sadness that she felt now, weighing down on her chest, suffocating her, was simply her grief for Alana. Even after everything that Alana had done to her, despite how screwed up she was because of Alana’s manipulation and abuse—or maybe because of it—she still loved Alana. And losing the woman she loved after fourteen hundred years was bound to hurt like this. But Kara couldn’t help but wonder: if this pain was only because of Alana, then why did it hurt so much worse when she thought about saying goodbye to Rose? 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Rose, do you have any idea what time it is?” Kallias complained. 
 
    “Not to mention,” Erik said hoarsely, “it’s been a long night.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose sighed, giving Erik a sympathetic look, her heart breaking as she saw the tired brokenness in his expression, “and I promise that I wouldn’t have woken you up if this wasn’t an emergency. But it is. Audrey is in trouble.” 
 
    Erik sat up a little straighter in the bed, his brows furrowing. “Audrey?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Kallias said. “Have you forgotten what she said to you?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “She doesn’t deserve to die for that.” 
 
    “Rose, your shirt is unbuttoned,” Erik mumbled groggily, leaning against the headboard of the bed, “which actually makes it look a tiny bit less hideous.” 
 
    Rose looked down, blushing, as she quickly buttoned up her pajama shirt. 
 
    Kara sat crossed-legged on the desk, behind Rose, watching them talk, and when Rose shot a glare in her direction, she offered Rose a guilty smile. 
 
    Kallias glanced back and forth between them, a scowl twisting at his lips. 
 
    Erik dragged his fingers through his messy, blonde hair. Exhaustion and depression pulled at his features. “Why do you think that Audrey is going to die?” 
 
    “I don’t think that she’s going to die,” Rose corrected. “I’m afraid that she might…if we don’t get there in time. She had one of her precognitive dreams.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kara said, “your human friend—she has precognitive abilities?” 
 
    “They’re not full-fledged like a vampire’s abilities would be,” Kallias told her. “She only sees the future in dreams. She can’t access the abilities at will.” 
 
    “Still,” Kara said with a frown, “it’s strange, isn’t it? Rose and her friend have psychic abilities, and they both accessed them while they were still human.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “I thought so, too, but I read Audrey’s mind. As much as I could at the time, anyway. And her friendship with Rose seemed genuine.” 
 
    “Until she found out that Rose was a vampire,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “Right,” Kallias agreed. “After that, she acted like a total bitch.” 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” Rose said. “She has a right to her opinions.” 
 
    “Hating someone for something that they can’t help isn’t an opinion,” Kara told Rose, her light blue eyes burning with sympathy. “It’s just…hatred.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her. “She thinks I’m a monster, and…she’s right.” 
 
    Kara hopped off of the desk and took a step toward Rose, closing the space between them in that one step. “You’re not a monster, Rose,” she said with strong, audible conviction. “Even when your eyes turn red…even when they turn black…even when you do things that you later regret…you are never a monster.” 
 
    Erik frowned curiously at that. “When her eyes turn…black?” 
 
    Kallias, on the other hand, didn’t even seem to notice what Kara had said because he was too busy watching the way Rose and Kara reacted to each other—leaning toward each other, as if a magnetic force were pulling them together. 
 
    Erik seemed to realize it, too, as he sensed their intense, overwhelming emotions. “Damn,” he muttered under his breath. “That’s a strong blood bond.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at him, her eyes wide. She shifted her gaze toward Kallias, guilt twisting at her stomach, as she saw the worried look on his face. 
 
    Kara took a step back, putting a more endurable distance between them. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kallias grabbed his phone from the nightstand and busied himself with scrolling through his contacts, looking for the pilot’s phone number. 
 
    “I need to ask you a few questions,” Kara told Rose. She raised her hands in a placating gesture. “I’m not making any assumptions about your friend. These are just questions.” She offered Rose a worried smile. “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t like safe.” 
 
    A flirty smirk twitched at Kara’s lips. “A little taste won’t hurt me.” 
 
    Rose suppressed a smile. “Okay. What do you want to know?” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “How did you meet your friend?” she asked seriously. 
 
    Rose winced a little. “During orientation, our freshman year, there was this guy who was harassing her, and I kind of…sassed him…until he ran away.” 
 
    “Figures,” Erik snorted. 
 
    “I might have insulted his intelligence,” Rose admitted, “and his morality. And his maturity. And his self-control.” She smiled sheepishly. “The thing is…he had a bunch of his friends with him, and I think I might have embarrassed him.” 
 
    Kara watched Rose with an amused smile. “You’re adorably fierce.” 
 
    Rose flashed a cute smile at her. “Like a leopard seal? Or a wolverine?” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened, curving slowly into a wolfish, lascivious grin. She swept her smoldering gaze down Rose’s body and murmured, “Or a pussycat.” 
 
    Rose just stared, her eyes wide, as she tried to form a response. Her skin felt extremely warm under Kara’s heated gaze. “Uh…yeah…cats are…cool.” 
 
    Kara just laughed, her light blue eyes practically glowing with amusement. 
 
    Erik snorted, “How have you ever managed to get a date, Rose?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t gotten many,” Rose laughed, “but as for the people who did ask me out,” she paused and shrugged, “I have no idea what they saw in me.” 
 
    Kara moved closer to Rose, a smile tilting at her lips. “Then, allow me to tell you what I see,” she said in a soft, lilting tone. “Your intelligence is hot. Your bravery is sexy. Your kindness is beautiful. And your awkwardness is adorable.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I…uh… I doubt that’s the way most people see it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you have another question?” Kallias asked Kara, his voice sharp. 
 
    Kara glanced at him, her eyebrows lifting at his hostility. She didn’t seem peeved by it, just amused. “Yes, I did,” she agreed. She returned her gaze to Rose. “My second question is…what happened after that day to build your friendship?” 
 
    “I couldn’t afford rent without a roommate, and Audrey’s grandparents didn’t want Audrey to live alone. They worried about her. Someone told Audrey that I was looking for a roommate, so she asked if she could move in,” Rose said. 
 
    Kara nodded. “I have two more questions, and these are very important.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the graveness that she heard in Kara’s voice. “Okay.” 
 
    “What was his name?” Kara asked. “The guy who harassed your friend.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said, shrugging. “We’d never seen him before.” 
 
    “And you never saw him again after that day?” Kara asked carefully. 
 
    Kallias frowned worriedly as he realized what Kara was suggesting. He straightened. “You must’ve seen him again. He went to the same college as you.” 
 
    “Never,” Rose said, “but it’s a big college. Maybe our paths didn’t cross.” 
 
    “One more question,” Kara said. She still looked pretty relaxed, but Rose sensed her anxiety. “Who told Audrey that you were looking for a roommate?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, and the blood drained from her face. “I…I don’t know,” she stammered. “I never thought about it. But…I never told anyone.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell anyone you were looking for a roommate?” Kara asked. 
 
    “How could I?” Rose said quietly. “I hadn’t made any friends yet.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “You never wondered who told her?” 
 
    “My brother had just gotten arrested. My mom died a week later,” Rose said, shrugging anxiously. “I had a lot on my mind. I guess I just didn’t think.” 
 
    “I have to be honest,” Erik muttered. “I’m a little creeped out right now.” 
 
    Kallias directed his worried frown at Kara. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Kara leaned back against the dresser, tucking her arm behind her. “Isn’t it obvious? Someone has manipulated the events of her life. Behind the scenes.” 
 
    Rose shook her head in denial. “No. That’s crazy. I would have noticed. Right? And why would they do that? What could they hope to accomplish?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you that. Not without knowing who was behind it,” she said sympathetically. “But what I do know is that when you want to manipulate someone, when you want to push them into certain decisions, you don’t do it directly. You get other people to do it. You send people to do these tiny, insignificant things, things that no one will remember, but will affect the person in the way you want it to. You send different people each time. Strangers.” 
 
    Kallias scowled suspiciously at her. “You know a lot about this.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “It’s my job, remember? I run a network of spies.” 
 
    “Right,” Kallias said harshly, “so how do we know you’re not behind it?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Kara said with an incredulous laugh. “Well, first of all, if I were behind it, I sure as hell wouldn’t have just given myself away to my target.” 
 
    Some of the suspicion faded from Kallias’s eyes as he considered that. 
 
    “And second,” Kara said, her voice softening. “The first time I met Rose was the night that you all arrived here. If I had met her before…” she trailed off. 
 
    Kallias watched her with a frown. “What? What would you have done?” 
 
    Kara blinked, emotion flashing in her piercing, light blue eyes. She shrank back, and there was a surprising vulnerability in her stance. “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know what to think. She wondered what was on Kara’s mind, what had struck her so deeply. Because of the blood bond, Rose felt what Kara felt, but the emotions were so powerful that Rose couldn’t identify them. She felt fear, surprise, and…something else. Something warm and intense and confusing. 
 
    “Well, whoever is behind this clearly wants you close to Audrey,” Kallias told Rose, “which means you need to stay away from her, not run to her side.” 
 
    Rose turned toward him. “She could die, Kallias,” she tried to explain. 
 
    “Not our problem,” Kallias said coldly. 
 
    Seething anger burned in her bright blue eyes. “Speak for yourself,” she said, “but Audrey is my best friend, and I’m not letting her die because of me.” 
 
    Erik leaned forward. “What do you mean? How is it because of you?” 
 
    Pain twisted at her face. “She dreamed that…” Rose trailed off miserably. 
 
    “What?” Kallias asked, frowning. “What happened in her dream?” 
 
    Sensing Rose’s deep emotional pain, Kara decided to answer the question for her. “An Assassin of Light killed Rose’s friend. He said that it was a message for Rose,” she explained. When Rose glanced questionably at her, she offered Rose an apologetic smile. “I overheard the phone call while I was in the shower.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her brows creasing with pain and guilt. “Right,” she sighed. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias said, “why would the Assassins of Light target you?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” Rose stammered. “I mean, they’ve attacked me twice, but they weren’t here for me either of those times. They were here to kill Aaron.” 
 
    “Maybe they found out about your power,” Erik suggested. 
 
    “But how?” Rose asked with a puzzled frown. “I’m pretty sure that there were only two of them who saw me using my power, and Aaron killed one of them and took the other prisoner. How could anyone else have figured it out?” 
 
    “You knew the Assassin,” Kara said, “from her dream, didn’t you?” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze toward Kara. “Kind of,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    Kallias frowned at them. “What do you mean by that?” he asked Rose. 
 
    Rose breathed out a shaky sigh. “Audrey said that it was Jared. The man who shot her—the Assassin of Light—was Jared,” she said, “Owen’s boyfriend.” 
 
    Erik glanced back and forth between Kallias and Rose. “Who is Owen?” 
 
    “He’s one of Rose’s human friends,” Kallias answered with a scowl. 
 
    “You didn’t seem too surprised that it was him,” Kara said to Rose. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I am, but…I don’t know. I guess I just always had this bad feeling about Jared. There was something really off-putting about him. But Owen is one of my best friends. I don’t think he’s involved. He couldn’t be.” 
 
    “You told me that Owen was acting unusual,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “He was,” Rose acknowledged, “but still…he’s not involved in this. He’s a good person. He’s a pacifist, for goodness sakes. He would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “You trust people too easily,” Kallias said. “You think everyone is good.” 
 
    “And you give up on people too easily,” Rose countered. “I won’t give up on Owen. He’s my friend. I don’t believe he has anything to do with this.” 
 
    “It would explain how they know about you, though,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    Rose felt sick at the thought. “Owen would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Don’t be so naïve, Rose,” Kallias said with a disapproving scowl. 
 
    Kara sighed. “Look, let’s just…hope she’s right,” she told Kallias. “For now, we can only wait and see. You know that Rose won’t let her friend die, nor should we want her to. So, we’ll just have to stay vigilant and hope for the best.”  
 
    “Who is this we you’re talking about?” Kallias snarled at her. “You won’t be with us. You’ll still be here serving Aaron like the obedient lapdog you are.” 
 
    “I’m more of a wolf than a lapdog,” Kara said with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose sighed. “Would you please stop treating Kara like crap?” 
 
    “Maybe if she stops kissing you,” Kallias said with a deadly glare. 
 
    Rose shrank back at that, pain and guilt twisting at her expression. 
 
    But Kara just watched him with a smile. “Not happening,” she told him. 
 
    Rose gave Kara a sheepish look. “Do you have to make it worse?” 
 
    “I’m a troublemaker. It’s what I do,” Kara said easily. Then, shooting a glare in his direction, she added, “Besides, he’s an asshole…which is fine, as long as it’s directed at me and not you. He can insult me all he wants. I think it’s fun.” 
 
    Kallias sulked a little. Clearly, Kara having fun wasn’t his original goal. 
 
    Rose just sighed, “I need to make sure all of my bags are packed.” 
 
    “I can help from here,” Kara explained to Kallias. “I have spies.” 
 
    “I don’t think I trust any of your people,” Kallias informed her. 
 
    Kara just smiled. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes and returned his gaze to the phone in his hand. “I called the pilot last night…before we went to bed. So, he’s already on his way.” 
 
    “Lucky for Audrey,” Erik muttered. “I guess I should get ready to leave.” 
 
    Kallias nodded in agreement. “We’ll leave about an hour after sunset.” 
 
    A buzzing sound suddenly echoed through the room. With a soft sigh, Kara reached into the back pocket of her leather pants and pulled out her cell phone. “Aaron needs to see me,” she muttered as she read over the message. She tucked the phone back into her pocket and headed toward the door. She stopped in the doorway and looked back at Rose, her hand still on the doorknob. “I might not be back before you leave. So…” she trailed off as a hint of sadness flashed in her light blue eyes. She shrugged. “Maybe we’ll see each other again. Eventually.” 
 
    Rose watched helplessly as the door closed behind Kara. The pain and fear that spread throughout her chest in that moment paralyzed her. She wasn’t even sure whose pain she felt—hers or Kara’s—because it all blended together. 
 
    Eventually? 
 
    As she tried to make sense of the pain in her chest, of the deep emptiness that she felt when she thought about not seeing Kara again, she realized that Erik was staring at her with that knowing look on his face. He’d sensed her emotions. 
 
    Erik waited until Kallias stepped out of the room to make a phone call to the pilot—to see if the plane had arrived yet—before he made his way over to Rose. He placed his hand on her shoulder, using his empathic abilities to soothe her sadness and pain. He glanced down at her, raising an eyebrow. “Am I the only person here who’s not too much of a coward to admit my feelings for someone?” 
 
    Rose winced at the implied insult. “Probably,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose sensed Kara’s presence before she saw her. It was an intense, pleasant awareness that tingled along her spine, awakening the animalistic hunger that burned inside of her, awakening the blood bond that she shared with Kara. 
 
    She closed her eyes, inhaling the faint scent of violets, leather, and snow. 
 
    No one else could smell those faints scents from this far away. She knew that. But because Kara had given Rose her blood, all of Rose’s senses were now attuned to Kara—to her scent, her taste, her physical sensations, her emotions… 
 
    Rose turned around, her duffel bag slung over her shoulder, and stared into the shadows that were cast by the buildings on the other side of the parking lot. She watched as Kara emerged from the shadows, walking slowly toward her. 
 
    Erik came up beside Rose and tugged the bag off of her shoulder. “Go on,” he said when she glanced at him, startled. “I’ll put your bag on the plane.” 
 
    Rose nodded, and then, she began to cross the frost-covered parking lot. 
 
    Kallias stopped loading his own bags onto the plane and turned to look at Rose, his brows creasing with worry, as he realized that Kara was there, too. 
 
    “Come on,” Erik said. He nudged Kallias’s shoulder with his own as he passed, tilting his head toward the plane. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you.” 
 
    Kallias sighed and followed him, leaving Rose and Kara outside alone. 
 
    The parking lot was much larger than a typical parking lot—probably ten or eleven times the size of most parking lots—and Rose felt as if it would take all night to cross it at this pace. And yet, she couldn’t bring herself to move faster. 
 
    Not when moving faster meant saying goodbye sooner. 
 
    Kara waited for Rose in the shadows, her cornflower-blue eyes burning with powerful, agonizing emotions. She stood with her hands shoved deep into the pockets of her thin, leather jacket, her black and blue hair blowing around her face, as the brutally-cold wind blew through the parking lot. Her lips quirked up at the edges as Rose neared her. “The last time you and I were in this parking lot, I had you blushing and stammering like crazy,” she teased with a flirty smirk. 
 
    Rose blushed, practically on cue. “Yeah. Well, in my defense, I was not prepared for your…boldness,” she laughed. “I wasn’t sure what to think of you.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “And now?” 
 
    “And now,” Rose said breathlessly, “I think you’re kind of…wonderful.” 
 
    Kara’s lips parted in surprise, but then, the corners of those soft, pale lips began to curve upward into a small, affectionate smile. She stepped forward, her boots crunching in the snow, and pulled her hands out of her pockets. “Come here,” she murmured as she cradled Rose’s face in her hands and kissed her. 
 
    Rose barely had enough time to take her hands out of the front pocket of her hoodie before Kara’s long, lean body pressed against hers. She rested her hands on the slight curve of Kara’s hips. Kara’s thin, black shirt rode up a little around her lean, muscular stomach, and her leather pants hung low around her hips, which left the sensitive skin of her hips bare beneath Rose’s hands. Rose traced her fingers over Kara’s hipbone, over the tattoo of that unusual flower. 
 
    The melted snow left Kara’s hair and skin cold and wet, but her lips and tongue were hot as they met Rose’s. So hot. Like fire. A delicious mix of ice and fire. And that taste, that sensation—it melted Rose. It melted her resolve to stop kissing Kara. It melted her fears and thoughts about how this would affect her relationship with Kallias. It melted it all…and left only want. Only need. Only… 
 
    Love? 
 
    Rose pulled back, her bright blue eyes wide, her breath coming fast, her heart racing against her chest, as she tried to make sense of what she had just felt. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kara whispered, misunderstanding the reason that Rose had pulled away. Sadness glistened in her icy blue eyes. “I just needed…one last kiss.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Rose confessed. Her mind whirled with so many thoughts, so many questions, so many fears… And she couldn’t make sense of any of them. 
 
    Kara offered her a weak smile. “I never took you to see the fjords.” 
 
    “Well, we’re both immortal, right?” Rose said breathlessly. “Maybe…” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kara agreed, even though Rose hadn’t finished her sentence. 
 
    The thought of never seeing Kara again caused such an overwhelming, unbearable pain to spread throughout Rose’s chest that she briefly wondered if her chest wound had reopened. But no, this felt much deeper than physical pain. 
 
    Much worse. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I have to leave so soon,” Rose said quietly. She stepped back and slid her hands into the front pocket of her hoodie. “I can’t let anything happen to Audrey. I can’t let anyone else get hurt because of me.” Intense, visible pain flashed in her eyes as she said that. She cleared her throat and glanced back at the plane. It looked even smaller than usual from this distance, its white outline barely visible in the darkness. “Besides, we probably would’ve left tonight anyway. Kallias wants to get back home as soon as possible. He hates the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, studying Rose. “Why do you do that?” 
 
    Rose glanced back at her, frowning. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You talk about what other people want, as if,” Kara paused, her brows furrowing, “as if what you want doesn’t matter. As if your desires don’t exist.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “Because…it doesn’t matter,” she admitted. 
 
    Kara stepped closer. Her voice rung with strong, clear conviction as she said, “Yes, it does.” She raised her hands and placed them on the curve of Rose’s jaw, her fingers brushing over the sensitive skin of Rose’s neck. She smiled a little as Rose closed her eyes, obviously affected by Kara’s touch. She lifted Rose’s face so that Rose would meet her gaze, so that Rose could see the sincerity in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Rose explained. “And so, if the thing that I want would hurt someone, then…to me…it doesn’t matter. It’s not worth that.” 
 
    “Tell me what you want, Rose,” Kara said. “Just say it. Say the words.” 
 
    “What good would that do?” Rose sighed, her brows creasing with pain. 
 
    “Why does it matter if it would do any good, if it’s how you truly feel?” Kara asked. “I can’t help but notice that beneath everything you say and do is this underlying idea that you don’t matter, and that…breaks my heart.” She traced her thumb over the soft skin of Rose’s cheek. “Because, Rose, you do matter. So much. And to so many people. You change everyone you touch. You matter.” 
 
    Rose shivered, not because of the snow and wind that swirled around them—although it was painfully cold—but because of the way Kara’s words made her feel. It felt as if Kara could see straight through her, past her defenses and walls, straight to her fragile, broken soul. And it was an unnerving feeling. “How do you do this?” she breathed. A nervous, soundless laugh escaped her trembling lips. “Out of everyone I know—telepaths and empaths, friends who have known me forever—no one has ever made me feel as naked as I feel when I’m with you.” 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment, as if she were amazed by the words that Rose had spoken, warm affection burning in her piercing, blue eyes. But then, her serious expression gave way to that familiar, mischievous expression, her eyes sparkling and her lips tilting into a sideways, flirty smirk. “Ah, Rose, you can’t just throw that word in there like that. Naked. You’ve given me all kinds of thoughts.” 
 
    A surprised giggle escaped Rose’s lips. She stepped back, blushing. “And here I thought you were done relentlessly teasing me. You’ve been so serious.” 
 
    “Never,” Kara said as her icy blue gaze traced its way over Rose’s curves. 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “I have to go,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “I know,” she sighed. “Goodbye, sexy.” 
 
    There was no humor or flirtiness in her expression when she said the word sexy, and somehow, that made it even sadder than if she hadn’t said it at all. 
 
    “Will you be okay?” Rose asked worriedly. “I mean, because of Alana…” 
 
    Kara offered her a small, forced smile. “I’m always okay.” 
 
    Rose watched her for a moment, trying to decide what to say or what to do, but ultimately, there was only one thing that she could do. The pilot was waiting for her. Kallias was waiting for her. Audrey was waiting for her. She had to leave. 
 
    Forcing her feet to move away from Kara felt like the most impossible thing that she’d ever done. And her heart seemed to shatter more and more with each step. She told herself that it was just the blood bond that made her feel this way. The blood bond that tied her to Kara, that made her long for Kara’s touch. 
 
    But part of her wondered if it were more than that. 
 
    Part of her wondered if she were making a mistake right now. 
 
    She could still feel Kara’s gaze on her as she crossed the parking lot, and she knew, even as she boarded the small, private jet, that Kara was still watching. 
 
    Kallias met her near the door. “Why was Kara here?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “She was just saying goodbye,” she said, sadness and exhaustion bleeding into her voice. “So, you can lower your hackles now.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “She could have said goodbye back at the tombs.” 
 
    “I don’t even understand her half the time when she’s talking,” Erik complained as he flipped through a magazine. “What the hell are hackles?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “You know… Hackles… As in…” she trailed off as she raised both hands and hissed at him, obviously mimicking an angry cat. 
 
    Erik lowered the magazine and frowned at her. “Is this…charades?” 
 
    “The hair!” Rose said irritably. “You know, it stands up? On an animal?” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said with a confused look. He shrugged and picked up the magazine again. “Because if we were playing charades, I was going to guess pussy.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Ugh!” she groaned, storming past him, to her seat. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “I’ll let the pilot know that we’re ready to leave now.” 
 
    Rose glanced at the covered window beside her, wishing that she could look out through it, to see Kara one last time, but they’d already covered it, just in case they didn’t make it to their destination before sunrise. If that happened, they would sleep on the plane during the day and disembark at night. The pilot was already prepared for that possibility, thanks to Kallias’s telepathic abilities. 
 
    “You could have invited her to come with us,” Erik told her. 
 
    Rose glanced at him, startled by the suddenness of his comment. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Kallias asked as he returned to his seat. 
 
    Rose watched Kallias as he sat down beside her. Rose and Kallias sat on the right side of the small, private plane, and Erik sat directly across from them. 
 
    “You’re insane if you think that Kara wouldn’t be useful,” Erik told him. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at him. “We can handle this on our own.” 
 
    Rose slouched a little in her seat as they argued. After the week that she’d had, especially the last few nights, she didn’t have the energy to care about what they were saying. She grabbed her worn, black backpack from the seat beside her and unzipped it. “Kara has work to do back at the Tomb of Blood,” Rose sighed as she pulled a book out of her bag. “I would never take her away from her work.” 
 
    “The kind of work that Kara does can be done from anywhere,” Erik pointed out with a raised eyebrow. “But if that’s what you have to tell yourself…” 
 
    Rose buried her face in a massive horror novel. “Shhh. I’m reading.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes at her. “You’ve already read that one four times.” 
 
    “Seven,” Rose corrected. “I read it three times before we left America.” 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows at that, but before he could respond, his phone dinged in his pocket. He set his magazine aside and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He glanced at the message on the screen, and his bright green gaze darted up toward Rose. Then, he typed something into his phone. As the pilot prepared to take off, Erik continued to text someone, the phone dinging every few seconds. 
 
    Once they were in the air, on their way back to the United States, Kallias pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “It’s already late, so the sun will probably rise before we land, but the pilot knows what to do,” he told them. “Well, he knows what I commanded him to do, anyway. We’ll sleep in here and then unload at nightfall. Then, we’ll head straight to your old apartment.” He scowled at Rose. “Even though I still think it’s foolish to risk your life for her.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to come,” she said. “I would’ve come without you.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I did have to come,” Kallias informed her. “I’m not letting you go off and risk your life by yourself. I love you too much for that.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her lips curving into a smile. “I love you, too.” 
 
    She scooted closer to Kallias and curled against his side, resting her head against his warm, muscular chest. Kallias straightened, surprised, at first, but his frustration seemed to melt away at the familiarity of her touch, and he couldn’t resist slipping his arm around her and pressing his lips against the top of her head. 
 
    And eventually, they fell asleep in each other’s arms, like they always had. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When Kara returned to her room, it still smelled like Rose. It still smelled like the honey and vanilla of her skin and hair, and it still smelled like her blood. 
 
    There were other scents, too. The faint scent of the aftershave that Erik or Kallias used, the faint scent of the whiskey that Erik had spilled on the bed, the nauseating scent of the bleach they’d used to clean the blood from the floor… 
 
    Alana’s blood. 
 
    Kara closed the door behind her and leaned against it, squeezing her eyes shut as the memory of Alana’s lifeless body flashed through her mind. Her heart pounded in her chest, rattling her entire body, as she tried to stop thinking about it. Kara had always known it would hurt to lose Alana, even after everything that Alana had done to her. Her grief was illogical, but deep and painful, all the same. 
 
    Her mind tried to grasp at some kind of comfort, something that would help her endure the pain. Rose. Rose was her comfort. She crossed the room, her brows furrowing, as she realized that she could smell Rose’s blood. Not just her scent but her blood. The same blood that she’d tasted the night before, the blood that she longed to taste again. She found the source of that scent on the floor. 
 
    A black, hooded jacket, stained with dark patches of blood, lay on the black, marble floor, in front of the desk, where Rose had been packing her bag. 
 
    Kara realized that it must have fallen out of Rose’s bag while she packed. 
 
    She scooped the jacket up in her hands, staring down at the thin, black fabric. The scents of blood, honey, and vanilla swirled around her head, and she couldn’t deny the comfort that those scents brought her. She lifted the jacket to her face, acting on a primal, instinctual urge, and breathed in that soothing scent. 
 
    The door creaked open, and the scent of sweet pea wafted into the room. 
 
    Kara quickly pulled the jacket away from her face and turned to look at Elise. She found Elise standing in her doorway, wearing a flowing, blue dress. 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “Were you just…” 
 
    “I was just tidying up a bit,” Kara interrupted. She folded Rose’s jacket and carefully placed it on the desk. “I know I’m a Viking, but I’m not a total pig.” 
 
    Elise laughed. She closed the door behind her and stepped into the room with Kara. “Did she leave already?” she asked with a sad, sympathetic smile. 
 
    “Who? Rose?” Kara asked, feigning nonchalance. “Yeah. She’s gone.” 
 
    Elise slipped out of her black, high-heeled shoes and lay back on Kara’s bed. She stared at the ceiling, her eyebrows lifting. “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    Kara leaned against the dresser and crossed her arms. “Why would it?” 
 
    “Ah, well. My mistake,” Elise sighed. “I guess I just assumed that, if Kara Unnarsdóttir has a beautiful woman in her bed and isn’t enjoying herself, then something must be wrong.” She looked at Kara, batting her eyelashes innocently. 
 
    Kara smiled, amused by Elise’s exaggerated flirting. She pushed away from the dresser and strode toward the bed. She hopped onto the bed, straddling Elise’s hips, and leaning over her. Her dark hair fell around her face, tickling Elise’s shoulders, as she captured Elise’s lips in a deep kiss. She willed herself to get lost in the softness of Elise’s lips, in the sweetness of her mouth. She willed herself to forget about Alana, to forget about…Rose. She pulled back, suddenly. 
 
    Elise stared up at her, her lips still tingling from the kiss. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, of course,” Kara said dismissively. She raised up enough to tug Elise’s thin, black dress up around her hips. “I was just adjusting your dress.” 
 
    Elise closed her eyes, moaning softly, as Kara ran her fingers over Elise’s stomach, as the cool leather of Kara’s pants pressed against her bare hips. Kara bent to kiss Elise’s neck, trailing kisses along Elise’s neck, down to her chest, as she once again tried to forget, as she sought out relief for the longing inside her. 
 
    The longing for Rose. 
 
    With a frustrated growl, Kara pulled back. She climbed off of Elise and turned away to sit on the edge of the bed. She dragged her fingers through her blue and black hair. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. She stared at the black, marble floor, beneath her black boots, too humiliated to meet Elise’s gaze. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    Elise sat up, watching her with a sympathetic frown. “Which one is it?” 
 
    Kara turned to look at Elise, her brows furrowing. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Elise smiled. “Which one got into your head? Was it Alana? Or Rose?” 
 
    Kara looked away, her brows creasing with fear, as she realized that it was Rose. She could bury the pain of losing Alana, but she couldn’t bury her longing for Rose. She couldn’t bury the aching emptiness that Rose had left. “Neither.” 
 
    “It’s Rose, isn’t it?” Elise said with a smile. “You’re thinking about her.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward, running her hands over the back of her neck, as she tried to focus, to push the emotions back, to mask them, like she always did. 
 
    Elise leaned back, smiling. “You could have gone with her, you know.” 
 
    Kara let out a soft, breathless laugh. “Kallias’s head would explode.” 
 
    Elise raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “So, you didn’t go after the woman you want because you didn’t want to upset her boyfriend?” she said skeptically. 
 
    “Ah, no, I don’t mind that,” Kara chuckled. “It’s kind of fun to rile him up, actually. But then, Rose feels guilty, and I feel guilty for causing that, and…” 
 
    Elise smiled knowingly. “It sounds like there’s a lot of feelings going on.” 
 
    Kara shot her a peeved look. “Don’t be ridiculous. You know how I am.” 
 
    “I know how you are with me. And every other woman you meet,” Elise said. “But the way you are with Rose—it’s different. I’ve never seen you like that.” 
 
    Kara glanced down at her hands. “No one has. For a very long time.” 
 
    “Are you admitting it, then?” Elise asked. “You feel something for her?” 
 
    “I’m admitting nothing,” Kara said firmly. She breathed out a long sigh. “But…even if I were, even if I do have feelings for her, even if my feelings are stronger than I want to admit,” she paused, her jaw tightening, “she has Kallias.” 
 
    Elise leaned forward, tilting her head to catch Kara’s gaze. “Don’t tell me the fearless Viking is afraid of a little competition,” she said with a playful smile. 
 
    Kara couldn’t help but smile at that. “I love competition…if I can win.” 
 
    Elise frowned, surprised by Kara’s sudden lack of confidence. “If?” 
 
    “She’s not going to risk her relationship with Kallias for me,” Kara said. 
 
    “You think he’d leave her for spending one night with you?” Elise asked. 
 
    Kara turned to look at Elise, emotion flickering in her intense, blue eyes. 
 
    Elise watched her, puzzled by her silence. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    Kara looked away, swallowing uneasily. Instead of answering Elise, she stood and walked over to the nightstand. She opened a bottle of whiskey and filled a short, square-shaped glass with the amber-colored liquid. Then, she turned and carried the glass of whiskey to Elise, her boots thudding against the marble floor, her soft footsteps filling the deafening silence that stretched between them. 
 
    She didn’t even have to ask…because Elise was already lifting her wrist to her mouth and sinking her fangs into her own wrist. Kara watched as Elise let a few drops of her blood fall into the glass of whiskey, the red drops swirling into nothingness. “Thanks,” Kara mumbled tiredly as she lifted the glass to her lips. 
 
    Elise licked her wrist, healing the small bite wound, as she watched Kara drain the entire glass of whiskey in one, continuous gulp. She waited patiently. 
 
    When Kara finished drinking, she responded, finally, “You’re under the impression that one night with her would be enough for me, and…it wouldn’t.” 
 
    Elise blinked slowly, her blue-gray eyes wide. “Wait. Are you saying that you want a relationship with her?” she asked. “But you never do relationships!” 
 
    Kara scowled. “I never said anything about a relationship,” she muttered, waving her glass-wielding hand. “I just said that…” she trailed off. With a sad, frustrated sigh, she returned the glass to the nightstand and sat down on the bed. She hunched her shoulders forward in defeat. “Even if I did want a relationship, it wouldn’t matter. Rose is with Kallias. The guy has a virtually spotless record. He’s a Philosopher turned vampire. He doesn’t lie and kill for a living. He’s not a spy. He’s not an assassin. He’s just a good, normal guy. He’s the opposite of me.” 
 
    Elise watched her speechlessly. She’d never seen Kara like this. Kara was always confident. Never insecure. “But your bad-girl thing is extremely sexy.” 
 
    Kara smiled a little at that. “Sexy, perhaps. But not relationship-material.” 
 
    “Then, you do want a relationship,” Elise said with a delighted smile. 
 
    Kara stared thoughtfully at her hands. The mixture of blood and alcohol buzzed warmly in her blood, numbing some of her pain and fear. “Relationships never end well. They either end in death, heartbreak, or insanity. Or all three.” 
 
    Elise lifted her eyebrows. “Now, it’s Alana that’s gotten into your head.” 
 
    “Alana gets into everyone’s head,” Kara sighed, “and she never leaves.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Something Worse 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose spun around in a circle, her brows furrowing, as she tried to figure out where she was. Candlelight danced across the white, stone-like walls. With a curious frown, she stepped toward the closest wall, her footsteps echoing loudly on the hard, white floor. She reached out and ran her fingers over the wall’s rough, stone-like texture. It felt a little like marble, but it seemed much rougher and much duller than the marble she’d seen in more recently-built buildings. She felt so lost and confused as she wandered through the unfamiliar building, trying to identify something—anything—in the building that looked familiar, trying to remember how she’d gotten there. She headed for what appeared to be the brightest area in the dark building—a small platform. Some kind of altar, perhaps? Hundreds of misshapen candles surrounded the altar, wax pooling in the floor around them, their yellowish light dancing over the tall, ornate statue that set atop the altar. 
 
    Rose stopped in front of the statue, her brows furrowing, as she peered up at it. It dwarfed her by several feet. She thought it looked ten feet tall, at least. 
 
    Now, Rose had been to Greece a few times for study trips. She’d nearly finished a degree in Ancient History. She would’ve recognized a statue of a Greek goddess or a Roman goddess easily. She even knew the pantheons of many other cultures, as well. Babylonian, Egyptian, Norse, etc. But she did not recognize this statue. This gorgeous, ornate statue of a woman with two halves—light and dark. 
 
    The statue appeared to have been built of two different materials—a dark stone on the right side, and a crystal-like stone on the left side. The woman—on both sides of the statue—looked tall and curvy. Her long, thick hair fell around her shoulders, hiding her mostly bare breasts. On one side of the statue, she wore a thin, light-colored garment that barely hid any part of her body, including her more intimate areas. On the darker side of the statue, the woman wore a thick cloak that covered her from her neck to her ankles, with a hood pulled up over her long, thick hair. As the candlelight hit the lighter side of the statue, it sparkled like diamonds, shining like a source of light. The other side of the statue, however, remained dark, as if its shadows could not be touched by light. She was sure that the statue depicted one woman, and yet, the two sides were drastically different. 
 
    “Where am I?” Rose sighed, her voice echoing through the building. 
 
    “You tell me,” said a soothing, seductive voice. “It’s your memory.” 
 
    Rose straightened, a chill shooting down her spine. She recognized that voice. Everything inside of her recognized that voice, and everything inside of her was alarmed by the sound of it. She spun around, and her mouth fell open. 
 
    “Hello, darling,” Alana said, that familiar, seductive smile curling at her lips. Alana leaned against one of the building’s columns, watching Rose with those familiar, dark blue eyes. Her fair skin and pale blonde hair seemed to glow in the flickering candlelight. She wore a thin, lavender dress that was torn in a few places and covered in dark bloodstains—the same dress she was wearing when she died. 
 
    Rose took a step back, her pulse skyrocketing, as a cold wave of fear and dread washed over her. “No. You can’t be real. You’re dead. I watched you die.” 
 
    “You did, didn’t you?” Alana murmured, tilting her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over her shoulder. “You watched me die. You let me die.” 
 
    “No,” Rose breathed, shaking her head. “No, I tried to save you. I tried.” 
 
    “But you failed, didn’t you?” Alana said. “You always fail, Rose, and you always will. I’m just one of many corpses that will be left behind by the Eklektos.” 
 
    Rose’s vision blurred with tears. “I wanted to save you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I couldn’t be saved,” Alana said with a smile, “and neither can you.” 
 
    “Am I hallucinating?” Rose asked breathlessly. “Am I losing my mind?” 
 
    Alana laughed, “Well, of course you’re losing your mind. Who wouldn’t lose their mind when there are so many people living in it? Three’s a crowd, love.” 
 
    “What? What is that supposed to mean?” Rose sputtered. “What people?” 
 
    “Ah, you’re right,” Alana said thoughtfully, twirling a strand of her pale blonde hair around her finger. “I wouldn’t want to insult them. They’re not really people, are they? They’re more than that. They’re basically gods, aren’t they?” 
 
    “What the heck are you talking about?” Rose said. “Who are…they?” 
 
    Alana giggled, “The funny part is…you know I’m dead, and you’re still asking me questions.” She stepped away from the column and moved toward Rose, her heels clacking against the floor. “You know that I’m not really here.” 
 
    “What are you?” Rose asked, her voice shaking. “A hallucination?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Alana said. “You’re asleep. So, technically, this is a dream.” 
 
    Rose nodded, a little relieved to know that she wasn’t hallucinating. “So, this is just a normal dream, then. Or a normal nightmare, I guess. It’s not…you.” 
 
    Alana smiled. “Are you sure about that?” she murmured, stepping closer. 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said nervously. “It can’t be you. Erik killed you. I saw it.” 
 
    Alana reached out and tucked a lock of wavy, red hair behind Rose’s ear. “Tell me, my darling,” she purred in that soft, lilting voice of hers. “Has Kallias ever told you why it’s dangerous to delve too deep into someone else’s mind?” 
 
    Rose nodded weakly. “Because…the deeper you go into someone else’s mind, the more you’re not in your own mind. It leaves you vulnerable to attack.” 
 
    “Right,” Alana said, her smile deepening. “Let’s focus on that ‘the more you’re not in your own mind’ part. You and I still had a psychic connection when Erik killed me. That’s how you saw him kill me. Because I let you. I was in your mind.” 
 
    Rose’s heart began to hammer inside her chest. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Alana leaned in even closer than before, and as Alana’s warm breath fell against her face, Rose realized, with a shiver of fear, that she could smell her own blood on Alana’s breath. “I’m saying,” she murmured, her voice low, “that maybe some of me is still here. In your mind. Maybe, when I died, I became part of you.” 
 
    “That’s…not possible,” Rose stammered, even though she had no idea whether it was possible or not. “This is just a nightmare. You’re just a nightmare!” 
 
    “Believe what you will,” Alana said, straightening. She peered past Rose, up at the strange statue. “It’s funny. You know so much about everything else, but you know so little about your own mind. You know so little about your fate.” 
 
    “My fate?” Rose repeated. “I…I don’t believe in fate. I believe in free will. We have choices. We decide our own fate with each choice that we make.” 
 
    “Do we?” Alana asked. “Because it seems to me that a lot has happened to you that you didn’t choose. You have been suffering since you were born.” 
 
    “Not always,” Rose argued. “Good things have happened to me, too.” 
 
    “Like what?” Alana sneered. A cruel smile twisted at her soft, beautiful features. “I know what happened to you. I know about the abuse, the starvation, the times you thought you’d die, the times you wanted to die. I know about the times you were hurt, the times you were violated. Everyone hurts you. Everyone.” 
 
    “No,” Rose insisted. “Kallias doesn’t. Kara doesn’t. My friends don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t they?” Alana challenged. “Didn’t it hurt when Audrey called you a monster? Doesn’t it hurt to know that Owen is part of the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “I don’t think he is,” Rose mumbled. “Jared might be, but Owen isn’t.” 
 
    “That’s what you hope, but is it true?” Alana said. “You always believe the best about people, Rose, but you’re not always right. You can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “I can try,” Rose said stubbornly. “I will always try.” 
 
    “And you will always fail,” Alana said, “just like you failed to save me.” 
 
    “You’re dead, and you’re still messing with my mind,” Rose complained. 
 
    “You don’t need me to mess with your mind, darling. You do that all by yourself,” Alana laughed. “People like you and me—we only pretend to be sane.” 
 
    “You were pretending to be sane?” Rose laughed. “Wow. If that was you pretending to be sane, I’d hate to see what you’re like when you’re not pretending.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Keep hiding behind your jokes,” Alana sneered. “You’re not fooling anyone. We all know you’re screwed up. We all know you’re falling apart.” 
 
    “You really don’t have room to talk,” Rose muttered. “I mean, you kind of tried to destroy the world because a bunch of people that are dead hurt you.” 
 
    “The world hurt me,” Alana corrected. “The world is cruel and wrong.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose agreed. “But there are good people in it, too, and they didn’t deserve to die because of something that happened fourteen hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Listen to you,” Alana laughed. “I’m dead, and you’re still trying to save me. Do you realize how insane that is? You’re losing your mind, Rose. It’s only a matter of time before you totally fall apart. The right person dies, and…boom.” 
 
    “Boom?” Rose repeated sassily. “What? Is my head going to explode?” 
 
    “No,” Alana said with a dark, cruel smile. “But the world will.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What does that mean?” she mumbled. Then, she shook her head in frustration. “This is just a dream. Why am I trying to make sense of it?” But then, she glanced over her shoulder, at the unfamiliar statue, and she answered her own question, “I’m trying to make sense of it because it doesn’t make sense. Dreams are supposed to involve memories, torn apart and placed together into stories, but I don’t remember this place. I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
    “Well, some part of you has,” Alana told her. “Somewhere inside of you is something that knows this place very well. Don’t you feel its familiarity?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose realized. “It feels like I’ve been here. It feels like…home.” 
 
    “What do you think that means, Rose?” Alana said. “Think about it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose mumbled. “I’m so confused.” Her chest felt tight, and her mind felt fuzzy and dazed. “I want to wake up. I need to get out of here.” 
 
    Alana stepped closer, until Rose felt the heat of Alana’s body against her side, until she felt the warmth of Alana’s breath on her ear. “What are you so afraid of, Rose?” she whispered. “What terrible truth is inside your mind?” 
 
    Rose ran her hands through her hair, pulling at the roots, causing herself pain, in hopes that it’d wake her up. She screamed in frustration, “Let me out!” 
 
    Alana tilted her head back, laughing, “Look at you! So crazy! So afraid!” 
 
    Rose glanced at Alana, tears pricking at her eyes. “How do I wake up?” 
 
    “Why would I help you,” Alana asked, smiling, “when you let me die?” 
 
    Rose stepped closer to her. “Because you knew,” she said, her voice full of pain. “In that last moment, you looked at me, and you knew that I understood.” 
 
    Alana’s smile faded, and her brows creased with sympathy. “Oh, Rose,” she said, tilting her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over her shoulder. “Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you.” She closed the tiny bit of space that remained between them, until their bodies nearly touched, until her breath tickled Rose’s face. And then, she whispered, as if she were afraid of anyone else hearing, “I’m trying to make you see her. You can’t keep burying your Darkness. She feeds and grows stronger. And one day, if you can’t stop her, she’ll devour the world.” 
 
    The words were whispered so softly between them that Rose felt them more than she heard them. “I don’t understand,” Rose said. “Devour the world?” 
 
    “You’re a monster, Rose,” Alana hissed, leaning closer, “just like I was.” 
 
    “No. No. I won’t be like you,” Rose breathed. “I refuse to be like you.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll fight. I’m sure of that,” Alana murmured. “But will you win?” 
 
    Rose stepped back. “Just let me wake up. How do I wake up?” she said, glancing around the temple, looking for a way out. “There must be a door, right?” 
 
    Alana laughed, “You want to leave a nightmare through a door? How pragmatic of you.” She stepped past Rose and approached the statue. She picked up one of the hot, melted candles, holding it casually, as if the wax didn’t hurt at all. Then, she turned and smiled at Rose. “Personally, I prefer fire. It’s prettier.” 
 
    She blew softly on the candle, and the flame, instead of flickering out, shot outward like dragon fire. Rose gasped and jumped back, but it was too late. 
 
    Rose screamed out in agony as the hot, violent flames consumed her. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose awoke with a scream. 
 
    She jerked upright in her seat, her heart pounding, cold sweat glistening on her skin. She blinked in the darkness, frowning at the unfamiliar surroundings. 
 
    Kallias slept beside her, still, reclined back in his seat, completely unaware of her distress, and Erik slept in one of the seats across from them, tilting a little to the side, as if he were going to fall over sideways at any moment. It didn’t fully sink in that they were still on the plane until she noticed the covered windows. 
 
    She settled back in her seat, breathing heavily, as her pulse finally began to slow. She wondered if she’d screamed out loud, if Erik and Kallias had simply slept through it, or if that had been in her head, too. Her nightmares became more vivid each time she slept, and each time she awoke, it became harder and harder to separate reality from the dreams, to remind herself that it wasn’t real. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    That fear whispered softly in her mind. The fear that her dreams meant something, that the Darkness she encountered in her mind was real. And waiting. 
 
    Rose straightened again, covering her chest with her hand, as she felt a sudden rush of adrenaline. She felt as if her heart were racing again, and yet, her pulse felt steady against her hand. Anger burned in her veins, and fear twisted at her chest. And yet…it wasn’t her own. She realized that, suddenly, and that led to an even worse realization: if Rose wasn’t the one in danger, then…it was Kara. 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, quickly switching it off of airplane mode. The plane felt still, so she assumed they’d already landed. 
 
    She checked her messages, but the only new messages she had were from Audrey. She opened her contacts, but then, she remembered that she didn’t have Kara’s phone number. She felt the instincts rising inside of her: the urge to fight, the urge to protect. Her pulse skyrocketed as she tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    “Come on. Think, Rose,” she whispered in the stillness of the plane. 
 
    Her gaze darted toward Erik. If anyone had Kara’s number, it’d be him. 
 
    Careful not to wake Kallias, she stood and made her way over to Erik. 
 
    Rose knelt quietly in front of Erik. She watched, hesitantly, as he slept, his head turned to the side, his wavy, blonde hair hanging over his closed eyes. She reached out and tapped his arm, bracing herself for however he might react. 
 
    She’d learned from experience, after all, that vampires can be quite testy when you wake them up. Then again, she knew of some humans who were like that, too. She used to have to dodge pillows when she’d wake Audrey up for class. 
 
    Erik stirred, slowly coming out of his deep, sun-induced sleep. He shifted in his seat, and then, slowly, reluctantly, he opened his eyes, pinning her with his sleepy, green gaze. He groaned. “Rose, there’s only one good reason to wake a vampire during the day, and it involves less clothing than you’re wearing now.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “Even Sleepy-Erik’s a pig.” 
 
    He opened his eyes—all the way, this time—and stared at her. His lips twisted into a pained grimace. “Holy hell. What is wrong with your emotions?” 
 
    “It’s not me. It’s Kara,” Rose said worriedly. “That’s why I woke you.” 
 
    “What could I do?” he muttered. “She’s on the other side of the world.” 
 
    Rose felt a small stab of pain in her chest when he said that. She sighed, “I need to call her and see if she’s okay. Did she give you her phone number?” 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “She would’ve given it to you, if you’d asked.” 
 
    It was always so hard to predict Erik’s reactions to things, Rose thought, because, no matter the situation, he always acted on his emotions, and emotions were as unpredictable and ever-changing as the ocean. “You know I couldn’t.” 
 
    Erik scoffed, “Of course you could…if you weren’t such a scaredy-cat.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “I don’t think anyone has called me a scaredy-cat since I was a child,” she muttered under her breath, “and then, it was by other…children.” 
 
    His lips twitched a little at her retort, but he seemed too tired to actually react. He shifted to the side so that he could slide his hand into his pocket. Then, he pulled out his cell phone and held it out to her. “Most recent text message.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose mumbled as she took the proffered phone. He’d left it unlocked, so she found the messages easily and opened the first one. She didn’t mean to, but her curiosity got the best of her. She glanced at the last few messages. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One of you is going to have to stop being such a pussy and just admit your feelings for each other. 
 
    Are you trying to insult me by calling me a pussy? 
 
    I happen to be a big fan of pussy. 
 
    Damn English language. 
 
    Watch out for her. 
 
    Come and do it yourself, if you care so much. 
 
    If you don’t watch out for her, I’ll kick your ass. 
 
    I’ve…had a sudden change of heart.  
 
    Ha. Talk to you later, evnukk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Erik?” Rose asked, looking up at him. “What does evnukk mean?” 
 
    He looked as if he had fallen asleep already—his eyes closed and his head tilted to the side. But when she asked that question, a sleepy giggle escaped his lips—a giggle that sounded totally out-of-place, coming from him—like the kind of giggle a child might make if another child accidentally said a curse word. And for all Rose knew, she might have done just that. “It’s pronounced evnukk,” he said, using his ancient, Old Norse dialect, “and it’s Norse for ‘a man with no balls.’” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “Kara called you a eunuch?” 
 
    He snorted, “I mean…if you want to get technical about it.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Has your friendship always involved name-calling?” 
 
    He grinned. “It’s how us Viking warriors show love to each other.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side and lifted her eyebrows. “Love. Right,” she said sarcastically. “Yeah, that’s what I call it when people insult me, too.” 
 
    Erik chuckled at her sarcasm. “Go call your lover, and let me sleep.” 
 
    Rose stood, typing the number into her phone. “She’s not my lover.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Go tell someone who can’t feel your emotions.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Kara murmured. Her soft, lilting voice sounded low and raspy as it poured warmly into the phone. Rose’s chest fluttered at the familiar sound. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose whispered into the phone. She’d intended to speak much louder than that, but with her heart pounding so intensely and her blood reacting to the sound of Kara’s voice, she could barely remember how to form sentences. 
 
    Kara was silent for a moment. “Rose,” she breathed. The way Kara said her name—with breathless reverence and deep, warm pleasure—caused a tingling warmth to unfurl throughout Rose’s body. Rose heard the rustle of sheets as Kara shifted in the bed, settling in more comfortably. “Is everything all right, my love?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said quietly, leaning back against the cold, metal wall. She hoped that the coldness would shock some sense into her entranced mind. “What about you? Are you all right? I felt something. I was afraid you were in danger.” 
 
    “Ah,” Kara said, drawing the sound out sleepily. Rose heard another soft rustling sound, and she got the distinct impression that Kara was running a hand through her hair. “When we’re dreaming, the body sometimes confuses dreams for reality. That’s what you felt. I’m in no danger, ást. Sorry for the false alarm.” 
 
    “You had a nightmare, then,” Rose realized. It gave her a small sense of relief to know that Kara was safe, but her chest still tightened with sympathy at the realization that Kara had felt so distressed in her dream. “I had one, too.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you mine, if you tell me yours,” Kara murmured drowsily. 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip, not sure if she should tell Kara that she dreamed about Alana. “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “My dream was pretty…strange.” 
 
    “Well,” Kara said, her voice dropping mischievously, “we could just have phone sex, instead, if you prefer.” Rose could hear that flirty smirk in her voice. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at the wall, since she couldn’t direct that stare at Kara. “You know I’m not the kind of person who does that sort of thing,” she muttered. 
 
    Kara chuckled. “And what kind of person does do that sort of thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said, “but I’d assume they’re less awkward than I am.” She moved away from the wall so that she could peer into the main section of the plane, where Kallias still slept. Sometime during the time that she’d been in this small room, on the phone, he’d slumped over sideways, his long body taking up his own seat and now hers as well. A lump of guilt and sadness formed in her throat, suffocating her. “And they’re probably not with someone else.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Kara said. She fell silent for a moment, and Rose frowned as she realized that she could feel Kara’s sadness. “I mostly just want to keep you on the phone…so that I can hear your voice,” Kara admitted, finally. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, stunned that Kara would say something like that. She knew that the sun could weaken their mind, as well as their bodies, and that often caused vampires to be more transparent and unreserved during the day. Often in a dangerous way. But still…those words had sounded so vulnerable, so emotional, so unlike Kara. “Alana was there,” Rose blurted out, “in my dream.” 
 
    Kara didn’t respond for a moment, and Rose realized that she could feel her own eyes burning with tears, tears that weren’t her own. When Kara did finally respond, her voice sounded hoarse and broken. “I dreamt of her, too,” she said. 
 
    Rose covered her chest with her free hand as it ached with sympathy and grief—not her own grief…but Kara’s. “I’m so sorry, Kara,” she whispered sadly. 
 
    The sheet rustled quietly as Kara shrugged. “I’m fine,” she lied. “At least it wasn’t really Alana in this one. Just her memory. It wasn’t even a good memory. If anything, it just reminded me of how much better off the world is without her.” 
 
    Rose could feel Kara’s dishonesty. She could feel the pain that bled into every word, the longing and emptiness that burned like a gaping hole in her chest. 
 
    “I bet you look sexy right now,” Kara said suddenly, changing the subject so abruptly that it nearly gave Rose whiplash. “With your messy, slept-on hair.” 
 
    Rose ran her fingers through her hair subconsciously, and she blushed a little as she realized that it was pretty messy, at the moment. “Um,” she mumbled, trying to navigate the conversation back into safer waters. “It’s odd, isn’t it? That we both dreamed about Alana?” Rose covered her face with her hand, inwardly scolding herself for bringing up Alana again. Alana was anything but safer waters. 
 
    “Some ancient cultures believed that linked souls could share dreams,” Kara said. “They believed that the dream world was beyond the physical world, and souls could seek each other out in dreams, even if their bodies were separate.” 
 
    Rose listened curiously to the myth. “Linked souls? What? You mean like soulmates? I’ve never believed in soulmates. It’s always sounded so…unrealistic.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in them either,” Kara agreed. The soft rustle of sheets filled the line again as Kara shifted on the bed. “I wish you were here. In bed with me.” Her voice sounded so low and seductive now. “I can just imagine what…” 
 
    “Kara!” Rose squeaked, interrupting her. “This is…not why I called.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “I’m only saying…there’s plenty of room in my bed, and I’m sure you would find it much more comfortable than wherever you are now.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but notice that every distinct detail of Kara’s voice sounded more pronounced when she was sleepy—her soft, lilting accent, the low pitch, the breathy tone… It sounded even more sultry than usual, and that wasn’t doing anything to squash the distracting buzz of desire tingling throughout her body. “What makes you think that?” she managed to mutter, finally. “The fact that I’m hiding in the back section of the plane while I talk to you on the phone?” 
 
    “Hiding?” Kara repeated. “Why would you hide? Is Kallias being an ass?” 
 
    “No,” Rose mumbled, sinking back against the wall. “That’s not what I meant. I’m not hiding. I just came back here so that I wouldn’t wake anyone up.”  
 
    “My…contact…sent me an update an hour ago,” Kara said. Rose heard a soft tapping noise in the background—the keys of a phone, perhaps. Then, the rustling of sheets again. Kara continued, “Your friend is safe. Paranoid. But safe.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. She breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s such good news.” 
 
    “I thought you’d want to know,” Kara said softly. “You worry so much.” 
 
    Rose blinked, surprised by how well Kara knew her quirks. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, love,” Kara said drowsily. “It’s my duty.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Your duty?” she repeated. “How is it your duty?” 
 
    “As your warrior,” Kara murmured. “I swore an oath of fealty to you.” 
 
    “The oath,” Rose said. “I’m halfway across the world, and you’re still worried about your oath? You know I’m not holding you to it. You only did it to make Kallias trust you—and he still didn’t. But…you don’t need that anymore.” 
 
    Kara was silent for a moment. “You think I did it for him?” she asked. 
 
    Rose blinked. “Well, it seemed like…” she sputtered. “I just thought…” 
 
    “You thought wrong,” Kara interrupted. She didn’t sound angry. She just sounded…confused. And surprised. “I did it for you, Rose. Always…for you.” 
 
    Rose stared at the white walls of the jet, her heart hammering inside her chest, as she tried to make sense of that. Her mind raced with questions that she was too afraid to ask. So, instead, she forced out, “Well…I’m going to thank you, anyway.” She exhaled slowly. “Because…it really does mean a lot to me.” 
 
    “It means a lot to me,” Kara said, slowly and hesitantly, “that you called.” 
 
    “It does?” Rose breathed. She sank to the floor, covering her face with her hand, as she tried to quell the flood of emotions rushing through her. She felt as if she’d navigated out of the unsafe waters earlier, just to fall down a waterfall into deadly rapids. Seduction was easy compared to this—whatever this was. “I should, uh,” she paused, swallowing uneasily, “let you go back to sleep.” 
 
    “I won’t sleep after that dream,” Kara told her, “and neither will you.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t argue because it was true. She never slept after nightmares. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me the real reason you want to hang up?” Kara said. 
 
    “Because I feel guilty,” Rose whispered sadly. “Because…I love Kallias.” 
 
    A long, painful silence followed that. Then, Kara sighed, “Bye, Rose.” 
 
    Rose clutched the phone tightly as a sudden pain opened up in her chest, so sharp and intense that it took her breath. She straightened. “Kara, wait, I…”  
 
    But Kara ended the call before she could finish her sentence. 
 
    Rose dropped the phone on the floor and tilted her head back against the cold, metal wall. She pressed her hand to her chest, hoping the pressure would alleviate the deep ache that had taken up residence there, wishing that it could fill the void in her chest—a void as wide as the chasm of distance between them. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose tossed her duffel bag over her shoulder as she prepared to step out into the warm, autumn night. The one positive of this night. There might be crazy extremists after her and her friends, but at least it wasn’t miserably cold in Florida. 
 
    Kallias caught her arm as she suddenly swayed. “Rose? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, clutching the strap of her bag, “I’m just a little…dizzy.” 
 
    He frowned. “The change in time zones can mess with our instincts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, avoiding his gaze, “that’s probably what happened.” 
 
    “Or,” Erik said, leaning against his seat, “it’s because you didn’t sleep.” 
 
    Kallias’s intense, light brown gaze shifted toward Erik and then back to Rose. “Why didn’t you sleep today?” he asked. “Are you still having nightmares?” 
 
    Rose shrugged tiredly. “Every day,” she said with an unconvincing smile. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his brows creased with worry. “It didn’t wake me.” 
 
    “You should be happy about that,” Rose said, lifting her eyebrows. “You got to sleep. Yay.” But her yay sounded less enthusiastic and more exhausted. 
 
    Erik handed the bags he’d already unloaded to Rose so she could take them to the car. He waited until she’d picked up the bags and stepped outside to give Kallias a knowing look. “She doesn’t know what it means,” he reminded him. 
 
    Kallias looked at Erik, his brown eyes flashing with anxiety. “But I do.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose slid into the passenger seat of Erik’s car and breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. It soothed her mind, just a little, to have a moment alone…to think. She watched through the windshield as Kallias talked with the pilot. She reached into the front pocket of her jeans and pulled out a soft, black cloth—the handkerchief that Kara had given her on the very first night they met. She ran her fingers over the handkerchief, feeling its silky texture beneath her fingertips. For reasons she couldn’t even begin to understand, it comforted her—the way it felt so cool and soft against her fingers, the way it still held the scent of Kara’s skin… 
 
    The driver’s side door opened, and someone slid in beside her. The scent of cologne, pizza sauce, and power filled her senses. She didn’t even have to look up. The pizza sauce alone told her who it was. “Erik,” Rose said, sliding the side of her thumb over the silky handkerchief, “you have pizza sauce on your shirt.” 
 
    Erik glanced down at his black, button-down shirt and ran his finger over the collar. “Oh, look at that. I do,” he laughed. His bright green gaze shifted back toward her and then down to the handkerchief in her hands. “Is that Kara’s?” 
 
    Rose glanced at him, her eyes widening. “How did you know that?” 
 
    He leaned back in the seat, a cocky smirk pulling at the edges of his lips. “Kara has always carried some kind of cloth with her…to clean the blood from her lips after she fed.” He grinned and added, “Because she’s always had this bad habit of feeding from people in public places.” He snorted. “And it was always a black cloth because humans can’t see the bloodstains as easily on a black cloth.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. “Well, she…uh…gave me this one the night I met her.” 
 
    An amused smile pulled at one corner of Erik’s lips. “And you kept it?” 
 
    “W-well,” she stammered, “it looked brand-new. It’d be wasteful to…” 
 
    “Rose,” he interrupted, laughing, “you don’t have to lie about it. I get it.” 
 
    She stared at him, her bright blue eyes wide and wary. “You get…what?” 
 
    “It smells like her,” Erik stated. “You kept it because it smells like her.” 
 
    She glanced down at her hands, avoiding his gaze. Her face looked about three shades paler than usual. “Why would I care about that?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Because that’s how our instincts work,” he said, shrugging. “You had a blood bond with her. That means, forever more—even centuries after you have broken the bond—you will still be connected to her. Her scent will comfort you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, blinking in surprise. “Right. Yeah. The blood bond.” 
 
    Erik grinned knowingly. “And…because you have feelings for her.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What?” she sputtered. “No. I don’t. That’s not…” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I’m an empath, Rose. I can feel what you feel.” 
 
    “Well, you’re wrong,” Rose said stubbornly. “These aren’t…feelings.” 
 
    Erik snorted. “Well, what are they,” he laughed, “if they’re not feelings?” 
 
    She scowled at his mocking tone. “Something else,” she said evasively. 
 
    “Huh. I never realized that empaths could sense not-feelings,” he teased. 
 
    She flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “Ha…ha,” she said dryly. 
 
    “I just call it like I see it, babe,” he said with a smug grin. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Sometimes, I wonder why I’m friends with you.” 
 
    He flashed her a huge grin, complete with fangs. “Because I’m hot.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Ugh,” she said, pretending to gag. “I’m curious. What exactly is so attractive about an arrogant jerk with no personal hygiene?” 
 
    He laughed. “I don’t know. I guess you’ll have to ask the thousands of women who find me attractive,” he countered, flashing her a victorious smirk. 
 
    She rolled her eyes again. But then, after a brief moment of silence, she found herself staring at the cloth again, running her fingers over the silky fabric, her heart racing as she considered what she felt for Kara. “I think…maybe,” Rose said softly, her voice barely a whisper, “there is a part of me that’s drawn to her.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Yeah…that’s kind of been obvious since you met her.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked seriously. “What is it about her that ensnares me?” 
 
    He looked at her, stunned by the agonizing emotions he sensed in her. “You want to know what I think?” he asked gently. “Because it’s obvious to me. As someone who knows both of you well, as someone who knows your strengths and your weaknesses, it’s easy for me to see why you feel so connected to her.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her eyes flashing with nervousness. “Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s because you need each other,” he said easily. “It’s because you fit.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You think Kara and I fit? Kara—the seductive warrior—and me—the socially awkward nerd? You think that we fit each other?” 
 
    “Connection isn’t just about similarities, Rose,” he told her. “You need each other. You make each other better. You make her softer, and she makes you stronger.” He looked at her and smiled apologetically. “Not to say that you’re not already strong or that she’s not already soft. But everyone has a weakness. Kara’s afraid of emotions and intimacy because she’s been hurt so badly, just like you’re insecure because you’ve been hurt so badly. Kara empowers you. She shows you your strength. And you show her that there’s more to her than strength. You fit.” 
 
    Rose considered that for a moment, frowning at the cloth in her hand, as she felt those words click into place. She couldn’t deny that there was at least a little bit of truth to them. Kara did empower her. She said exactly the words that Rose needed to hear in the moment she needed them. “What about Kallias?” she said softly, her bright blue gaze shifting back to Erik. “You don’t think we fit?” 
 
    “Ah,” Erik said with a conflicted scowl, “I wouldn’t say that, exactly.” 
 
    For whatever reason, Rose wanted to hear Erik’s opinion. He could be immature and disrespectful, sure, but he was honest. “Then, what would you say?” 
 
    “You and Kallias love each other deeply,” Erik said, shrugging. “You’d do anything for each other. A lot of us—I mean, a lot of people—never get that.” 
 
    Sympathy burned in Rose’s bright blue eyes. “Oh, gosh, I’m sorry, Erik,” she sighed, sinking lower in her seat. “I shouldn’t be talking to you about my problems right now, not when you’re dealing with something so much worse.” 
 
    He laughed, “I’d rather talk about your problems than mine; believe me.” 
 
    “I feel like such a jerk right now,” she muttered. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I was feeling better before you started making a big deal about it,” Erik complained. “I killed my ex-girlfriend in order to stop her from killing everyone I care about and destroying the world. It’s insane. I’d rather think about your sane problems, like your little love triangle or the fact that you can’t dress yourself.” 
 
    Rose frowned at her clothes. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he snorted, “if you’re trying to look as unsexy as possible.” 
 
    She tugged self-consciously at her hoodie. “I’m trying to be as comfortable as possible,” she corrected. She shot a peeved glare at him. “You know, you could set a record with how fast you go from halfway-decent-person to total jerk.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “That’s how awesome I am. I break records,” he bragged. 
 
    She tilted her head back, groaning in disgust. “Is there anything I could say that you wouldn’t somehow twist into something that inflates your huge ego?” 
 
    He frowned. “Nah. I’ve pretty much perfected the art of arrogance.” 
 
    The sound of the back, passenger-side door opening startled Rose, and she quickly slid the small handkerchief back into the front pocket of her jeans. 
 
    Kallias slid into the seat behind them and sighed, “Is there any way I can convince you two to go on vacation, instead of trying to save the world? Again.” 
 
    Erik said, “With a lot of beer,” at the same time that Rose said, “No.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Sverre Jacobsen tugged pointlessly at his wrists, wincing as the tight cords bit into his skin. He still hoped, against all odds, that he might be able to escape before his kidnappers returned. But with his wrists bound so tightly behind him and his ankles bound tightly to the legs of the chair, escape seemed unlikely. 
 
    He glanced around the small room. It looked almost like an empty office space—the kind that someone might rent for business purposes—but one glance out the window assured him that yelling would be pointless. Wherever they had brought him—it appeared to be in the wilderness. Of course, at this point, he was willing to try anything. So, he took a deep breath, and then, he screamed as loud as he could. He screamed until his lungs burned, until his voice faded into silence. 
 
    Then, when he could scream no more, he heard the door creak open. 
 
    The door was behind him, and with his wrists and ankles bound, he had no way of turning to see who had entered the room. “Help me,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    For a moment, he heard nothing. Then, the person closed the door. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked softly—her voice soft and lilting. 
 
    Sverre sighed in relief as he realized it was a woman. The ones who had brought him here were men. So, this was someone else. “Just untie me. Quickly.” 
 
    “You’re pretty bossy for a man who just got kidnapped,” she chuckled. 
 
    He froze, a cold wave of fear rushing through his veins. “Who are you?” 
 
    The woman’s boots thudded softly against the hardwood floor as she circled around him, until her tall, lean form came into view. She perched herself on top of the empty office desk in front of him and crossed her legs. He watched, unable to look away—partially because of the position he was tied in…but also because of the woman’s beauty. Her straight, jet-black hair hung around her face, electric blue streaks shining in the lamplight. She wore a thin, black shirt that clung to the muscles of her stomach and a pair of soft, leather pants that stretched flexibly around her muscular thighs. And her icy blue eyes seemed to pierce right through him as she watched him, a cocky smirk curving at her lips. Her features were eerily perfect, and a dreadful chill ran down his spine as he realized why she was so beautiful. “You’re a vampire,” he sputtered, jerking fearfully at the ropes. 
 
    She just smiled. “And you, Sverre Jacobsen, are an Assassin of Light.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’ve done,” he growled at her. “They’ll come looking for me, and they’ll find us. And then, they’ll kill you—whoever you are.” 
 
    She tilted her head back and started laughing, as if she found his deadly threats hilarious. “You don’t recognize me,” she realized, clearly amused by that. “It’s probably the hair-dye. It throws everyone off. Picture me with lighter hair. Brownish-blonde,” she said, running her fingers through her hair. “And armor.” 
 
    Sverre scowled at the vampire, annoyed by her games. But then, his hazel eyes widened in shock…because he suddenly realized where he’d seen her before. His pulse skyrocketed, icy fear rushing through his veins. “Kara Unnarsdóttir?” 
 
    Kara leaned back, resting her weight on her hands. “Finally,” she scoffed. “I’m a little disappointed in you, Assassin. The last one of you I questioned said that you knew everything about us. He said you’d been studying us since birth.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Why did you send humans to kidnap me, demon?” 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” she murmured, leaning forward. “No one is going to save you, Sverre. You were last seen during the day with humans. They’re not going to suspect me. It’s just you and I…until you answer all of my questions.” 
 
    “Then, you might as well kill me now, demon,” he sneered, his voice thick with hatred and disgust. “I won’t tell you anything. I’m willing to die for my cause.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” she laughed. “Crazy fanatics are always willing to die for their crazy causes.” She smiled at the surprised look on his face. “What? You didn’t think I would prepare for that?” She hopped off of the office desk and circled around it. Then, she opened a drawer and pulled out a large envelope. 
 
    Sverre watched with a worried frown. “What is that?” 
 
    She walked toward him, her boots thudding softly in the quiet room. She stopped in front of him, her lean body towering over him as she undid the clasp of the envelope. She pulled out a stack of photographs and lay them in his lap. 
 
    The blood drained from his face as he saw the young, brown-haired girl in the pictures, wearing the frilly, pink dress that he’d dressed her in that morning. 
 
    “Laila Jacobsen,” Kara said with a raised eyebrow. “Sound familiar?” 
 
    He looked up at her, pure hatred burning in his eyes. “No,” he lied. 
 
    Kara pulled something else out of the large envelope—a piece of paper. She held it in front of his face. “Then, why is your name on her birth certificate?” 
 
    He swallowed audibly, his face paling in fear. “Don’t hurt her. Please.” 
 
    Kara slid the paper and photos back into the envelope. “You’ll answer my questions,” she told him as she returned to the desk, “if you care about her.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Fine,” he sighed. “Just…don’t hurt my daughter.” 
 
    Kara dropped the envelope on the desk and turned back toward him. “If you cooperate, no harm will come to her,” she assured him. She leaned against the desk and crossed her arms. “Let’s start with an easy question. The Assassins of Light disappeared for centuries. What prompted you to come out of hiding?” 
 
    His eyes flashed with hatred. “Your lover,” he snarled. “The crazy one.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “She’s not my lover anymore, Sverre. She’s a little dead…and burnt to ashes,” she informed him with a playful smirk. “I mean, I’m not really a shallow woman, but I do prefer for my lovers to be alive, at least.” 
 
    “You’re vampires. You’re all dead,” Sverre growled, “or you should be.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. You hate me because of what I am. You’re not the first bigoted asshole I’ve encountered. I’ve heard it all before.” 
 
    “You call me a bigot like I have no reason to hate you,” he said, “but you kidnapped me. You threatened my daughter. You’re a monster, just like I thought.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know,” Kara agreed. She crossed the space between them and crouched down in front of him so that they were at eye-level. Then, she pulled out a dagger and pressed it against his throat, causing him to jerk back in fear. “But I know what you’ve done, Sverre Jacobsen. You’ve killed people, just like I have. Not just vampires either. I know you don’t consider us people. But you’ve killed humans, too. You tortured humans for information. You experimented on them to create your weapons. Yes, I may be a monster, Assassin, but so are you.” 
 
    He watched her, his heart racing against his chest. “Sometimes, terrible things have to be done in order to accomplish a greater purpose,” he growled. 
 
    Kara laughed humorlessly, a dark, bitter edge to her voice. She removed the dagger from his neck and stood, staring down at him with flashing, light blue eyes. “It’s funny that you called Alana crazy…because you sound just like her.” 
 
    “She was right about one thing,” Sverre told her. “It’s time for war.” 
 
    Kara sighed. “Next question,” she said impatiently. “Rose Foster.” 
 
    His round, hazel lightened with recognition. “That’s not a question.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Kara argued. “I wanted to know if you recognized the name. Clearly, you do. So, my next question is: why? Why are the Assassins after her?” 
 
    Sverre shrugged. “She’s dangerous. She’s killed three Assassins already.” 
 
    “She’s only been a vampire for less than two months. She should be the least of your worries…unless you know something you’re not saying,” Kara said. “And as for the dead Assassins, Rose isn’t responsible for that. That was Aaron.” 
 
    He sighed as he realized that she wasn’t moving on until he gave her a truthful answer. “Rose Foster isn’t a normal vampire. She is something worse.” 
 
    Kara frowned at that. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Many ancient cultures had legends about a vampire with red eyes,” he told her reluctantly. “She is the darkest and most powerful vampire to ever exist.” 
 
    Kara was careful not to react to that. “Ah, so, irrationally misinterpreting one religious book isn’t enough for you anymore. Now, you’ve added legends.” 
 
    “The people who originally founded our organization were Christians,” he admitted, “but now, we are so much more. We have people from all sorts of backgrounds in the Assassins of Light. We’re united in our hatred of vampires.” 
 
    “What else do you know about Rose Foster?” Kara asked impatiently. 
 
    “Everything,” the human assured her. “We have someone who knows everything about her, and he has passed along the information to the rest of us.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “I’m going to need that information.” 
 
    “I don’t have it,” Sverre said. “My mission is here, so I have no need for it. But the information is on file at all of our bases in every country. It doesn’t matter where Rose Foster runs. We’re everywhere. She doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Give me the address of your nearest base,” Kara growled. 
 
    Sverre froze. He clearly hadn’t expected her to ask that. “I can’t do that,” he said nervously. “You know I can’t do that. They would kill me for that.” 
 
    Kara pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed a memorized phone number. Then, she pressed the phone against her ear and waited for an answer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the human asked worriedly, his eyes wide. 
 
    “I have to give the word,” Kara said, “for them to kill your daughter.” 
 
    “No! No, no, no!” Sverre yelled. He jerked at his hands, panicking. 
 
    Kara lowered the phone and raised an eyebrow. “I’m listening.” 
 
    He exhaled shakily, his chest heaving. “There is no address. It’s hidden,” he told her, but before she could lift the phone to her ear again, he quickly added, “But I could draw you a map! Just don’t hurt her. Please. I’ll do anything for her.” 
 
    Kara hung up the phone and walked over to the desk. She reached into the drawer and pulled out a pen and a blank sheet of paper. “We all have someone that we’ll do anything for,” she muttered under her breath, “even us monsters.” 
 
    Sverre watched as she returned to him and lay the blank sheet of paper in his lap. Then, she pulled out her dagger and circled around him. She knelt behind his chair and began cutting through the cords that bound his wrists. His heart raced with terror as he waited for her to free him. He yelped as he felt the sharp edge of her dagger slice shallowly into his hand as it slipped over the cords. 
 
    “Oops,” Kara said simply, as she finished cutting the cords. “Accident.” 
 
    He swallowed uneasily as he felt the warm blood sliding over his palm. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kara said, as if she could read his thoughts. She circled back in front of him once she finished freeing his hands. “I’m not going to bite you. Your blood disgusts me.” She smiled and added, “Because you disgust me.” 
 
    Sverre lay his hands in his lap, staring down at them in astonishment. 
 
    “Before you get any ideas,” Kara said, “let me just remind you that your ankles are still bound. Even if I weren’t a vampire, you wouldn’t be fast enough to escape. Cooperate peacefully, and you’ll walk out of here with your throat intact.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Okay,” he sighed. “I’ll draw you the map. Then, I’ll leave the country and just hope the Assassins don’t find me and kill me for this.” 
 
    Kara handed the pen to him. She waited patiently as he drew a detailed map that would lead her directly to the closest Assassins of Light base. She watched for any signs of dishonesty, but she saw none. He seemed sincere. 
 
    “Here,” he said finally, holding out the sheet of paper. “This is it.” 
 
    “Drop the pen on the floor,” Kara instructed. “Then, I’ll approach you.” 
 
    When Sverre did as she said, Kara stepped forward and took the paper from his hand, examining the neatly-drawn map. When she felt certain that it was legitimate, she folded it and slid it into her pocket. “Your daughter is perfectly safe and unaware of any danger,” she told him. “She’s at home with her mother.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Wait. I thought…” he stammered. “You lied to me?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Obviously. Don’t you know anything about me?” 
 
    The human growled in frustration. “I gave you all of that information.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. It was very kind of you,” Kara taunted. “Thank you for your cooperation.” Her smile deepened as she saw the rage twisting at his face. “You may untie your ankles and leave as soon as I leave the room.” She turned and started toward the door. However, she stopped just as she reached the door and turned back toward him. “Ah, I almost forgot,” she said, waving her dagger at him, “this dagger is coated in poison. So, when I cut you just a moment ago…” 
 
    Sverre looked down at his bleeding hand, his eyes widening in horror. 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d let you live, did you?” Kara said, raising an eyebrow. “The poison will kill you within two days…give or take a few hours. So, if you don’t have your affairs in order, I’d suggest you get on that.” Then, she left. 
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    By the time Erik pulled the car into the parking lot, outside Audrey’s apartment, the clock on the dashboard read: 10:03 P.M, which meant they still had time to get Audrey out of town, if they left quickly. Rose sucked in a deep breath for courage and opened the car door, heading toward the rickety stairwell. 
 
    “Would you at least slow down?” Kallias complained. He caught up with her easily, falling into step beside her, his boots thudding against the cracked, poorly-painted pavement. “It’s bad enough that you’re walking into a trap…”  
 
    “I’m not walking into a trap. I’m walking into an apartment,” Rose said with a sassy smile. “And I don’t know why you would be worried about how fast I’m walking. I’m sure you can keep up with those twelve-feet-long legs of yours.” 
 
    “I’m only six and a half feet tall,” Kallias muttered as he followed Rose up the rusted, metal stairs. “How could I possibly have twelve-feet-long legs?” 
 
    “It’s called a hyperbole,” Rose said. “A hyperbole is a literary term that…” 
 
    “Ugh! Someone stop her,” Erik groaned. “She’s defining things again.” 
 
    Rose cast a quick glance behind her, at Erik, who had caught up with them and was now following them up the stairs. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said with a playful smile. “Does my intelligence threaten your fragile, overinflated ego?” 
 
    Erik laughed. “Nah,” he said, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. “Because at least I don’t forget how to finish a sentence when I see a hot girl.” 
 
    Rose winced. “Okay, you win that one,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    Erik and Kallias stayed behind her, near the metal railing, as Rose stepped forward to knock on the door. She took another deep breath and knocked twice. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” Audrey called through the door. Her voice sounded higher than usual, a note of panic bleeding into her words. “I…I have a gun…” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “It’s Rose,” she said. “You know? The person you were expecting tonight? And Audrey, you have never owned a gun in your life.” 
 
    “Okay. Just hang on a minute,” Audrey sighed. “There are a lot of locks.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Since when?” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I still don’t know why we’re doing this,” Kallias said as they waited. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets, leaning heavily against the metal railing. 
 
    Rose turned to level him with a glare. “Because she’s an innocent human in danger of being murdered by an enemy of ours. Also, because she’s my friend.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow. “Apparently, you and I have very different ideas about what the word friend means,” he muttered. He glared at the door. 
 
    At that exact moment, the door opened to reveal a very frazzled Audrey. 
 
    Audrey glanced at each one of them, her reddened, hazel eyes wide, and ran her hand through her tangled mess of brown hair. “Come in. Quickly.” 
 
    They followed Audrey into the small apartment, and as soon as they were inside, she closed the door and locked it behind them. And then, she locked it again. And again. And again. Rose lifted her eyebrows at the four deadbolt locks. 
 
    “Levi put in the locks for me,” Audrey explained. “He’s a locksmith.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Rose said, frowning. “Are you two dating again?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no,” Audrey said, rolling her eyes. “He’s too…stable.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “That’s not really a flaw, Audrey,” she laughed. 
 
    “I know. I know,” Audrey said, waving her hand dismissively. She walked past them, dragging her feet toward the bed. “When I’m ready to settle down, I’ll marry someone like him, and we’ll have a family. I’m just not ready for that yet.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose as Audrey pushed three bags of fast food off of the bed and into the floor so that she could plop down onto the bed. “Umm,” she began hesitantly, “Audrey, do you need some help cleaning this place up?” 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “I can’t take the trash out. Someone might kill me.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Okay. That’s…understandable,” she said, choosing her words carefully, since Audrey was already in a sour mood. “I’ll help. If you want?” 
 
    Audrey waved her hand irritably. “Knock yourself out,” she muttered. 
 
    Erik stepped out of the way as Rose began to gather up the trash that covered almost every inch of the cramped apartment. He watched Audrey with a concerned frown. “Have you seen anyone since you had that dream?” he asked. 
 
    Audrey shifted her gaze toward him, which turned out to be a very bad idea. Because her thoughts seemed to fade away, suddenly, as she gawked at him. 
 
    Rose straightened, her brows furrowing. “Audrey?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “It’s the allure,” Kallias said. “She’s a human, so she’s vulnerable to it.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Rose said, shaking her head. “I didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “It’s also the fact that I’m hot,” Erik added with an arrogant grin. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Audrey, please, stop fueling his ego,” she said as she picked up trash. “If his head gets any bigger, we’ll all be smothered to death.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” Audrey said, blinking, as she slowly came out of her daze. 
 
    “I asked if you’ve seen anyone,” Erik said, “and then, you stared at me.” 
 
    “Well, you’re nice to stare at,” Audrey said, “even if you are a monster.” 
 
    Rose froze, her brows creasing with frustration. “Audrey,” she began. 
 
    Erik held up his hand. “It’s fine. I am a monster. I’ve murdered people. I’ve tortured people. I killed…Alana,” he paused, exhaling shakily as he tried to stay in control of his emotions. “I am a monster…but not because I’m a vampire.” 
 
    Rose sighed, sympathy burning in her bright blue eyes. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Killing Alana made you a hero,” Kallias argued, “not a monster.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Erik acknowledged, “but no less tragic.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “She’s the entire reason we’re in this mess.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose said, “I know you mean well, but this is not the time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Rose,” Erik laughed. “I’ve been around him for twelve hundred years. I’m used to the insensitivity. I know he still loves me.” 
 
    Kallias grimaced. “Love is a word I use very rarely. And never for you.” 
 
    Audrey watched them, her eyebrows lifting in disbelief. “Well, this is all nice and…pretty terrifying, actually,” she said dryly, “but I called him a monster because he is one. Physically. You all are. That’s what vampires are. Monsters.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Yeah, Audrey. We haven’t forgotten your opinion of us.” 
 
    “If you want our help,” Kallias said, “I’d suggest you stop insulting us.” 
 
    “You’d let me die?” Audrey asked. “Just because you don’t like what I have to say? It’s her fault I’m going to die anyway!” She pointed angrily at Rose. 
 
    Rose cringed. “I won’t let you die, Audrey,” she sighed, “no matter how you feel about me. Kallias and Erik are free to make their own decisions, though.” 
 
    “Well, you’re Rose’s best friend, and Rose is my friend,” Erik told Audrey. “Plus, you’re hot…for a human. So, obviously, I’m not letting you die either.” 
 
    “For a human?” Audrey said. “So, I’m not hot, compared to a vampire?” 
 
    “Well, technically, no,” Erik said bluntly. “We’re all physically perfect.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “Erik, you have some good qualities, but you are as shallow as they come. Personality is far more attractive than appearance.” 
 
    “Maybe to you, but you’re a weirdo,” Erik muttered. “Besides, I haven’t seen much of Audrey’s personality. Just the part where she insults us constantly and begs me for sex. I have to admit, though, the begging for sex was pretty hot.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. She turned toward Audrey. “He’s joking, right?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “I was drunk, and I didn’t know he was a vampire.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Why am I even surprised?” she muttered. She sighed and gestured toward Kallias, “Well, Kallias is going to pretend to not want to help you because that’s just how he is, but I happen to know that Kallias is a good guy, and his actions are driven by a strong sense of morality. So, when it comes down to it, even though you’re being a little…mean, he’ll still help you.” 
 
    “Rose has too much faith in me,” Kallias grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Audrey stared at Rose in disbelief. “You think I’m being mean?” 
 
    Rose scowled at the stupidity of that question. “No. Not at all,” she said sarcastically. “I think that calling people monsters is the nicest thing in the world.” 
 
    Audrey threw herself back down on the bed and groaned, “If anything was going to change about you, it should have been that sassy mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Nothing can change that,” Rose laughed. She sat down on the edge of the bed, beside Audrey, and smiled at her. “Happy belated birthday, by the way.” 
 
    Audrey raised an eyebrow. “My birthday was six days ago, you jerk.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose said slowly. “That’s why I added the word belated.” 
 
    “Okay, smartass,” Audrey said as she sat up and leaned toward Rose. “Tell me this. If you knew, why didn’t you call on my birthday and say it then?” 
 
    “I did,” Rose said, “but you didn’t answer because you still hated me.” 
 
    Audrey frowned suspiciously and grabbed her phone from the television tray that set at the corner of the bed. She quickly scrolled through her recent calls, determined to prove Rose wrong. She winced as she saw that Rose had indeed called six days ago. “Oh. Crap,” she said. “Well, you could’ve left a voicemail.” 
 
    Rose offered her an apologetic smile. “My feelings were a little hurt.” 
 
    Audrey stared at her for a moment, and then, she sighed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s okay. My feelings can take quite the beating.” 
 
    Audrey looked away. “I just…I never expected you to change like this. I don’t know how to handle it. I mean, you’re scary now. You’ve never been scary.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Erik interjected, staring at Rose with wide, green eyes. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “There’s no reason to be afraid of me,” she told Audrey. “I’m the same person as before. It’s just my body that’s different.” 
 
    “And your instincts,” Kallias added, “and your eating habits…” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Yes. Thank you, Kallias. That’s very helpful.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, ignoring the obvious sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    Audrey continued to watch Rose warily, as if she were still trying to figure out if Rose was still the same person. “What have you done,” she began, her voice sharp with accusation, “that would make Owen’s boyfriend want to kill me?” 
 
    “Rose hasn’t done anything,” Kallias said defensively. 
 
    Rose pushed a lock of red hair out of her face and sighed, “It sounds like Jared is part of the Assassins of Light. It’s an organization that hates vampires.” 
 
    “They don’t just hate us,” Erik added. “They want to eradicate us.” 
 
    Audrey frowned. “Well, I hate vampires, too. So, why would he kill me?” 
 
    “You can’t hate someone you know nothing about,” Rose said. “You’re better than that, Audrey. I know you are.” Then, without giving Audrey time to argue, she continued, “The Assassins of Light are extremists. Originally, they used religion as a scapegoat for their hate. I don’t know what they’re using now. But what I do know is that their actions are fueled by hate. And hateful people hurt others. They have no sense of rationality or love. No one is safe from their hate.” 
 
    “It’s possible that they believe that killing you would bring Rose here,” Kallias added. “It’s possible that all of this is a trap, and we just walked into it.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor babies,” Audrey sneered. “I might die because of this, and I’m not even a vampire! Why would a vampire-hating group kill humans, anyway?” 
 
    “Because that’s what hate groups do,” Kallias said. “It’s happened over and over and over, all throughout history. A group arises and claims to hate this one particular group of people for justifiable reasons. But those justifiable reasons are just lies. Excuses for their hatred. In reality, they just hate people who are different from them. And their own kind, who they claimed to be protecting, get killed, too, if it benefits their…cause. I’ve watched humans do this to each other more times than I can count. Unfortunately, now, they’re dragging us into it.” 
 
    “If hatred goes unchallenged, everyone gets hurt. Eventually,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey ran her hands through her hair to loosen some of the tangles. “If I wanted to hear about history, I’d listen in my history classes, but I don’t. I take naps, instead. Because naps are glorious, and history is the opposite of glorious.” 
 
    “The opposite of glorious is…ordinary,” Rose stated, “or…unremarkable.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “Why are you the way you are?” she complained. 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange question. “Is that a rhetorical question?” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Look, I just don’t want to die,” she sighed. “I don’t care about history or the Assassins of Whatever. I just don’t want to die.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” Rose stated firmly. “I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “How are you going to stop it?” Audrey asked. “You’re just…Rose. I mean, I know you’re a vampire now, and apparently, your eyes turn red, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, the…er…red-eyes part is kind of a big deal,” Erik interrupted. 
 
    “Not to mention, the fact that all vampires are dangerous,” Kallias added. 
 
    Rose grimaced at them. “Yeah, I’m not totally sure this is helping, guys.” 
 
    Erik leaned against the corner of the bookcase, ignoring the withering look that Rose shot his way when it wobbled a little. “What is our plan, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t leave her here by herself,” Rose began, “even during the day. An Assassin of Light would know that we can’t protect her during the day.” 
 
    Audrey nodded tiredly. “In the dream, he killed me during the day.” 
 
    Erik swept his gaze around the tiny apartment, his bright green eyes wide with horror. “You’re not suggesting that we all stay here, day and night, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Rose groaned, rolling her eyes. “Don’t be such a snob.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I’m just saying,” he said defensively, “it’s a little small.” 
 
    “It’s probably best if we don’t stay here long anyway,” Kallias interjected. He stepped forward. “It’s unsafe for Audrey to stay here because, obviously, the Assassins of Light would have obtained her address already, if they were planning to kill her. And it’s unsafe for Rose because this is most likely a trap, set for her.” 
 
    Audrey shrank back a little, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of leaving for who-knows-where with a bunch of vampires. “Umm…where would we go?” 
 
    Erik flashed a charming smile at her. “How do you feel about road trips?” 
 
    “I usually love them,” Audrey said, “as long as there is hot sex involved.” 
 
    Rose scrunched up her face in confusion. “What kind of road trip…” 
 
    But before she could finish, she heard Erik say, “That can be arranged.” 
 
    Rose turned and shot a murderous glare at him. “Erik!” she complained. 
 
    “What?” Erik said, grinning at her. “I’m just trying to be hospitable.” 
 
    “She…is…my…best…friend,” Rose growled, enunciating each syllable. 
 
    “Ignore her,” Audrey told Erik. She waved her hand dismissively. “She always thinks that the guys I’m interested are like…too dangerous or something.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “They are. Half of the guys you date are ex-convicts.” 
 
    “The guy you’re dating is a vampire!” Audrey objected, laughing. “I think you win. Besides, your entire family tree has spent time in prison for something.” 
 
    “For drugs. Usually,” Rose provided. “One of the guys you dated was in prison for assaulting seventeen people in one day. How do you even manage that?” 
 
    “He was having a bad day,” Audrey sighed, “and it was…barely assault.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Barely assault? What does that even mean?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “I still default to the fact that you’re dating a vampire.” 
 
    “Two of them, actually,” Erik added, much to Rose’s dismay. 
 
    Rose shot a frustrated glare at him. “I am not dating Kara.” 
 
    “Who is Kara?” Audrey asked, glancing back and forth between them. 
 
    “Rose’s girlfriend,” Erik answered…before Rose could object. 
 
    “You have a girlfriend, too?” Audrey said to Rose. “Huh, I’m impressed. I thought you’d die a virgin, but here you are, surprising me, with two lovers.” 
 
    “I don’t have two lovers,” Rose grumbled. “Kara is not my girlfriend.” 
 
    Of course, Erik just had to make things worse. “Actually, Rose did die a virgin,” he said, ignoring Rose’s murderous glare, “and Kara is definitely her lover.” 
 
    Rose turned toward him, pinning him with a blank stare. “Am I the only one here who understands that some things are freaking personal?!” she hissed. 
 
    “I’m a Viking,” Erik reminded her. “Nothing was too personal for us.” 
 
    “Did Vikings like to exaggerate, too? Because it seems like it,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey watched them, her eyebrows high. She shifted her bemused gaze to Kallias, who had an exasperated look on his face. “Are they always like this?” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “They bicker like siblings,” he said. “Very sassy siblings.” 
 
    A sudden knock at the door startled them. They’d become so engaged in conversation, so acclimated to the many scents that surrounded them in the small, crowded apartment complex, that they hadn’t noticed the person approaching. 
 
    Audrey let out a cry of fear and slid back against the headboard of the bed, pulling her blankets over her, as if that would protect her. Her heart raced at a dangerously rapid pace as she began to panic, as her dream replayed in her mind. 
 
    Rose reached over and touched Audrey’s arm, hoping to offer her some kind of reassurance, some form of comfort. “Erik?” she whispered. “Please?” 
 
    Erik nodded easily and circled around the bed, toward Audrey’s side. He placed his hand on her shoulder and used his empathic abilities to soothe her fear. 
 
    “Were you expecting anyone,” Rose asked Audrey, “other than us?” 
 
    Audrey shook her head, her lips trembling. “This is it. I’m going to die.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Rose whispered, leaning closer to Audrey. “We won’t let that happen. Besides, this isn’t what happened in the dream. This is different.” 
 
    “In the dream, I was outside,” Audrey confirmed, “and it was daytime.” 
 
    “It’s a human,” Kallias told them quietly. “Should I open the door?” 
 
    “No!” Audrey shrieked, her hazel eyes widening. “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    The human knocked again. Louder this time. 
 
    “Ask them who they are,” Rose whispered to Audrey. “Just like you did with us. We’re still here. The door is still locked. Just…ask them who they are.” 
 
    “No!” Audrey said vehemently, shaking her head. “I can’t. You do it.” 
 
    “If I call out, they might recognize my voice,” Rose explained in a calm, soothing voice. “They know you’re here, but they might not know that we are.” 
 
    “And if it is an Assassin of Light, and they realize that we are in here,” Kallias said, “it’s only going to put you in more danger. So, you need to do this.” 
 
    Audrey looked back and forth between them. “Who’s there?” she yelled. 
 
    The man’s voice sounded too quiet and muffled as it echoed through the door, as if he were trying not to attract attention. “Audrey, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Rose straightened as she recognized that voice. “It’s Owen,” she hissed. 
 
    Audrey’s face turned about three shades paler. “Go away!” she shrieked. 
 
    A quiet thud reverberated against the door, as if someone had just rested their head against it. “You already know, then. About Jared. Don’t you?” he said quietly. “I figured you might…because of your dreams. Okay. In that case, I’ll just have to say this through the door. I need you to get a message to Rose. Jared watches my phone, so I can’t do it myself. The Assassins of Light are after her.” 
 
    Rose jumped out of bed. “Owen, wait!” she called out. “Don’t leave!” 
 
    Kallias stepped between her and the door. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Rose sighed irritably. In such a small apartment, the only way around this tall, muscular roadblock was for him to voluntarily step out of the way. “He came to warn me, Kallias. That means he’s not our enemy. And he might be in danger.” 
 
    “Rose?” Owen hissed. “What are you doing here? You have to leave!” 
 
    Rose gestured toward the door, as if Owen had just proved her point. 
 
    “He might be doing this for Jared,” Kallias said. “He might be lying.” 
 
    “I need to go,” Owen said suddenly. “I’m sorry, Rose. I can’t stay here long. Jared might be tracking the GPS on my car. If I’d known you were here, I wouldn’t have come. Please, just…leave. Get as far away from here as possible.” 
 
    “Kallias, move out of my way. Now,” Rose growled. “If I let him leave, and he gets killed because of this, I will never forgive myself. So, please. Move.” 
 
    “You’re too trusting,” Kallias grumbled. But he stepped aside, anyway. 
 
    Rose opened the door and grasped Owen’s forearm, just as he turned to leave. Before he could object, she pulled him into the apartment with them. 
 
    Owen’s greenish-brown gaze darted around the room, flashing with fear as he noticed Erik and Kallias. “Rose, I really shouldn’t be here,” he sighed. “I only just realized, this morning, that Jared has been tapping my phone lines. I left my phone at my apartment, but there’s no telling what else he’s been doing.” 
 
    Rose put all of the deadbolt locks back into place before turning around to face Owen. He stood just inside the room, his black pants and white button-down shirt wrinkled from his rush over. “Jared’s been spying on you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Owen said. “Really bad boyfriend behavior. I would’ve broken up with him for it, but I was kind of busy trying to get a warning to you.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “How did you find out that I’m in danger?” 
 
    Owen raked his fingers through his short, brownish-blonde hair, which, surprisingly, was clean of hair gel today. “Jared is part of an organization called the Assassins of Light. Their mission is to protect the world from vampires.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve already had a few run-ins with them,” Rose assured him. 
 
    “And they’re not protecting the world from vampires,” Kallias growled, startling Owen with his loud, hostile tone. “They’re just killing us. Out of hatred.” 
 
    “I just said that it was their mission,” Owen said defensively, purposely avoiding Kallias’s gaze. “I never said that it was what they’re actually doing.” 
 
    “If that’s their mission,” Audrey said, climbing out of bed and storming toward Owen, “then, why does your crazy boyfriend want to kill me? I’m a human!” 
 
    “What?” Owen said. He wrinkled his nose and swept his gaze down to her frazzled, unwashed clothes. “And how long has it been since you showered?” 
 
    “People get hacked to death in showers!” Audrey exclaimed dramatically. 
 
    “It’s not really that common,” Rose told Audrey with a bemused frown. “It’s just a horror movie cliché. Most shower deaths are actually just accidents.” 
 
    “Do not use logic on me,” Audrey snarled, pointing her finger at Rose. 
 
    Rose raised both eyebrows. “I’m so sorry for offending you with facts.” 
 
    “Wait. What is she talking about?” Owen asked Rose, pointing at the very paranoid woman who resembled Rose’s formerly fearless best friend. “Why does she think that Jared would kill her? The Assassins of Light are after you, not her.” 
 
    “Audrey had a dream that Jared killed her,” Rose said gently. She wasn’t sure how much bad news Owen could handle in one day. “A precognitive dream.” 
 
    “What?” Owen breathed, his hazel eyes widening with shock. He shifted his gaze toward Audrey. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would he kill a human?” 
 
    Audrey planted her hands on her hips. “He’s your boyfriend. You tell me.” 
 
    “In the dream, he told her that it was a message for me,” Rose explained. 
 
    “Surely not,” Owen said breathlessly. But even as he said it, Rose could see the wheels turning in his head. She could see that it was starting to make sense. 
 
    “Did you tell Jared about Audrey’s dreams?” Erik asked curiously. 
 
    Owen stared deliberately at Rose, as if he were trying not to look at Erik or Kallias. “No. If she dreamed it, then he must’ve been given the order to do it.” 
 
    “That’s what he said in the dream,” Audrey said bitterly. Her golden eyes narrowed at the memory. “He said he was just following orders. Then, he shot me.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “That’s what the Nazis said, too,” she muttered. 
 
    “That’s what all soldiers say,” Kallias said, “when they do terrible things.” 
 
    Rose sighed. “All soldiers aren’t bad,” she reminded him, fully aware of why he disliked soldiers so much. His abusive father had been a soldier in Ancient Greece. She tilted her head toward Erik. “Your best friend used to be a warrior, remember? You have to be careful not to transfer your anger for one person to an entire group of people. That’s what the Assassins of Light have done to us.” 
 
    Kallias nodded, reluctantly acknowledging that she was right about that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Owen said suddenly. A pained look twisted at his face as he turned toward Rose. “I did that. For a long time. I bought into the idea that Jared’s family pushed onto me—the idea that all vampires are evil. The idea that I should hate all vampires because of what happened to my parents. Even when I found out that you were one, it took me a few days to realize that…I can’t hate you.” 
 
    Audrey’s gaze darted back and forth between Owen and Rose. “Wait,” she said to Owen, “are you saying that you’re okay with her being a vampire?” 
 
    Owen frowned. “No. I’m not saying I’m okay with it, exactly. I’m just realizing that it’s not something she can help, and it doesn’t change who she is.” 
 
    “It does too change who she is!” Audrey argued. “She’s a monster now!” 
 
    “I thought so, too. At first,” Owen told her, “but when the telepathic vampire, Alana, attacked us, Rose did everything she could to protect us. That tells me she’s still the same person. It took me a few days to realize it, but I have now. Vampires still scare the hell out of me, but my fear is my problem, not hers.” 
 
    Rose threw her arms around Owen’s neck and pulled him close. “I knew it! I never stopped believing in you. Even when I heard about Audrey’s dream.” 
 
    “Great,” Kallias said. “Now, she feels gratified for her irrational trust.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “Just face it. The universe likes to prove Rose right.” 
 
    “It either really likes her or really hates her,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Owen folded his arms around her, returning the hug. “You have no idea how much danger you’re in right now,” he told her quietly. “I’m scared for you.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the shakiness she heard in his voice. “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I hate to rush the moment,” Kallias interrupted, “but we need to hurry.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Yes, you do,” he agreed. He stepped back and looked down at Rose. “As soon as the Assassins of Light realize you’re here, they’ll come after you, and Rose, they’re a lot bigger and a lot more powerful than you think. They’ve been preparing for this war for centuries. Do not underestimate them.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re really doing this?” Audrey asked, nervousness flashing in her amber-colored eyes. “I’m just supposed to leave my home? With vampires?” 
 
    “Only if you want to survive,” Kallias said with an impatient glare. 
 
    “I…I need to pack,” Audrey stammered. “Can I at least pack a bag first?” 
 
    “Pack one bag. Just the essentials,” Kallias sighed. “I’ll go start the car.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kallias left the apartment and descended the stairwell. “Hey, Owen,” she said, as they, too, stepped out of the apartment. Erik stayed back with Audrey to keep a closer eye on her, just in case something happened. “Do you happen to know why the Assassins of Light are so interested in me?” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “I don’t know much,” he admitted. “There are a lot of things that Jared never told me, that he probably wasn’t allowed to tell me.” He regarded Rose with a worried frown. “He did say that you killed some Assassins?” 
 
    He sounded worried but still skeptical, and Rose appreciated that he was still trying to give her the benefit of the doubt, at least. “I didn’t kill anyone,” she said, frowning at the strange accusation. “The Assassins of Light tried to kill me.” 
 
    “But they didn’t succeed,” Owen said, “and apparently, the Assassins of Light that attacked you never returned. According to Jared, they were murdered.” 
 
    “Aaron killed them, obviously,” Rose said, rolling her eyes. The rusted metal stairs creaked beneath their feet as they descended them. “Why would the Assassins of Light think I killed them? I didn’t even think they knew about me.” 
 
    “Aaron?” Owen gasped, his eyes widening. “Wait. You mean the Aaron?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You realize Aaron is a common name, right?” 
 
    “As in…Aaron?” Owen said, grasping Rose’s elbow to stop her. “The four-thousand-year-old vampire? The ruthless leader of the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Rose said, scowling at him, “that sounds like our Aaron.” 
 
    “What were you doing with him?” Owen said. “He’s as evil as it gets.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Rose said with a skeptical frown. “He’s pretty terrible, but I happen to know of some people who were more evil than him.” 
 
    “Rose,” Owen said, shaking his head. “You don’t know what he’s done.” 
 
    “You remember Alana, don’t you?” Rose said, her eyebrows lifting. “Did Jared happen to tell you about her plan? I assume the Assassins of Light knew.” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “They know what she did but not why she did it.” 
 
    “She wanted war,” Rose told him. “She hated humans because of what happened to her, and she wanted to create a war that would end humanity. Even if it meant killing thousands of her own kind. Even if it destroyed the world.” 
 
    Owen exhaled shakily. “That sounds a little like the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rose said, “and all that stands between the world and this war that both hate-filled sides seem to want are those of us who are trying to stop it.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “What does this have to do with Aaron?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s one of the ones trying to stop it,” Rose explained. She sighed, “It would be nice if morality was always black and white, always good versus evil, but it’s not. Sometimes, the best we can do is prevent the worst from happening.” 
 
    An eerie click echoed in the night air, and a chill ran down Rose’s spine as she realized that they weren’t alone, that she could hear an extra heartbeat. 
 
    Owen glanced toward the bottom of the stairwell, at the stout, dark man standing below them, pointing a gun directly at Rose. “Jared?” he said nervously. 
 
    Jared’s dark eyes bore straight into Rose, burning with a hatred that Rose had never seen in them before. “I knew you’d warn her,” he said to Owen, a bitter edge to his voice. “Come down here. I don’t want to shoot her with you so close.” 
 
    Owen straightened his shoulders. “No,” he snarled. “Rose is my friend.” 
 
    “Your friend died,” Jared argued. “The thing beside you is a monster.” 
 
    “Owen,” Rose said, her brows knitted with worry and fear, “you should do as he says. I can protect myself. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.” 
 
    “No,” Owen muttered. He stepped in front of Rose. “He won’t shoot me, so you’re safe as long as I stand here. And I need to make him listen to me.” 
 
    Jared didn’t lower the gun. His hand didn’t even tremble. “Move, Owen,” he growled. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if I have no other choice, I will.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Owen snarled, his hazel flashing with anger. 
 
    “Owen, please, move,” Rose hissed. “I can protect you from the bullet, but I can’t protect you from the emotional pain you’ll feel when he does this.” 
 
    “He won’t do it,” Owen insisted. “Surely, he won’t. He wouldn’t kill me.” 
 
    “Last chance,” Jared said, and then, after a moment, he pulled the trigger. 
 
    A brief, blood-red spark flashed in Rose’s eyes as she used her telekinetic abilities to stop the bullet. It froze in the air, hovering between Jared and them. 
 
    Jared didn’t have time to react to that startling realization because Kallias suddenly grabbed him from behind and slammed him face-first into a nearby car. 
 
    Erik and Audrey ran out of the apartment when they heard the gunshot, and a few other people came out of their apartments as well. Rose glanced around nervously at the humans, and then, she let the bullet fall safely to the ground. 
 
    “He tried to shoot me,” Owen mumbled, stunned by the realization. 
 
    Rose reached out and grasped his arm—for two reasons: first, to pull him behind her, in case something else happened, and second, to comfort him in some small way. She watched warily as more people came out of their apartments. 
 
    “You’d think they would stay inside where they’re safe,” Erik muttered, as he and Audrey descended the stairs and came to stand behind Rose and Owen. 
 
    “Curiosity is a powerful force,” Rose said. “It also kills cats, apparently.” 
 
    Blood poured down Jared’s face as Kallias held him against the old, beat-up car. “Go ahead. Kill me,” he growled at Kallias, a smile pulling at one side of his bloodied lips. “Do it gruesomely. Show them what vampires are really like.” 
 
    Kallias glanced around at the crowd of humans who were watching them. 
 
    Rose raced down the steps. “Kallias,” she whispered, “we need to leave now. All of these people heard that gunshot. Someone’s called the police by now.” 
 
    “Police won’t be a problem,” Kallias said. “I can control their minds.” 
 
    “Someone just fired a gun at another person. They’ll send more than one or two cops. You can count on that. Reporters will come, too, and what happens when they show up?” Rose asked. “Do your telepathic abilities work on cameras?” 
 
    Kallias froze, anxiety flashing in his light brown eyes. He looked at Erik. 
 
    Erik understood his facial expression as easily as he would’ve understood words, and without hesitating, Erik grabbed Audrey and Owen and started pulling them down the stairs. And then, they were all racing across the parking lot, toward the car. They barely had time to shut the doors before Kallias slammed his foot on the gas pedal. The car jolted forward so abruptly that they slid into each other. 
 
     For the first few minutes, as Kallias weaved the car in and out of traffic, no one spoke. Their hearts raced, and their stomachs lurched, as the car moved at a dangerous speed. Kallias didn’t even slow down until they left the city limits. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Owen said breathlessly. “I need to go back.” 
 
    “Not happening,” Kallias muttered as he merged onto the Interstate. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to leave,” Owen sputtered. “I don’t have my stuff.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend tried to kill you,” Erik said, “and you’re worried about your stuff? Your life is the priority right now. We can get whatever you need later.” 
 
    Rose twisted in her seat, so that she could look back at Owen. “Don’t worry,” she said with a weak, apologetic smile. “You’re safe with us. I promise.” 
 
    Owen raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m safe? In a car full of vampires?” 
 
    “The person who just tried to kill you was a human,” Kallias said, “but by all means, put your safety in his hands, instead of ours, and see what happens.” 
 
    Owen leaned back in his seat, his face twisting with pain at the reminder. 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose whispered, after Owen fell silent, “a little tact, please?” 
 
    “I’ll protect him because he’s your friend,” Kallias said, “but if you want me to care about his feelings, too, you’re really overestimating how much I care.” 
 
    Rose sighed. Her gaze shifted toward Owen. “He could’ve said it nicer, but he’s right. You know that, don’t you? That you wouldn’t be safe with Jared?” 
 
    Owen nodded reluctantly. “He’s obviously not who I thought he was.” 
 
    Erik snorted at that, “Believe me. I know the feeling.” He placed his hand on Owen’s shoulder. “And I, unfortunately, have to care about your feelings.” 
 
    Owen frowned as he began to feel…different. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking your pain,” Erik said. “I can control and manipulate emotion.” 
 
    “I know,” Owen said. “You were in their books. It said you were a Viking warrior and a powerful empath. It just…feels different than I thought it would.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “What did you expect? Pain? Heat? Colors? Electricity?” 
 
    “Something a little more dangerous,” Owen offered uneasily, “and evil.” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow. “I could show you that side, too, if you want.” 
 
    “Erik, you are not torturing my friend,” Rose said with an indignant glare. 
 
    Erik shrugged defensively. “Apparently, I have a reputation to protect.” 
 
    Rose offered Owen a reassuring smile. “He’s joking. He won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kallias said, glancing at the rear-view mirror. “What books?” 
 
    “The Assassins of Light,” Owen began. “They have books about you.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at that. “All of us? There are thousands of us, at least.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Their books only have information about the vampires that have been alive for more than three hundred years. So, people like you and Erik are in them, but people like Rose aren’t. The Assassins keep them in their homes, like storybooks or encyclopedias, and they use them to teach their kids.” 
 
    “Did Jared’s parents try to teach you, too?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Yeah, they tried,” Owen said, “but I never took to it like Jared did.” 
 
    “You learned it well enough to know about the allure,” Kallias muttered, glancing again at the rear-view mirror, “didn’t you?” He chuckled when Owen avoided his gaze. While he waited for traffic to start moving again, he glanced at Rose. “Did you notice? He never looks at Erik or me. He only looks at you.” 
 
    “The allure?” Audrey repeated. She looked at Rose. “What is the allure?” 
 
    “Humans are naturally attracted to vampires,” Rose explained, “usually.” 
 
    “Rose was immune to it,” Kallias said, “because her will was so strong.” 
 
    Owen ducked his head shamefully, and added, as quietly as possible, “It’s more than attraction. Something about their beauty—it kind of…stuns you.” 
 
    “So, you do know,” Kallias said bitterly. “What else did they teach you?” 
 
    Owen shrugged anxiously. “Your weaknesses are fire and sunlight. You can’t heal if you’ve been drained of blood. And you get weaker during the day.” 
 
    Kallias shot a cynical look at Rose. “And we’re taking this guy with us?” 
 
    “Why would he hurt us,” Rose pointed out, “if we’re protecting him?” 
 
    “Because he’s been brainwashed by a family of Assassins,” Kallias said. 
 
    “I haven’t been brainwashed,” Owen interjected. “I’d know if I had.” 
 
    “Actually,” Rose corrected, “brainwashed people don’t…usually realize they’ve been brainwashed.” She winced a little. “That’s kind of the whole point. If you realize what they’ve done, you’ll stop trusting them. You’ll start questioning the things they told you. And finally, you’ll start to separate reality from their lies.” 
 
    Audrey groaned, “Do you have anything in your head, other than facts?” 
 
    Rose blinked as a glimpse of her nightmare flashed in her mind—Alana’s words: Who wouldn’t lose their mind when there are so many people living in it? “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Audrey frowned at Rose’s distracted answer, but she didn’t press her. 
 
    Eventually, the traffic began to move again, and they rode in silence for a while, as Audrey and Owen grew tired. The only sound that filled the silence was the quiet, ambient sound of the car radio—the volume too low for humans to hear, but still loud enough that if a vampire wanted to listen to it, they could. 
 
    Rose glanced at the radio as the word vampire caught her attention. It was on such a low volume that she’d almost tuned it out completely, until she heard that word. She leaned forward and turned up the volume, until two male voices filled the car. It sounded like some kind of talk show, and the two male talk show hosts seemed to be discussing the recent murders that had taken place in Europe. 
 
    “What?” one of the men laughed. “You’re not falling for those crazy conspiracies, are you? Be honest. You’ve taken up drinking again, haven’t you?” 
 
    The other man laughed, too. “No. Of course I don’t believe the vampire theory. I’m just saying…people are scared. They’re freaking out over every crazy idea they hear, and it’s going to get worse, as long as the enemy is still out there.” 
 
    “You really think it’ll keep getting worse?” the first man asked. “There haven’t been any murders in the last couple of nights. That’s a good sign, I think.” 
 
    “No, a good sign would be the authorities telling us that they caught the people behind it. A good sign would be seeing this mysterious army of murderers dead on the front page of the newspapers,” the second man countered. “But for them to just stop for two days? That sounds even more suspicious to me. It’s the anticipation that gets people, you know. The knowledge that those enemies are still out there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for us to let our guard down again.” 
 
    “That’s enough of that,” Kallias grunted as he switched off the radio. 
 
    “They don’t even know who their enemy is,” Rose said quietly, “or what their enemy is. And they’re still scared of us. They’re creating a mythical enemy.” 
 
    “That’s how it always starts, isn’t it?” Erik sighed, tilting his head back. 
 
    Owen shook his head. “But the enemy isn’t mythical. It never has been. Vampires have been killing humans for as long as they’ve existed. Those murders just woke everyone up. They made them finally pay attention. Because Alana and her army of vampires didn’t just kill one or two people here and there. They killed hundreds of people within a matter of days. And they didn’t just kill the humans that were out alone, late at night. They killed government officials, celebrities, people with families… They killed the people whose deaths would be noticed.” 
 
    “But Alana is gone,” Erik said, clenching his jaw, “and so is her army.” 
 
    “They don’t know that,” Owen reminded him. “How could they? Unless you went public with what you are and how many of you there are? As far as they know, that army of murderers is still out there. So, of course, they’re terrified.” 
 
    “I know, but,” Rose paused, exhaling shakily, “when people do this—invent the enemy in their head—even if they had reason to do it, they tend to see this enemy in everyone that even resembles that idea in their head. It makes it easier to stereotype and generalize. Most vampires aren’t like Alana. There are a lot of evil ones, I’m sure, just like there are a lot of evil humans. But we’re not all bad.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters, really,” Audrey said, leaning against the window, “whether or not we have preconceived ideas of you. Vampires are just…scary.” 
 
    “We’re also an aggressive species,” Kallias commented as he took a sharp curve. “If the Assassins of Light attack us openly, vampires will fight back.” 
 
    Erik nodded solemnly. “And then, the war will begin,” he sighed. 
 
    “That’s what the Assassins of Light want,” Owen told them. “Since that night, when Jared’s family saved my life, they’ve always said the war is coming.” 
 
    “We have to stop it,” Rose said. She propped her elbow against the door and leaned her face against her hand, gazing thoughtfully through her window, at the dark street that buzzed past. “War would mean suffering for both sides. So many innocent lives would be lost, and what would even be accomplished by it?” 
 
    Kallias lifted his eyebrows. “The end of the world, most likely.” 
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    Aaron heard her footsteps echoing in the tunnel, before she even reached his room. “Where have you been?” he grumbled. “You’ve been gone all night.” 
 
    Kara leaned against the wall and crossed her arms across her chest, her black, leather jacket stretching tight over her arms. She watched as Aaron typed something into the computer, switching from one surveillance video to another. “Working,” she said tiredly. “I learned some things about the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    Aaron turned toward her. He leaned against his desk, curling his hands around the edge of the desk. “Something useful, I hope,” he muttered. “Tell me.” 
 
    Kara looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. Dark bruise-like circles rested beneath her light blue eyes, and the strength of her shoulders seemed a bit less pronounced than usual. “They sent a shipment of weapons to the United States.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Why? What’s significant about the United States?” 
 
    She watched him for a moment, and he got the distinct impression that she was reluctant to tell him something. “Rose,” she answered, finally. “Rose lives in the United States, and the Assassins of Light are very…interested in her.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Why? Do they know something about her?” 
 
    Something flickered in Kara’s light blue eyes—a hint of pain or concern, perhaps—but it disappeared so quickly that Aaron wondered if he’d just imagined it. “Too much,” she muttered under her breath. “Someone betrayed her to them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aaron asked. “Do they know about her power?” 
 
    “Among other things,” she mumbled. She blinked, as if she were trying to shove something out of her mind. “The important part is…they want her.” 
 
    “Who betrayed her?” he asked. “Who could have told them about her?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “According to the file they keep on her,” she began, a hint of unease in her voice, “multiple sources. Including…a friend.” 
 
    “A friend?” Aaron repeated, his dark eyes narrowing. “A human friend?”  
 
    She watched warily as hostility and anger flashed across his face. “Rose didn’t intentionally tell her friends that she was a vampire. It was Alana’s doing.” 
 
    Aaron’s glare turned murderous. “You knew, and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “She mentioned it to me a few nights ago,” Kara admitted. “I don’t think she realized what she was doing when she told me, but I kept her secret, anyway.” 
 
    “You should have told me,” Aaron snarled. “You know the rules.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I’ve broken that rule, too. You know I have.” 
 
    He raked his hands through his curly, black hair in frustration. “Doesn’t anyone understand why it’s so important to keep our existence a secret? We’re on the brink of war with humans because your ex-lover decided to break that rule.” 
 
    “Yes, Aaron,” Kara said coolly. “I haven’t forgotten what Alana did.” 
 
    Aaron just stared at her with no sympathy whatsoever. “You should have told me. You are my second-in-command. It was your duty to report this to me.” 
 
    “It’s also my duty to protect Rose,” she said. “I swore to protect her.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “She isn’t a king or queen, Kara. She is an ordinary person. You don’t swear an oath of fealty to an ordinary person,” he muttered. 
 
    “She isn’t ordinary,” Kara argued, “and you know that as well as I do.” 
 
    Aaron watched her suspiciously, his eyes dark and narrowed. “I know she’s a valuable asset to me,” he agreed, “but that’s not what you mean, is it?” 
 
    “Since when do you get so involved in my love life?” Kara asked. “I want her, just like I’ve wanted countless other women. It’s nothing more than that.” 
 
    “I’d call you a liar,” Aaron scoffed, “but you already know what you are.” 
 
    “What does it matter to you, as long as I do my job well?” she sighed. 
 
    “It matters to me because I’m concerned that, at some point, you won’t,” he said, his brows furrowing. “You swore an oath of fealty to her. That’s a little more extreme than your usual wooing tactics, don’t you think? You’ve served me for fourteen hundred years, and you’ve never even sworn an oath of fealty to me.” 
 
    A bitter smirk twitched at the edges of her lips. “Are you jealous of her?” 
 
    “I just wonder,” he said darkly, “if I ordered you to kill her, would you?” 
 
    Kara carefully masked her emotion. “Should I expect an order like that?” 
 
    Aaron lifted his eyebrows. “Eventually, I won’t need her anymore. She’s a threat to my power, Kara. I’ll need her dead. Where will your loyalty fall, then?” 
 
    She shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose you’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    A dark shadow of anger passed over his face. But then, he spun around and returned his attention to his computer, switching gears so effortlessly that it seemed as if he hadn’t cared at all about the previous conversation. But Kara saw the stiffness of his shoulders. She’d seen the ambition and jealousy in his black eyes. “If the Assassins of Light are after Rose, then she’s our key to finding them,” he said after a moment. “She’ll be the perfect bait…as long as she doesn’t know.” 
 
    Kara straightened, her arms dropping to her sides. “You’re not asking me to keep this from her, are you?” she asked. “Rose is in danger, Aaron. She needs to know.” Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t really mean to risk her life.” 
 
    Aaron turned to look at her. “Are you refusing to follow my orders?” 
 
    “I never said that,” Kara said. “Is this a test? Are you testing my loyalty?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “Maybe it is. Maybe it’s not. It shouldn’t matter. You’re my second-in-command. Your job is to follow my orders without question.” 
 
    “You know I don’t follow the rules, Aaron,” Kara reminded him. “Never have. Never will. I’m still the most loyal follower you have.” She crossed her arms, and a cocky smirk reappeared on her lips. “I guess you’ll just have to get over it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Arrange a team. We’ll leave tomorrow night.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “And Rose?” she asked, careful to keep her voice steady. “By the time we make it to the U.S., she might be dead. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “You’re emotionally-involved, Kara,” he warned. “I can’t have that.” 
 
    “I’m not emotionally-involved,” she said, her jaw tight. “I’m just asking you to clarify your orders. Are you truly prepared to risk Rose’s life for this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said without even a hint of sympathy in his voice. He took a step toward her. “You’re to leave here, and say nothing to Rose. Understand?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara said easily, as if she’d never argued otherwise. 
 
    His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I mean it, Kara. Don’t say anything to Rose. If you do, it’ll jeopardize everything. The Assassins of Light could intercept the message, and I don’t want them to know that we know.” A dark, bitter smile twisted at his lips. “Besides, it’s always best if the bait doesn’t know that it’s bait.” 
 
    “I get it,” Kara assured him. “Stopping the Assassins of Light is the most important thing. Rose is just one person. Her life is expendable. I totally agree.” 
 
    He didn’t look convinced, but he pretended to believe her, anyway. “Let me know who you choose,” he said after a moment, “to go with us to the U.S.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kara said, bending at the waist in a sweeping, mocking bow. 
 
    His eyes darkened at that, but he said nothing as she turned and left. 
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    “Audrey,” Rose said, tilting her head to the side to look at Audrey’s face. 
 
    Audrey’s tangled, brown hair hung over her face, obscuring the paleness of her face and the peaceful expression she wore, as she slept on Rose’s shoulder. 
 
    “Audrey,” Rose repeated, moving her shoulder a little to shake Audrey awake. Audrey’s head fell forward when Rose moved, which jolted her awake. 
 
    “What?” Audrey mumbled sleepily, her eyes popping open. She leaned back in the seat and glanced at Rose, her brows furrowing. “What? Where am I?” 
 
    The faulty, flickering lights of the small, deserted gas station shone into the dark car, revealing the empty, leather seats. Audrey’s frown deepened as she glanced around the car and realized that she and Rose were alone in the backseat. 
 
    “We stopped at a gas station,” Rose told her. “Owen needed a bathroom break. Erik wanted pizza. And Kallias wanted to buy beer to take to the hotel.” 
 
    Audrey gave Rose a sleepy smile. “Beer and pizza? Oh, God bless them.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I’m sorry for waking you. I just wanted to see if you need anything before we go. Do you need to go to the restroom or stretch your legs?” 
 
    Audrey considered the gas station with a grimace. “Do their bathrooms even work? I bet they’re gross. It looks like a place with gross bathrooms.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “There isn’t another gas station for miles.” 
 
    Audrey sighed in defeat. She leaned over and opened the back car door, and then, she crawled out of the car, with Rose trailing closely behind. She placed her hands on her lower back and leaned back, stretching, as she wrinkled her nose at the cornfields that surrounded them. “This looks like the kind of gas station you see in horror movies. I feel like I’m going to get eaten by a hillbilly-cannibal.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said with a playful smile. “I can protect you. I have sharper teeth than your, uh, hillbilly-cannibals.” She flashed her fangs. 
 
    Audrey shivered a little at the sight of those terrifyingly sharp teeth. 
 
    Rose quickly concealed her fangs. “Sorry. Bad joke,” she said sheepishly. 
 
    “No. It’s…” Audrey trailed off, frowning thoughtfully at Rose. “I mean, it’s scary, but at the same time…” A grateful smile pulled at the edges of her lips. “I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours. Not since I had that dream. I couldn’t. I’ve been so afraid of everything and everyone. But when we were in the car, I slept. I fell asleep on your shoulder. For the first time since I had that dream, I felt safe. I guess, what I’m trying to say is…I’m sorry that I’ve been such a bitch. You’re scary as hell now, but…you’re still the only person I can always count on.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I would never call you that. Mean and judgmental, maybe.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Audrey complained. “I’d rather you just call me a bitch.” 
 
    Erik stepped out of the gas station, carrying a box of pizza. “Pizza?” 
 
    Audrey looked at him, her eyebrows lifting. “You really know your way to a girl’s heart, don’t you?” she said flirtatiously. Then, with a smile, she stepped forward and opened the box in his hand. She pulled out a slice of greasy pizza. 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Gas station pizza is the way to a girl’s heart?” 
 
    “Any kind of pizza is the way to my heart,” Audrey corrected. Then, she flashed a flirty smile at Erik and said, “And the way into my pants. Later. Maybe?” 
 
    Erik grinned. “In that case, I’ll buy you as much pizza as you want.” 
 
    Rose looked back and forth between them. “Eww,” she complained. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After several soft knocks—too soft, actually, almost as if the person were trying not to draw attention to herself—Elise opened the door. “Kara,” she said, smiling, when she saw the tall, leather-clad vampire standing outside her door. 
 
    Kara returned the smile. “Good evening, lovely,” she purred as she slid past Elise, slipping into her room without an invitation. She wandered around the room for a moment before plopping herself in the peach armchair that set near the far wall. She lifted her eyebrows, clearly waiting for Elise to close the door. 
 
    Elise mouthed, “Oh,” as soon as she realized what Kara was waiting for, and quickly closed her door. She sat down on the second bed, her dress sliding up her thighs as she crossed her legs in front of her. “So, what is this about?” 
 
    “I need a favor,” Kara sighed, drumming her fingers over the arm of the chair. When she noticed Elise’s suggestive raised eyebrows, she chuckled, “Not that kind of favor.” Her gaze trailed over the smooth, bare skin of Elise’s thighs. “Even if you are wearing my favorite dress right now.” She flashed a wolfish grin. 
 
    Elise smoothed her hands over the short, red dress, a flirty smile tugging at her lips. “I do look pretty good in it, don’t I?” she giggled. She uncrossed her legs and crossed them again, causing the dress to ride up even further. “When I cross my legs in just the right way, you can almost see the color of my lingerie.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Black,” she said…without even looking. 
 
    Elise giggled again. “Well, if you’re making jokes like this again,” she said, leaning forward curiously, “then, I’m assuming that means…all hope is not lost?” 
 
    Kara’s smile slipped, revealing the worry in her expression. “I don’t know about that,” she sighed, “but what shred of hope I do have—it depends on you.” 
 
    Elise frowned worriedly. “What do you mean? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said honestly. She leaned forward suddenly, her sleek, dark hair falling forward, around her face. Anxiety flashed in her light blue eyes. “Rose is in trouble,” she whispered, almost too quietly for Elise to hear. “Earlier tonight, an Assassin of Light gave me the location of some very important information…” 
 
    Elise nodded. “Did he do this out of his own good heart, or…” 
 
    Kara let out a short, bitter laugh at that. “From what I’ve seen so far, the Assassins of Light don’t have hearts. Anyway, after I finished persuading him, I went to the location he gave me, and I learned some things that…concern me.” 
 
    Elise frowned at the vagueness of that statement. “Things about Rose?” 
 
    “Some of it,” Kara said evasively. “The point is: I need your help. I told Aaron some of what I know—not all of it, but…the part that was important to him, anyway, which is that the Assassins of Light are after Rose. He doesn’t want me to warn her. He wants to use her as bait. So, I promised him that I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Elise nodded in understanding. “You lied,” she assumed. 
 
    “Of course I lied,” Kara said. “I need to get a message to her. Quickly.” 
 
    Elise tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I just need you to cover for me,” Kara said quietly, her brows creased with worry, “for a few hours. Just enough time for me to send her a warning.” 
 
    “You want me to lie to Aaron?” Elise realized, her blue-gray eyes wide. 
 
    “Please,” Kara breathed. “I can’t let anything happen to her, Elise.” 
 
    Elise straightened, stunned by the soft, pleading sound of Kara’s voice and how unlike Kara it sounded. She nodded. “Okay,” she sighed. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    A relieved smile broke across Kara’s face, and she immediately unfolded herself from the chair, darting forward to kiss Elise on the cheek. “Thank you!” 
 
    Elise fell back on her bed, staring up at the low, pale yellow ceiling of her room, as Kara dashed out the door, out to break the rules, as always. “It’s all right. I just have to lie to a four-thousand-year-old vampire with anger issues. Simple.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    By the time they checked into their hotel rooms, Rose could almost feel the approaching sunrise—an eerie, instinctual warning crawling beneath her skin. 
 
    “Do you remember that time when we flooded our apartment and had to stay in that cheap motel room for a couple of nights?” Audrey reminded Rose. 
 
    Rose set her bags on the round, wooden table that was wedged in the corner of the hotel room, between the window and the wall, and then, she turned back toward Audrey with a raised eyebrow. “You mean the time you flooded our apartment? I was at the library, tutoring a group of students, when it happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Audrey said, waving her hand dismissively. “Let’s not get all technical about it. The point is…we had a blast in that motel room, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You forced me to put on a bathing suit and go swimming,” Rose said. 
 
    “It was fun!” Audrey said. “And remember how we snuck in that kitten?” 
 
    “It was too late at night to take her to a shelter, and the poor thing needed food,” Rose muttered defensively. It was a relief to see Audrey being her usual, obnoxious, likes-to-embarrass-her-best-friend self, but Rose wasn’t the biggest fan of the being embarrassed part. “That’s the only reason I broke the hotel rules.” 
 
    “We were so rebellious that week,” Audrey said, her golden eyes shining with blissful nostalgia. “That was the week that I convinced you to get a tattoo.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I needed to study, and you said it would help me focus.” 
 
    “Well, I had to say something nerdy,” Audrey muttered, “if I was ever going to convince you to do something fun.” She sat down on the bed, next to Owen. 
 
    Erik leaned against the dresser. “You have a tattoo?” he asked Rose. 
 
    “It’s on her right shoulder blade,” Owen said. “She keeps it covered.” 
 
    “I’m a modest person,” Rose said defensively. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “It’s boring. That’s what’s wrong with it,” Erik said with a playful grin. 
 
    “Yes! Exactly!” Audrey said, bouncing with delight. “See? He gets it!” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at both of them. “People can be as modest or immodest as they want to be. The important thing is that we’re all free to choose.” 
 
    “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Audrey complained, “even your defense is boring!” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Okay, whose plan was it to put Audrey and Erik in the same room? It’s hard enough to deal with one of them,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I believe it was yours,” Kallias told her with a raised eyebrow. He leaned against the mini-fridge and microwave as he watched them talk. “I mean, you were the one who wanted to come rescue everyone, after all.” He smiled bitterly at her. 
 
    “Oh, stop pretending not to care,” Rose said, rolling her eyes. She tilted her head to the side and flashed a sassy smile at him. “You’re not fooling anyone.” 
 
    Owen glanced around the room. “Are we all staying in this one room?” 
 
    Erik swept his gaze around the small room, scowling at the two full beds, the one, small couch, and the table. “That’d be a little crowded, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Don’t be so prissy,” Rose said dismissively. “It wouldn’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Prissy?” Erik repeated, his voice full of disbelief. “I’m a Viking warrior.” 
 
    Rose just laughed, amused that she’d finally found a way to irk him. 
 
    “I asked for two rooms,” Kallias told them. “This room and the one next to it. We’ll be close, just in case something happens, but we won’t be cramped.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Owen said tiredly, “because I’m up way past my bedtime.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Rose said playfully. “Since when do you go to bed early?” 
 
    Owen frowned at her. “It’s five in the morning, Rose. That’s not early.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Rose mumbled. “The vampire-thing throws me off a little.” 
 
    “I made sure to get us adjoining rooms,” Kallias said, patting his hand on the door that connected the two hotel rooms, “in case something happens in the middle of the day. We can get to each other without going out into the hallway.” 
 
    Audrey glanced back at the main door. “What’s wrong with the hallway?” 
 
    “Windows,” Erik said. “We can cover the ones in our rooms…to prevent any direct sunlight from hitting us, but we can’t cover the ones out in the hallway.” 
 
    “So, keep the main doors closed during the day,” Kallias warned them. 
 
    “Unless you like the smell of crispy vampire,” Rose added dryly. 
 
    Audrey blinked in shock. “Oh,” she mumbled. “Okay.” 
 
    A sudden knock at the door startled them. They all fell silent and glanced toward the door. There was a brief, heavy pause, and then, four more knocks. 
 
    “I’m starting to hate people who knock,” Audrey whined, “and doors.” 
 
    “It’s a human,” Erik whispered as he noticed the scent of a third human. 
 
    “Do you think it’s one of the Assassins of Light?” Rose asked quietly. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Kallias muttered. He stepped toward the door and placed his hand on the door handle. “Everyone, just…stay back.” 
 
    Kallias hesitantly opened the door. 
 
    They all breathed a sigh of relief when they saw the man at the door. He wore black slacks and a red button-down shirt with the hotel’s logo printed on it. The hotel uniform. The man shook his light brown hair out of his face and smiled. 
 
    “Hello. I hope you’re enjoying your rooms,” the man said to Kallias. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but someone has asked me to deliver a message to you.” 
 
    Every muscle in Kallias’s tall, lean body remained tight, and his shoulders remained stiff. “Who asked you to deliver a message to us?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m sorry. No name was left,” the man said. He held out an envelope with a word scrawled sloppily across the front. He peered past Kallias, catching a brief glance of Rose before Kallias stepped to the side, blocking his view again. The man smiled politely at him, even as Kallias pinned him with a murderous glare. “The message is for her,” he explained. “The woman with long, red hair.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere near her,” Kallias growled. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Rose approached them, much to Kallias’s dismay. “It’s okay,” Rose told Kallias, as she came to stand beside him. “Just let him give me the message.” 
 
    “He doesn’t work here, Rose,” Kallias said, his eyes narrowing, as he read the man’s mind. “He stole that uniform. He doesn’t even know who hired him.” 
 
    The man frowned, clearly surprised that Kallias knew so much about him. “I never have direct contact with my employer,” he admitted. “I just deliver the messages I’m told to deliver.” He held out an envelope with a word scrawled across the front of it. “This message arrived tonight. Just take it, and I’ll leave.” 
 
    Rose snatched it out of the messenger’s hand before Kallias could stop her. She frowned at the envelope in her hand, her heart pounding in her chest as she read the word written on it. She vaguely noticed the sound of the door slamming and the sound of the locks sliding into place as she stared at that word. 
 
      
 
    Sexy 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Daughter of Loki 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s from Kara,” Rose said without even opening it. 
 
    “Kara,” Audrey said under her breath. “Why does that sound familiar?” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow at Rose. “Why would you think it’s from her?” 
 
    Rose held it up, showing them the name that was scrawled across the front of the unsealed envelope. “Because it’s addressed to ‘Sexy,’” she muttered. 
 
    “No offense, Rose,” Audrey said slowly, her eyebrows lifting, “but you’re not really the first person that comes to mind when I hear the word sexy.” 
 
    Rose scowled at her best friend. “Thanks a lot,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Audrey held up her hands. “I said no offense!” she said defensively. 
 
    “Is there a story behind this nickname?” Owen said, laughing. “Or…” 
 
    Rose lowered the envelope, sighing at the sloppily-written word on the front. “Kara Unnarsdóttir. From the Tomb of Blood. It’s just what she calls me.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes widened in shock. “The Kara Unnarsdóttir?” he sputtered. “As in…the Viking vampire? The second-in-command to Aaron? That Kara?” 
 
    Erik scowled at Owen. “Is there anyone you don’t know about?” 
 
    “She’s in their books, too!” Owen said. “Yeah, she has an entire chapter devoted just to her! They say she’s one of the most dangerous vampires out there!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, his eyes narrowed. “That would be the same Kara.” 
 
    “Rose,” Owen said with a worried frown, “Kara Unnarsdóttir is evil.” 
 
    “You don’t know her,” Rose said, shaking her head. “She’s not evil.” 
 
    “That’s questionable,” Kallias muttered under his breath. 
 
    “She’s responsible for hundreds—maybe even thousands—of murders,” Owen tried to explain. “The Assassins of Light have records of her helping the telepathic vampire Alana all throughout history. They massacred entire villages together. She’s also the one who tracked down the original Assassins of Light. She led Aaron straight to them and helped him murder every last one of them.” 
 
    “Do you understand how telepathy works?” Erik asked harshly, his eyes narrowing at Owen. “She never wanted to kill those people. Alana forced her to.” 
 
    “Alana is a bit of sensitive topic right now,” Kallias told Owen. He offered him a forced, almost-threatening smile. “Let’s try not to bring her up again.” 
 
    Owen swallowed uneasily. “Oh. Um…okay,” he said nervously. 
 
    “Believe it or not, I actually agree that Kara and Aaron shouldn’t have wiped out the first order of Assassins,” Rose said. “I think it only made a bad situation worse. But the past is the past. I don’t judge Kara based on what she did hundreds or thousands of years ago. I judge her based on who she is now.” 
 
    “Who she is now,” Kallias repeated, turning toward her with a mocking smile. “You mean a liar? A thief? A spy? Aaron’s personal assassin? A whore?” 
 
    “Stop!” Rose growled. That terrifying, crimson haze overtook her eyes in an instant, and the paintings rattled against the hotel walls from the volatile force of her power. She turned toward him, squeezing her hands into fists, unintentionally wrinkling the envelope. “You’re allowed to be angry with me, Kallias, for what I let happen between Kara and me. You want to yell at me and call me names? Okay. Maybe I deserve that. But I won’t let you call her names.” 
 
    “I feel like I missed something,” Owen muttered under his breath. 
 
    Audrey scooted back, toward the headboard of the bed, drawing her legs up toward her. “Rose? Your eyes are red. It scares me when you’re like this.” 
 
    Rose looked at her, and her terrifying, red eyes flashed with visible pain. 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, as if he couldn’t believe that a mere insult had brought out this side of her. “You care about her an awful lot,” he muttered. 
 
    Rose shifted her crimson-red gaze toward him, her brows creasing with worry. “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she said, guilt twisting at her stomach. 
 
    “It is,” he told her, watching the swirling haze of her eyes, “for me.” 
 
    Erik stood and walked over to Rose. He held out his hand, stopping just short of pressing it against her face. “I can soothe the emotions, if you want.” 
 
    She nodded. “Please,” she sighed, a sad, depressed note in her voice. 
 
    Erik touched her face and used his empathic abilities to manipulate her emotions, soothing the guilt, sadness, confusion, and anger that she felt. Slowly, the blood-red haze in her eyes faded, her eyes changing back to their normal blue. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rose said as soon as she regained control over her power. 
 
    “Read the letter,” Erik said, dropping his hand. “It must be important.” 
 
    Rose looked down at the envelope. She ran her fingers over it, smoothing out the wrinkles, and then, she carefully tore it open. She pulled out the small piece of parchment paper and unfolded it, her brows furrowing as she scanned over the quick, sloppy handwriting scrawled across the page. “It says, ‘Get rid of your phones. You’re being tracked,” Rose read aloud. Her frown deepened as she read the next part, “‘Wait for the black car tomorrow night. I have a surprise headed your way.’” 
 
    “A surprise?” Kallias said bewilderedly. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her eyebrows lifting. “I don’t know. Obviously,” she said in her sassiest tone. “I mean, that is kind of what the word surprise means.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her, but his lips twitched up slightly at the edges. 
 
    Rose returned her gaze to the letter in her hands, opening her mouth to read the last part aloud as well. But then, she stopped, her breath catching in her throat, as she read those last three words. They were written hastily at the bottom, beneath the drawing of a wolf, almost as if they’d been added at the last moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    P.S. - I miss you.   
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Rose just stared at those words, rereading them over and over, looking for some reason that Kara might have written them, some reason other than the fact that she actually meant them, of course. Because she didn’t, did she? Kara moved from one woman to another every day. Why would this be any different? Technically, Rose and Kara hadn’t even done as much physically as Kara did with other women. Just a few kisses. A few intensely emotional kisses. 
 
    “What else does it say?” Kallias asked impatiently. 
 
    “Nothing,” Rose lied, her heart racing, as she refolded the piece of paper. 
 
    “So, what should we do?” Owen asked them. “Should we get rid of our phones and wait for this mysterious black car? Can we trust these instructions?” 
 
    Audrey clutched her phone to her chest. “But…I like my phone.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “The risks of following those instructions are worse than the risks of not following them. I mean, we don’t even know for sure that this letter really is from Kara. If we wait for that black car tomorrow night, and it turns out that this letter is actually from the Assassins of Light, we’re dead.” 
 
    “It’s from Kara,” Rose stated confidently. “I know it is.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Kallias argued. “You have no way of knowing that.” 
 
    “She addressed it to ‘Sexy.’ Who else would do that?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Kara isn’t the only person in the world who knows how to use the word ‘sexy,’ Rose,” Kallias said irritably. “What if the Assassins of Light heard you two talking one night? What if they want you to believe that this letter is from her?” 
 
    “There’s a simple solution, you know,” Erik said suddenly. He held out his hand toward Rose. “Let me look at the letter. I can tell you if it’s from Kara.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “I’d rather you not look at it,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “What the hell are you hiding, Rose?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just…” she trailed off. She spread out her arms in defeat and placed the letter in Erik’s hands. She lifted her eyebrows at Kallias. “Happy now?” 
 
    Erik unfolded the letter and read over it. When he reached the bottom of the letter, his eyes widened in shock, and then, those wide, bright green eyes briefly flickered up toward Rose—but only for a moment. He quickly masked the emotion that had flashed across his face and returned his gaze to the letter. 
 
    Finally, he handed the letter back to Rose. “It’s definitely from Kara.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at Erik. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Well, first of all, that’s her handwriting,” Erik said. “She writes the same in every language. Plain, quick, and sloppy. And she always bears down too hard on the pen, which causes the ink to bleed into the page. And if that doesn’t convince you, there’s also the fact that her signature is at the bottom of the letter.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But…she didn’t sign it,” she argued, confused. 
 
    “Yes, she did,” Erik told her. He tapped his finger against the parchment. “You see the wolf that she drew at the bottom of the page? That’s her signature.” 
 
    Rose ran her fingertip over the roughly-drawn wolf and smiled. 
 
    “Why draw a wolf?” Kallias asked. “Why didn’t she just sign her name?” 
 
    “Because she runs a network of spies,” Erik told him. “She rarely lets her spies know who she is. She keeps enough steps between herself and them that if they’re caught, no one knows for sure that she was the one who sent them. So, when she does communicate directly with someone, she signs with a wolf, instead of her name. She started doing it when she was human, in letters to her father.” 
 
    “But why a wolf?” Owen asked suddenly. “What does the wolf mean?” 
 
    Erik glanced at him. “It’s Fenrir the Wolf. From Norse Mythology.” 
 
    “Fenrir was the Son of Loki,” Rose said, smiling at the realization. She looked at them. “Kara said that her father used to call her the Daughter of Loki.” 
 
    “He called her the daughter of another man?” Audrey asked, frowning. 
 
    “Loki is one of the gods in Norse Mythology,” Rose explained to Audrey. 
 
    “A.K.A. – the god of Vikings,” Erik added. “Vikings, like me and Kara.” 
 
    “Loki is the trickster god. He’s the god of mischief and chaos,” Rose said, “and if you knew Kara, you’d know that mischief and chaos kind of fits her.” 
 
    Erik snorted at that. “Definitely,” he agreed. “It definitely fits her.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “If we’re being tracked, we can’t stay here.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Kallias said. “The sun will rise before we find any other shelter. We either risk burning in the sun, or risk the Assassins of Light finding us.” He frowned. “But…I could tell them to move us to different rooms.” 
 
    “Different rooms won’t help if they burn down the hotel,” Erik said.  
 
    “They wouldn’t do that,” Owen said. “That would kill humans as well.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend tried to kill you,” Kallias snarled. “How naïve are you?” 
 
    “Fighting amongst ourselves isn’t going to help anything,” Rose told them. “If we’re moving to different rooms before sunrise, we need to move now.” 
 
    Erik glanced at his phone. “She’s right. We only have four minutes left.” 
 
    “Get your things together,” Kallias said. “I’ll get someone to trade rooms with us. Erik, you get rid of the phones. We’ll pick up new ones tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Got it,” Erik said as he stepped away from the bed. He gathered up their phones—even Audrey’s, which he had to pry from her hands. “I’ll be back,” he told Rose as he followed Kallias out of the room, “after I get rid of these.” 
 
    Rose nodded, slinging the straps of four duffel bags over her shoulders. 
 
    Owen stood and took a step toward her. “Do you need help with those?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m fine,” Rose said. “They’re practically weightless. Let’s just go.” 
 
    Kallias met them in the hall. “It’s done. We’re moving up three floors.” 
 
    Audrey raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed. “That was quick.” 
 
    “Supernatural speed and telepathic control,” Kallias said as he led them toward the elevators. He pressed the button for them. “It doesn’t take long.” 
 
    Rose took one look at the elevator and headed toward the stairs. “I’ll take the stairs. Meet you up there,” she said, racing upstairs before Kallias could object. 
 
    “What the hell? Rose!” Kallias called, but it was too late. She was gone. 
 
    A ding echoed through the hall as the elevator doors slid open. 
 
    Erik was waiting when they stepped into the elevator. “Where’s Rose?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Being reckless,” he complained. “Like usual.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Kallias,” Rose said, once they were in their room, “I need to apologize.” 
 
    Kallias froze, his hands gripping the black T-shirt that he’d just taken out of his bag. “I don’t want to talk about this, Rose. Let’s just…forget it happened.” 
 
    “But you haven’t forgotten it,” Rose argued. “It’s why you’re so angry.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Why do you insist on talking about everything?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said sarcastically. “Talking about our problems is pointless. It’s so much healthier to just let the wounds fester and then lash out at each other with degrading names. You should become a relationship counselor.” 
 
    “I didn’t call you a degrading name,” Kallias muttered. “I called her one.” 
 
    Rose frowned bewilderedly. “Yeah…I’m not sure that helps your case.” 
 
    He gave her an exasperated look. “What about your relentless sarcasm?” he asked in a derisive tone. “Would a relationship counselor approve of that?” 
 
    “No, they’d probably say that I have terrible social skills,” Rose said. 
 
    Kallias crossed the room and sat down on the edge of the bed. He stared up at her with a tired, resigned expression. “I don’t want you to apologize, Rose.” 
 
    She sighed, “I kissed her. You have every right to be angry with me.” 
 
    “You think that’s what this is about?” he said with an incredulous laugh. “Rose, I don’t care that you kissed her. I’ve kissed thousands of women, and not a single one of them meant anything to me. Except for Phoebe. And…you.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “I don’t understand. If you don’t care that I kissed Kara, then why are you so angry? You’re obviously upset about something I did.” 
 
    Kallias lifted his eyebrows. “You’re not listening to me,” he accused. “I said…I’ve kissed thousands of women, and none of them meant anything to me.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “You’re angry because you think I feel something for her?” 
 
    “I don’t think. I know,” Kallias corrected. “I had a blood bond with you at the time. When you kissed her in the cemetery? I could feel your emotions.” 
 
    Rose looked away. Her heart fluttered in her chest, like a butterfly. But not like a sweet, romantic butterfly. More like a terrified butterfly, determined to burrow its way through her chest. “We almost died in that battle. Everyone gets emotional in life-or-death situations. It doesn’t mean that I have feelings for her.” 
 
    Kallias stood up so abruptly that it startled Rose. He stepped toward her, his light brown eyes flashing with anger. “Do…not…lie to me,” he growled. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going to intimidate me, Kallias. I’m your girlfriend, not some random stranger you ran into on the street. Old habits die hard, I know, but I’m not going to let you talk to me that way,” she informed him. She waited until he took a step back to continue. “And as for whether or not I have feelings for Kara, what do you want me to say? That I do?” she sighed. 
 
    “No. I want to not have this conversation,” Kallias corrected. “But since you insist on talking about everything, then…I want you to stop lying about it.” 
 
    Rose shrugged sadly. “I don’t know what I feel for her,” she confessed. “I’m afraid to think about it. I’m afraid to admit it, if I do feel something for her.” 
 
    He nodded, accepting that answer. “Then, let’s not think about it. Let’s not talk about it. What’s the point? It’s not like you’re ever going to see her again.” 
 
    Rose flinched. He’d said it so casually, and yet, it had felt like the harshest thing she’d ever heard. The words lashed at her chest, like sharp, jagged daggers. 
 
    Thankfully, Kallias didn’t notice her reaction because, at that moment, the door that connected their hotel room to the other room suddenly opened. 
 
    Owen stopped in the doorway. His brownish-blonde hair looked ruffled from the pillow, and his eyelids drooped sleepily. “Is it okay if I sleep in here?” 
 
    Kallias gestured toward the other bed. “Go ahead,” he said absently as he grabbed his clothes and headed toward the bathroom. “I’ll be in the shower.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Owen mumbled. He closed the door behind him and shuffled toward the other bed. “I would’ve never gotten any sleep if I’d stayed in there.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Audrey and Erik,” Owen said with a meaningful look. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, no. They’re not,” she groaned, “are they?” 
 
    Owen collapsed on the bed. “It’s definitely headed in that direction.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Rose said, rolling her eyes. “This is a disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The next night, they checked out of the hotel with no problems, although the hotel clerk did seem a bit frazzled about something, and they headed out into the parking lot to wait on the mysterious black car that Kara had sent their way. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Kallias muttered, glancing around the dark parking lot. 
 
    “What if this surprise turns out to be something important?” Rose asked. “I’m not leaving until the black car gets here. If something bad happens, just get everyone into the car and leave. The Assassins of Light are really only after me.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed dangerously. “I’m not leaving you here,” he growled. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Then, I guess you’re waiting until the black car arrives.” 
 
    Kallias tilted his head back and groaned at the black, starry sky. “Falling in love is bad enough. Couldn’t it have been with a slightly less stubborn woman?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think the stars are going to answer you.” 
 
    The quiet, gravelly sound of a car pulling into the hotel’s parking lot drew their attention. They watched anxiously as a small, black car drove toward them. 
 
    The mysterious, black car pulled into the parking spot beside Erik’s car, and Rose took a step toward it, but Kallias caught her wrist and pulled her back. 
 
    “Just…wait,” he said nervously, watching as the passenger door opened. 
 
    A tall, muscular man with full sleeves of tattoos on both arms stepped out of the car. He dragged a tattooed hand through his shaggy, unevenly-cut, blonde hair and grabbed a small bag of clothes out of the floorboard of the car. 
 
    Rose’s mouth fell open in shock. “Zach?” she squealed, her eyes wide. 
 
    She jerked her hand out of Kallias’s grasp and ran toward the man who had just gotten out of the car. He turned toward her and scooped her up easily, as if she were a little girl, his arms wrapping tightly around her back as she looped her arms around his neck. By the time they let go of each other, the car was gone. 
 
    “What… How…” she sputtered, unable to finish a sentence. “I don’t…” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Did you forget how to talk while I was gone?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “What the heck are you doing here?” 
 
    He pretended to be offended. “Wow. It’s good to see you, too, Sis.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, obviously, I’m happy to see you,” Rose sassed. “Why do you think I hugged you? But now, I need answers. You’re supposed to be in prison.” 
 
    He flashed a lazy grin at her and shrugged. “Not anymore. I’m out.” 
 
    She pinned him with a suspicious glare. “You didn’t escape, did you?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. “No, Rose, I didn’t escape. I’m out on parole.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, breathing out a relieved sigh. “I didn’t even realize it was time for your parole hearing. You didn’t say anything during my last visit.” 
 
    Zach smiled proudly. “I wanted to surprise you. Obviously, it worked.” 
 
    “But I could have been a character witness,” she reminded him. 
 
    He sighed irritably, “I don’t need you to do everything for me, Rose.” 
 
    “Rose?” Audrey called out nervously. “Who’s the hot, tattooed guy?” 
 
    Rose spun around to glare at Audrey, an incredulous look on her face. “Hot?” she repeated, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Please, tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    Zach watched, an amused smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Well,” he snorted, “you didn’t think all those women liked me for my brain, did you?” 
 
    “What brain?” Rose countered. She scowled at Audrey. “This is my brother, Audrey. You know, the one who’s been in prison for the last five years?” 
 
    Audrey paled. “Oops. She’s going to kill me, isn’t she?” she hissed at Owen. She looked back at Rose and yelled, “Hot? I didn’t say hot! I said…pot.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms and lifted her eyebrows, clearly not convinced. 
 
    “Because that’s what he was arrested for,” Audrey mumbled, “right?” 
 
    Zach snorted, “Possession. But yeah.” His bright blue eyes, identical to Rose’s, shifted toward her. “Are you going to introduce me to these people?”  
 
    Rose waved her hand at her friends. “The loud-mouthed artist is Audrey, my best friend and roommate. The really nice guy who’s upset about not having his hair gel is Owen. And the idiot that thinks he’s God’s gift to women is Erik.” 
 
    Erik clasped his hand over his chest. “Her love for me moves me to tears.” 
 
    Rose felt the warmth of Kallias’s body as he came up beside her. Zach straightened a little at the sight of Kallias, frowning at the tall, muscular vampire. 
 
    “We need to leave,” Kallias whispered, too quietly for Zach to hear. 
 
    Rose glanced up at him. “Kallias, this is Zach, my brother,” she sighed, sweeping her hand out toward Zach. “And Zach, this is Kallias, my boyfriend.” 
 
    Zach lifted his eyebrows. “You have a boyfriend?” he said incredulously. 
 
    She flashed a sassy smile at him. “Try not to sound so surprised.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out how someone could tolerate you enough to date you,” Zach said. “I couldn’t have paid someone to date you in high school.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “I wasn’t that bad,” she muttered. “I was just shy.” 
 
    “And a complete and total nerd,” Zach added, “with no social skills.” 
 
    Rose winced. “I’m not sure that’s changed much, actually,” she muttered. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Kallias said to Zach, his voice remarkably polite, for once. Then, he leaned toward Rose and whispered, “We can’t stay here long.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Okay,” she sighed. “We won’t all fit in the car, though.” 
 
    Kallias tilted his head toward the hotel. “I can call for a rental car.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, tapping her fingers nervously against her thighs. “Okay.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Kallias assured her, his voice no more than a low rumble in her ear. “We’ll protect him, just like the others. We just have to keep moving.” 
 
    Rose nodded and offered him a weak, grateful smile. “Okay,” she sighed. 
 
    Zach watched curiously as Kallias turned and walked back to the hotel. 
 
    Erik rounded the car and came up beside Rose, with Audrey and Owen trailing close behind. “Who picked you up,” he asked Zach, “in that black car?” 
 
    Zach glanced up at Erik, somewhat startled by his sudden appearance. “Uh…the driver. I don’t know his name. He just said that…Rose sent him.” 
 
    “How could I?” Rose mumbled. “I didn’t even know you were out.” 
 
    “It was Kara,” Erik said to Rose, “but she must have had a reason.” He turned toward Zach. “Did you see anyone else there when you were leaving?” 
 
    Zach shrugged. “I called a taxi. I saw it in the parking lot, but when I started walking toward it, the black car showed up. It kind of…blocked my path.” 
 
    Erik exchanged a meaningful look with Rose. “It was probably one of the Assassins of Light in the taxi. That’s why Kara sent someone to pick him up.” 
 
    He’d said it too quietly for Zach to hear, but Zach was beginning to get suspicious because of all of the whispering. “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Rose looked up at him, her bright blue eyes flashing with anxiety. 
 
    But thankfully, Erik saved her from having to think of a lie. “Our friend sent the car that picked you up. She wanted to make sure that you got here safely.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “But how did she know I got out today, if Rose didn’t?” 
 
    Erik smiled. “She has…connections,” he said vaguely. 
 
    “To the prison?” Zach asked with a puzzled frown. 
 
    Erik laughed. “To everywhere,” he corrected. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “What is she?” Zach laughed, his frown deepening. “The mafia?” 
 
    “Worse,” Erik snorted. “I’ll get your bag.” He stepped forward and took the small bag that contained Zach’s few belongings. He carried it over to the car. 
 
    Zach studied Rose for a moment. “Rose, what’s going on?” he asked slowly. Suspicion flashed in his bright blue eyes. “I thought you only lived an hour from the prison. I’ve been riding in that car all day. Why are you at this hotel?” 
 
    “All day?” Rose repeated, changing the subject. “Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zach said. “The driver made sure I got everything I needed.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Rose mumbled distractedly. She wished that she could call Kara and thank her for what she’d done for Zach, but they’d already gotten rid of their phones. “I’m not going home yet, but I need you to come with us.” 
 
    Zach scowled at her. “Rose, I’m not even supposed to leave the state.” 
 
    “You’ve already done that,” Erik called out. “You’re in Virginia now.” 
 
    Zach frowned at Erik, who stood over by the car already. “He has pretty good hearing, doesn’t he?” he said under his breath. He shifted his gaze back to Rose. “Yeah, I kind of figured we’d passed several state lines in that long drive.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “We’ll get you back to Florida as soon as possible, but for now,” she sighed, “I think we’re going to have to break this one, little rule.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Zach said. “And don’t lie to me. I may have been gone for the last five years, but I still know my sister. I can see that you’re scared.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip nervously. “You…might be in danger.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Why would I be in danger?” 
 
    “For the same reason we are,” Audrey said bitterly. “Because of Rose.” 
 
    Rose cringed a little at that as she watched Audrey return to the car, to stand next to Erik. Owen followed after her as well, leaving Rose and Zach alone. 
 
    Zach just watched her curiously. “Are you in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Um…kind of? A little?” Rose said hesitantly. She shrank back in shame. 
 
    But Zach just nodded in understanding. “Okay. What did you do?” 
 
    “It’s not so much what I did,” Rose corrected, “as it is…who I am.” 
 
    “What?” Zach said with a confused frown. He ran his hand through his hair. “Is it because of me? Or because of Mom? I know she had some…debts.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I’ve already paid those,” she assured him. 
 
    “Really?” Zach said with a sympathetic look. “That must’ve been hard.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Our lives have always been hard,” she said dismissively. 
 
    “Yeah,” Zach sighed. He stepped forward and pulled her into his arms, enveloping her in another warm, familiar hug. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Rose mumbled against his chest as she returned the hug. He smelled familiar, even though she hadn’t been a vampire the last time she’d seen him. There was something in her that recognized that he was family—the only family she had left. He smelled like cigarettes and soap and…home. “I’ve missed you so much,” she sighed, “and I’m so happy to see you.” She stepped back, out of his arms. “But I’m afraid that you got out of prison at the worst possible time.” 
 
    Zach searched her face, puzzled by the distress he saw in her bright blue eyes—the eyes that looked just like his own. “Rose, what is it? What happened?” 
 
    A tiny, nervous laugh escaped Rose’s lips. “A lot,” she muttered. Then, she lowered her voice. “The short version is…there’s a group of people who want to get to me. I don’t know if they want to kill me or if they want something worse, but,” she paused, anxiety flashing in her eyes, “they’ll use anyone to get to me.” 
 
    Zach nodded in understanding. “You’re worried they’ll come after me?” 
 
    “I’m worried they already have,” Rose corrected. “I think that’s why Kara sent that car to you—to stop them from getting to you.” The cool, autumn wind blew her hair forward, and she pushed the messy, red hair out of her face. “I can’t let anything happen to you. If you come with us, I think we can keep you safe.” 
 
    Zach smiled. “Rose, I just got out of prison. I can take care of myself,” he laughed. He brushed his knuckles against her shoulder, pushing her playfully. “It’s you I’m worried about. Last I checked, you weren’t that good at violence.” 
 
    She let out another nervous laugh. “I may have gotten better at that.” 
 
    “Really?” he teased, laughing in disbelief. “By doing what? Reading?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Rose lied, wincing a little, “and…maybe some other stuff.” 
 
    Zach frowned. “I really need more information than you’re giving me.” 
 
    Before she could answer, a black Jeep pulled up beside them, the brakes squealing as it jerked to a stop. Someone flung open the passenger-side door. 
 
    “Get in,” Kallias called out to them, sitting casually in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “How did you get that so fast? You just left.” 
 
    “I was very persuasive,” Kallias said with a smug grin. He waved his hand at them, watching as the others climbed into Erik’s car. “We need to go! Now!” 
 
    Zach planted his feet in place, still confused and reluctant to leave with strangers, but Rose grabbed his arm and, much to his surprise, dragged him to the car. “You’re a lot stronger than I remember,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Hurry. Get in,” Rose pleaded, her words rushed and shaky. “Please.” 
 
    He frowned worriedly at her and then slid into the backseat with a sigh. 
 
    Rose jumped into the passenger seat and quickly fastened her seatbelt. 
 
    Kallias slammed on his gas pedal at the same time that Erik did, and their two cars sped out of the empty hotel parking lot and entered the Interstate at a dangerous speed. Within a few minutes, they’d crossed over another state line. 
 
    “Is someone going to explain to me what’s going on?” Zach complained. 
 
    Rose turned around in her seat to look at him. He sat in the back seat, unbuckled, of course—because apparently buckling up would be too law-abiding for him. “First, fasten your seatbelt. Second, it’s…a really long story,” she sighed. 
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest. “Who are you running from?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly running from them. I’m just…trying to keep them from hurting the people I care about,” she said. She shot a questioning look in Kallias’s direction, wondering what she should or shouldn’t tell Zach, but Kallias kept his gaze on the road, his grip tight around the steering wheel. She returned her gaze to Zach. “The people who are after me call themselves the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    Kallias’s gaze shifted toward her, a hint of warning flashing in his light brown eyes. Clearly, he didn’t want her to tell her brother any more than that. 
 
    “The Assassins of Light?” Zach repeated. “Do they…assassinate light?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “No. They are Assassins, and they’re…of Light.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias growled at her. “He doesn’t need to know that.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you, and why do you get to decide what I get to know?” Zach snarled. “She’s my sister. If someone is after her, I want to know why.” 
 
    “Calm down, Zach,” Rose said gently. “Kallias is just concerned.” 
 
    Zach glanced at her, his eyes still narrowed. “Why are they after you?” 
 
    “Because I’m…different,” she said hesitantly, “and they don’t like that.” 
 
    “Different how?” Zach said with a frown. “What kind of difference would cause Assassins to come after you? Is it because you’re so smart? Or gay?” 
 
    “I’m bisexual, not gay. It’s little different,” Rose corrected, even though Zach was already rolling his eyes at her. “I’m attracted to men, too.” She pointed awkwardly at Kallias, who raised an eyebrow at her. “Namely, my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for vocabulary lesson, Rose,” Zach grumbled. “I just want to know what’s so different about you that there would be Assassins after you.” 
 
    Rose tried to lie, “I…uh…made a discovery about…vampire bats.” 
 
    Tried was the key word. 
 
    And based on the look on Zach’s face, he didn’t believe a word of it. 
 
    Kallias groaned, “Damn it, Rose. Is that really the best you can do?” 
 
    Zach shifted his bright blue gaze from Rose to Kallias and then back to Rose again. “Why are you so afraid to tell me? I’m your brother, Rose. I’ve always been there for you. Maybe not for the last five years, but I couldn’t help that.” 
 
    “I know you have,” Rose said quickly, her stomach twisting with guilt. 
 
    Kallias’s gaze shifted up toward the rear view mirror, and he made eye-contact with Zach’s reflection. “Rose will be safer if you don’t know,” he stated. 
 
    Zach’s demeanor deflated a little at that. “If that’s true, then…all right.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow, surprised by how easy that had been for Kallias. 
 
    Zach leaned his head back against the back of his seat, his blonde hair falling back. “You guys want to hear a funny story?” he asked. When Rose turned to look at him again, he continued, “When you said ‘of Light’ like that, it reminded me of this guy I met in prison. He got transferred to the psychiatric ward a few days in because he was seriously delusional. But he swore up and down that he did not kill his girlfriend. That it was a—get this—vampire.” Zach started laughing. “I guess I’d say something like that, too, if I was serving time for murder. Anyway, the guy never called them vampires. He always called them Creatures of Darkness.” 
 
    Rose and Kallias exchanged a worried look. 
 
    “It just reminded me of that, for some reason,” Zach laughed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Trap 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They arrived at Kallias’s house much sooner than what should’ve been possible, if they’d been driving anywhere close to the actual speed limit, but Rose wasn’t about to complain, not when an army of Assassins were after her friends. 
 
    The front door of the house opened before they even reached it, and two familiar faces greeted them at the door. Unfortunately, Rose didn’t have time to warn her friends that they were about to meet two more vampires because, by the time she realized that Emma and Geoff were there, Emma had already thrown her arms around Rose’s neck, unintentionally choking her with a death-grip hug. 
 
    Emma jumped up and down with delight. “We missed you so much!” 
 
    Geoffrey had his attention on his clothes, his fingers fumbling with his crooked tie and wrinkled, white shirt, but when he noticed Rose’s reddening face, he stepped forward and tapped Emma on the shoulder. “Let her breathe, love.” 
 
    “Oh! Sorry!” Emma said. She patted Rose on the arm as she gasped for air. “Breathe away.” She hugged Kallias next. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said as she stepped back, “but while we were waiting, Geoff and I had sex in one of your guest rooms.” Behind her, Geoffrey turned seven different shades of red. 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at Emma, his eyes wide. “I’ll…change the sheets.” 
 
    “Umm,” Audrey said, leaning closer to Rose, “what’s up with this girl?”  
 
    Rose cast a wide-eyed look at her friend. “She’s just…very, very honest.” 
 
    As Emma hugged Erik, she said, “Did you kill your crazy ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    Zach’s bright blue eyes widened in shock. “Did he…what?” he sputtered. 
 
    “Emma,” Geoffrey said under his breath, “it’s not polite to ask that.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Kallias said quietly, “we have humans present.” 
 
    Emma’s small, hazel eyes shifted toward Rose’s friends and her brother, who all stood right behind Rose. “Oh, yay!” she said happily. “New friends!” 
 
    Zach glanced at Rose. “Seriously, what is wrong with this woman?” 
 
    “She’s happy, and she’s nice,” Rose said. “What more could you ask for?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Audrey muttered, watching the beautiful, brunette vampire with a bewildered frown. “A little knowledge of basic social etiquette?” 
 
    “You’re always complaining that I’m too dark and sarcastic,” Rose said. “Well, she’s the exact opposite. I don’t see any reason you shouldn’t love her.” 
 
    “So, my only choices are happy weird or sarcastic weird?” Audrey asked. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Rose said with a playful smile. “Everyone is weird according to someone’s standards. Some of us are just better at it than others.” 
 
    Emma turned toward them, her red dress swaying around her thin body as she moved. Rose heard Zach’s quick intake behind her, and she grimaced as she realized that he must have been affected by the allure. Emma smiled brightly at Rose, so brightly, in fact, that Rose was pretty sure that everyone could see the razor-sharp fangs in her mouth. “Am I good at being weird, too, Rose?” she asked sweetly, tucking a loose strand of brown hair behind her ear. She wore the rest of her straight, brunette hair in an elegant updo, pinned to the back of her head. 
 
    Rose returned the smile. “You are brilliant at it.” 
 
    Emma laughed. “Oh, I almost forgot. I stole some clothes for you.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded. “You really didn’t have to do that,” she said uneasily. “You know I don’t usually wear things that are,” she paused, sweeping her gaze over Emma’s red dress and her insanely-high stilettos, “uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Emma said, drawing out the word, “so no high-heels, then?” 
 
    Audrey snorted, “Not unless you want Rose to kill someone with them.” 
 
    Emma nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve done that before. It’s fun.” 
 
    Audrey, Owen, and Zach fell silent, their eyes wide and terrified. 
 
    “So,” Geoffrey said quietly to Kallias, “why do we have…guests?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Kallias sighed. “Have you been watching the news?” 
 
    “Yes,” Geoffrey said anxiously, “and boy, do I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Let me get everyone settled into the guest rooms, and then, we’ll meet in the living room to talk. I have quite a bit to tell you, too.” 
 
    “I can do that, if you want,” Rose offered. “Get them settled in, I mean. I wanted to spend time with Zach, anyway.” She shrugged. “It’s been five years.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her. “Yeah, of course,” he said easily. “Go spend time with your brother. I can fill Geoff and Emma in on everything that happened.” 
 
    Rose smiled at him. When he disappeared into the living room, she spun around to face her friends. She gestured toward the staircase. “So…rooms, first?” 
 
    “Actually,” Audrey said, twirling a strand of brown hair around her finger with a guilty smile, “I was thinking…maybe…food, first? It’s been a few hours.” 
 
    Erik laughed. “Follow me, and I’ll cook you whatever you want.” 
 
    Audrey straightened, her golden eyes lighting up with delight. “So hot.” 
 
    Erik winked at her. “Just wait until you see the other things I can do.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Someone, please end the madness.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “No coffee?” Audrey asked Rose, as she sipped at her own cup of coffee. 
 
    Rose leaned against the kitchen counter, next to Audrey, tilting her head toward her friend, so that Zach couldn’t hear her. “I don’t drink it much anymore because,” she paused, lowering her voice to a whisper, “you know.” She shrugged. 
 
    Audrey gaped at Rose. “You don’t drink coffee? But you love coffee!” 
 
    “I know,” Rose sighed, staring longingly at the coffee in Audrey’s hands, even though it had far too much cream and sugar for Rose’s taste. “I miss it.” 
 
    Audrey’s brows furrowed. “So, you can’t drink anything but blood now?” 
 
    “Shhh!” Rose hissed, her eyes wide. She glanced worriedly at Zach, but luckily, he was too absorbed in Rose’s new phone to notice. Apparently, he found the updated technology pretty fascinating, after five years without a cell phone. 
 
    Audrey leaned even closer, until her head nearly bumped Rose’s. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Technically, I can eat or drink anything I want, and it would be burned off instantly,” Rose whispered, snapping her fingers for emphasis. Audrey glanced up at her with wide eyes, and Rose smiled and nodded. “I know, right? If only I could do that when I was human,” she laughed. “But that’s just it. I don’t want it. Not anymore. The only thing I crave is blood. Eating or drinking anything else just seems pointless. Like…eating air when what you really wanted was cake.” 
 
    Audrey gave her a scathing look. “Eww. Do not compare blood to cake.” 
 
    An amused smile pulled at the edges of Rose’s lips. “Sorry. But you get the point,” she said quickly, waving her hand. “I just don’t want it like I used to.” 
 
    “What will the coffee companies do now?” Audrey teased as she took a sip of her coffee. “Don’t you know you were the one keeping them in business?” 
 
    Rose laughed and nodded. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Owen scrolled through his e-mails—hundreds of them…from Jared. With a concerned frown, she stepped closer to the barstool, where he sat, and she leaned against the stool next to him. “Hey, Owen,” she said, quietly enough that neither Audrey nor Zach heard her. Owen looked at her, his hazel eyes wide with panic, and he closed out his e-mail quickly. She offered him a sympathetic smile. “I just wanted to see how you were doing. You’ve been through a lot the last two days.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “It’s not the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    She looked away, her brows creasing with sympathetic pain. “Yeah,” she sighed. “I really am sorry about your parents, Owen.” Her bright blue gaze shifted back toward him. “And I’m sorry that I ruined things between you and Jared.” 
 
    Owen snorted, “He tried to kill me, Rose. I don’t blame you for that.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” she sighed, gazing sadly at her shoes. “I just feel bad, I guess. I wish I could save everyone from the pain, but instead, I just seem to…cause it.” 
 
    “Rose, you’ve saved me from pain plenty of times,” Owen told her. “All of those late-night phone calls when I didn’t know who else to call. All of those times when you said the right words at the right time. You’re an amazing friend.” 
 
    “Until I died and turned into what your boyfriend hates most,” she said. 
 
    “You’re still a great friend,” he said. “You have no reason to feel bad.” 
 
    Rose gave him a skeptical look. “You’d be blissfully unaware of Jared’s insanity without me. You’d probably be cuddled up, watching movies, right now.” 
 
    Owen raised an eyebrow. “We couldn’t even agree on a movie genre.” 
 
    She laughed and spread out her hands, “Blissfully arguing over movies?” 
 
    He snorted, “That’s closer.” He gazed thoughtfully at the countertop for a moment, his smile fading. “Listen. I feel like shit for never returning your calls.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s all right. I get it,” she assured him. “You’d just found out that I was a vampire, and you didn’t know what to think or how to react.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen sighed, wincing, “but I also kind of did it out of spite.” 
 
    She glanced at him curiously. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You sounded so worried in the voicemails,” he said, “about Riley.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I still am,” she admitted quietly. “I just wanted to know if she’s okay. I understood that you all needed space, but…I worried about her.” 
 
    “I know,” Owen said, nodding, “and I kind of…wanted you to worry.” 
 
    She frowned, confused by that comment. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I kind of thought,” Owen paused, shrugging, “that you deserved to feel that way, you know?” Regret burned in his wide, hazel eyes. “She was nearly killed by a vampire—a vampire that was somehow connected to you. I blamed you.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her eyes burning with sadness. “I blame myself.” 
 
    “Like I said, I haven’t always been a great friend to you,” Owen muttered regretfully. “It shouldn’t have taken me so long to come to my senses. It wasn’t fair to leave you in the dark like that, knowing that you were blaming yourself.” He ran his hand through his brownish-blonde hair. “She did survive, by the way.” 
 
    Rose felt as if she might crumple to the floor with relief. “She’s all right?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Owen corrected quickly. “She thinks she’s insane.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rose breathed, horrified by the thought. A new hole of guilt opened up in her stomach. “Maybe Kallias could do something? I could ask…” 
 
    “A telepathic vampire did this to her,” he reminded her, “and you want to let another one mess with her head? I don’t know, Rose. I think it’d be best if we just left her alone to deal with it on her own. I tried to tell Jared that, but…” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Rose interrupted. She slid onto the barstool, next to him. “Why would you need to tell Jared that? He doesn’t even know Riley, does he?” 
 
    “No,” Owen sighed, “but Rose, she woke up from a coma, screaming about vampires. Pretty major red flag, don’t you think? The Assassins of Light showed up in her room within hours. They have people everywhere, you know.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “They didn’t hurt her, did they?” she asked. 
 
    He scowled at her. “Their mission is to protect humans, not hurt them.” 
 
    “That didn’t stop them from trying to hurt you and Audrey,” Rose said. 
 
    Owen shrugged. “I still think…that must have been a mistake,” he said uneasily. He looked away, tracing the design of the countertop with his forefinger. “Jared said that Riley didn’t tell him anything. She refused to talk to them because, in her words, ‘the vampire warned her about the ones with suns on their clothes.’” 
 
    Rose frowned bewilderedly. “Alana knew about the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “She was a telepath,” Owen muttered. “She probably read my thoughts.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “Riley was already unconscious by then, though.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Honestly, Rose, she’s probably just seeing things. Jared said that she kept talking about ghosts, too. A white-haired ghost.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I’ve learned in the past couple of months,” Rose said, running her fingers over the Stone of the Eklektos, “it’s that anything is possible.” 
 
    “Like your criminal brother starting a Facebook account?” Zach asked. 
 
    Rose whirled around, blinking worriedly at him, as she wondered how much of their conversation he’d overheard. But he was still focused on the phone. 
 
    Zach frowned. “Lizard shape-shifters are taking over the government?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. She marched over to him and snatched the phone out of his hand. “Don’t believe everything you read on the internet,” she said. 
 
    “Those people that are trying to kill you,” Zach said. “Are they lizards?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said sarcastically. “I am being hunted by human lizards.” 
 
    He scowled at her snarky attitude. “Why are you so annoying?” 
 
    “Because I’m a smart-aleck with no social skills,” Rose answered. 
 
    “Well, we agree on that, at least,” Zach muttered. He spun around in his chair to look at her and held out his hand. “Now, can I have your phone back?” 
 
    Rose smiled and slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. “You can have it back when you learn how to use the internet wisely,” she told him. 
 
    “What’s wrong with reading an article about lizard people?” Zach asked. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Everything,” she muttered dryly. She heard the door open, and the scent of Emma’s perfume—soft and bright, like sunshine and flowers—wafted into the room, blending with the scent of Erik’s cooking. 
 
    Zach looked at the vampire and instantly froze, as if he were in a trance. 
 
    Emma just offered him a sweet smile and continued into the kitchen, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor. “Erik, can I have one of your movies?” 
 
    Erik looked up from the pan he’d been watching. “Which kind?” he said with a suggestive grin. “The dirty kind? Or…just one of the romantic comedies?” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “There isn’t a shred of shame in you, is there?” 
 
    “Nope,” Erik snorted as he turned to grab some flour from the cabinets. 
 
    Emma frowned thoughtfully. “The romantic comedies, probably,” she said after a moment. “Geoff might be a little uncomfortable with the other kind.” 
 
    “A little?” Rose repeated, suppressing a laugh. She nudged her brother’s shoulder to break him from his trance, but he just continued to gawk at Emma. 
 
    Emma circled around the counter, frowning curiously at Rose. When she finally reached Rose, she leaned in close and—of course—sniffed Rose’s neck. 
 
    Rose blinked as she felt Emma’s breath on her neck. “Oh, how I’ve missed your unapologetically peculiar behavior,” she said with an amused smile. 
 
    Audrey, Owen, and Zach watched with wide eyes, not sure what to think. 
 
    “You smell different,” Emma told her with a frown. “Not like Kallias.” 
 
    Rose paled a little as she realized what Emma meant—the blood bond, that faint taint that warned other vampires that she’d fed from another vampire, that she may even be protected by that other vampire. “Uh, yeah,” she mumbled. 
 
    Erik, thank goodness, came to her rescue. He darted over to Emma and took her by the arm, leading her aside so that he could whisper to her. With her sensitive hearing, Rose could hear him, but Zach, Audrey, and Owen could not. “I know this is next to impossible for you, but you need to be careful about what you say. There are humans here, and one of them doesn’t know about vampires.” 
 
    Emma stared up at him, blinking innocently. “I can be careful,” she said indignantly, as if she’d never given him any reason to think otherwise. She pointed one of her bright red fingernails at Rose. “She smells different, don’t you think?” 
 
    Erik glanced past Emma, meeting Rose’s gaze, and his lips tilted into a taunting smirk. “Yeah,” he told Emma, “that’s because she has a new girlfriend.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at Erik, but unfortunately, she couldn’t object to his declaration out loud because that would seem strange to Zach, considering he didn’t know about her superhuman hearing—or anything else, for that matter. 
 
    “Really?” Emma whispered. She spun toward Rose, then, her hazel eyes wide and bright with surprise. “You have a girlfriend? When can I meet her?” 
 
    Every eye in the room was suddenly on Rose.  
 
    “I thought you were with the big, tattooed guy,” Zach said, confused. 
 
    “I am with Kallias,” Rose muttered, shrinking lower in her seat. She shot another glare over her shoulder, at a very amused Erik. “Erik’s…exaggerating.” 
 
    “But if she’s in your blood, she must mean something to you,” Emma said. 
 
    Zach frowned, glancing back and forth between them. “In your…blood?” 
 
    A tangible tension settled over the room, suddenly, as Owen and Audrey exchanged a look, and Rose and Erik both stared worriedly at an oblivious Emma. 
 
    “Emma is…not from around here,” is the excuse Erik wound up giving them. “She says odd things sometimes. And somehow, it’s a weird kind of sexy.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Emma giggled. “Geoffrey gets jealous when you flirt with me.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “If Geoff’s not used to how I am by now, he’s hopeless.” 
 
    Zach shrugged. “None of you sound like you’re from around here to me.” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “I’ve been here an entire century longer than you,” he said under his breath—quiet enough that no one but Rose and Emma heard him. 
 
    Emma leaned toward Rose. “I knew you were into women, though, after you almost bit me that day. But Geoff said it was impolite to ask, so I didn’t.” 
 
    Zach stared at them, his eyebrows high. “You tried to…bite…her?” 
 
    “All right. Come on, Emma,” Erik said, grabbing her arm and dragging her toward the door. “Let’s just get you away from the…er…guests, all right?” 
 
    Rose ran her fingers through her hair, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    It was only a few minutes after midnight when Geoffrey and Emma left. After Rose said her goodbyes, she grabbed her bags and carried them upstairs. Her brother and her friends were eating a late dinner in the kitchen downstairs, and she didn’t really want to explain to her brother why she wasn’t eating with them. She dropped her bags beside Kallias’s bed and breathed out a long sigh. 
 
    “I should have asked Kara to teach me how to lie,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Just saying Kara’s name opened a deep ache in her chest. She’d never known distance could hurt like this. But then, it wasn’t so much the distance as it was the not-knowing. She didn’t know if they’d see each other again, and as much as she hated to admit it, the possibility of never seeing Kara again was something she couldn’t bear. How could she admit that? It sounded so ridiculous and pathetic. 
 
    She slid her hand into her pocket and pulled out the handkerchief. The quiet darkness of Kallias’s room, paired with the soft coolness of Kara’s cloth, soothed her nerves, until she could think clearly again. Her pulse began to slow. 
 
    Until a low, familiar voice startled her. “I prefer this time of the year.” 
 
    Rose shoved the cloth back into her pocket and spun around. “Hmm?” 
 
    Kallias closed the door. “I prefer this time of the year,” he said absently, as he unbuttoned his black shirt, “because there are more hours of darkness.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, straightening. “Yeah. I suppose it will be winter soon.” 
 
    “A few more weeks,” he agreed. He barely even looked her way as he headed toward the closet. “Did you show your friends to their rooms yet?” 
 
    “No, they were eating,” she said, “but I should probably do that now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Kallias muttered distractedly. “Erik will do it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said hollowly. “Okay.” She leaned against the bed, fidgeting nervously. “That’s…good. Because that means we have a moment to talk, right?” 
 
    Kallias turned to look at her, his expression wary. “About…what?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Well, I just needed to tell you,” she sighed, “thank you.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “For what?” 
 
    “You didn’t even think about it,” Rose said with a soft smile. “You just brought my friends and my brother here to protect them. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Kallias looked away uncomfortably. “I didn’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    “Sure, you did,” Rose said, “but you made the right one. You always do.” 
 
    His intense, brown eyes shifted back toward her. “Do I? I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to respond to that, as she watched him turn away from her, pulling clean clothes out of his closet. Her stomach knotted with dread, and her chest fluttered with anxiety, so much so that it took her a few moments to gather up the courage to question him further. “What is it that you regret?” she asked quietly. “Turning me into a vampire? Or…falling in love with me?” 
 
    He froze, his broad, muscular shoulders stiff. “Don’t ask me that.” 
 
    Rose shrank back, pain splitting through her chest, almost as severely as it had when she’d been staked, except this time, there was no physical injury to explain it. “Oh,” she said, staring at the hardwood floor beneath her feet. “I see.” 
 
    Kallias turned to look at her, a shirt wadded up in his hand. She noticed the pain and regret that burned in his light brown eyes, letting her know that he’d, of course, felt her pain. He was still bound to her, after all, even if she was bound to someone else at the moment. He opened his mouth, clearly wanting to say something to her, but then, thinking better of it, he closed it again and turned away. He set his clean clothes aside and kicked off his boots, preparing to change. 
 
    Rose leaned against the bed, watching as Kallias tugged his undershirt over his head, revealing the scarred and tattooed skin beneath. “I miss you.” 
 
    He froze, once again, his entire body stiffening. Then, he tossed his shirt aside and glanced over his shoulder at her. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Rose tucked her hands behind her and shrugged. “I just miss you,” she told him. “It feels like it’s been so long since you and I were actually…together. It feels like there’s a wall between us now. And the wall grows taller every day.” 
 
    Kallias watched her. “And what do you suggest we do about it?” 
 
    “Break it down,” she said easily. “I want to break down the wall.” 
 
    He looked away. “What’s stopping you?” he asked, his jaw clenched. 
 
    “You,” she answered. Pain burned in Rose’s bright blue eyes, and her voice shook. “It’s as if you prefer the wall, as if…you’re the one who put it up.” 
 
    He pulled the clean shirt on over his head, pulling it down over the rigid muscles of his scarred chest and stomach. “I trusted you, and you lied to me.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her throat tight. “I know. You’ve lied to me, too, though.” 
 
    “It was different,” Kallias muttered. He didn’t look at her as he spoke. He kept his attention on the clothes. “You knew how much it would hurt me.” 
 
    “Erastos said it was the only way to save you,” Rose said. “He said it was the only way to save all of you. My life was a small price to pay for all of yours.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” Kallias growled. Even though Rose wasn’t bound to him at the moment, she knew, without a doubt, what he was feeling—the dark, potent, animalistic rage that pulled all of his predatory instincts to the surface, the instinct to feed and the instinct to kill. She knew because of the tightness of his muscles, because of the set of his jaw, because of the darkness in his light brown eyes, and because she loved him. Because…even when they weren’t connected, they were. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Rose told him, stepping away from the bed, approaching him slowly. “Let your anger out. Say everything you need to say. I can handle it.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re asking for,” Kallias growled, his eyes dark. 
 
    “I know you won’t hurt me,” she said, her steps bold and determined, as she closed the space between them. “Not physically, anyway. Your words might hurt me. They probably will. But I’m strong. I can handle it. And I trust you.” 
 
    Kallias stared down at her, watching as she stopped in front of him, the front of her body just inches from his. Her scent filled his senses—soft, sensual vanilla and honey, clinging to her hair and skin, and sweet, appealing blood, filled with power, more power than he’d ever smelled in anyone else. His chest heaved with the intensity of his emotions, his mind vacillating between hunger and anger. 
 
    Rose reached out to touch him, her fingertips brushing his chest, but he stopped her, suddenly, his hands gripping her wrists tightly. She swallowed and looked up at him, a nervous thrill rushing through her, as she noticed the darkness of his eyes. Before she could react, he turned and pushed her against the dresser. 
 
    Then, his lips crashed against hers—so harshly and so suddenly that it took her breath. His kiss left her lips sensitive and tender, and as he released her wrists and gripped her hips, pulling her body into his, he deepened the kiss, his tongue finding its way into her mouth, moving against hers, igniting her hunger. 
 
    When they pulled back, trying to catch their breath, Rose found herself laughing. “You,” she gasped, “have an interesting way of conveying your anger.” 
 
    Kallias kissed her again. “I’m just trying to shut you up,” he chuckled. 
 
    Rose stepped back and lifted her eyebrows. “Oh, really?” she sassed. 
 
    He grabbed her arm and pulled her closer. “I’m kidding. Come back.” 
 
    Kallias stepped forward, trailing his lips down her neck, as he backed her toward the bed. She moaned softly at his kisses, pushing his shirt up around his ribs, trying to tug it off, as she walked backward. Unfortunately, she didn’t really have the gracefulness for all of that and wound up falling backward onto the bed. 
 
    Kallias laughed as he climbed onto the bed with her, straddling her jean-clad thighs with his own. He finished pulling off his shirt and leaned over her. 
 
    When the sound of a phone vibrating interrupted them. 
 
    Kallias groaned in frustration. “If the Fates are real, they clearly hate me.” 
 
    Rose chuckled, leaning back, as she waited for him to check his phone. 
 
    After a moment of thought, he shook his head. “Forget it. I’ll ignore it.” 
 
    But when he leaned in for another kiss, his warm lips brushing against hers, an unsettling realization washed over Rose. “Wait a minute,” she said slowly. 
 
    Kallias pulled back, his eyebrows lifting at her less-than-ideal timing. 
 
    “We picked up new phones,” Rose said worriedly, “with new numbers.” Her gaze darted toward the phone in his pocket. “How is anyone texting you?” 
 
    “I gave the new numbers to Geoff and Emma,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “Geoff and Emma,” she repeated slowly. “Our friends…who just left.” 
 
    His light brown eyes widened as he realized her point. “Shit,” he hissed under his breath. He raised up and pulled the phone out of his pocket. His dark complexion suddenly looked much paler than usual, as he read the text message. 
 
    Rose sat up, watching him with an anxious frown. “Who is it from?” 
 
    “Geoff,” Kallias breathed. He looked at her. “They’ve been captured.” 
 
    It took several moments for those words to sink in, several moments of cold, dreadful horror, several moments of her heart pounding violently in her chest, rattling her entire body. Finally, she opened her mouth and croaked out, “C-captured?” Messy, red strands of hair hung in her face, obscuring her vision, but she was too stunned to push them out of her eyes. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “It could be vampires that are older and stronger than them. We kill vampires to save humans. We’ve made a lot of enemies,” he began. 
 
    “Or,” Rose said, her voice shaky, “it could be the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, and then, he nodded reluctantly. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she breathed. She looked up at him. “How do we find them?” 
 
    Kallias turned and sat down on the edge of the bed, sighing, as he read the text once again. “We don’t have to find them. He said he’d send the address.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Oh,” she said slowly. “That’s…good. I think?” 
 
    Kallias gripped the phone tightly, his brows creasing with worry, as he read over the message three more times. “I’ll have to go save them,” he sighed. 
 
    Rose moved to sit beside him, on the edge of the bed, smoothing her wrinkled shirt. “Try calling them,” she suggested. “Maybe it’s just a mistake.” 
 
    Kallias gave her a skeptical look. “What kind of mistake could it be?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just…worried. What should we do?” 
 
    “We’re not doing anything,” Kallias corrected. He dialed Geoff’s number and lifted the phone to his ear, waiting for an answer that he knew wouldn’t come. 
 
    Rose ran her fingers through her disheveled hair, pushing it out of her face. She knew already that she wouldn’t like what Kallias had to say. “We’re not?” 
 
    “We’re not. I am,” Kallias explained. When the voicemail message played on the other side of the line, Kallias hung up the phone and dropped it beside him on the bed. He stood and gathered his clothes from the floor, ignoring Rose’s glare. “The Assassins of Light are especially interested in you, Rose. They want you, and they’ll do anything to get you, including capturing Geoff and Emma.” 
 
    “All the more reason for me to help save them,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “No,” he argued. He shook his head in frustration as he buttoned his jeans. “You don’t go directly to the people who mean you harm, Rose. You’d be doing exactly what they wanted you to do. You need to stay where you’re safe.” 
 
    “I’m never safe anywhere,” she sighed, “and I don’t like to hide in fear.” 
 
    Kallias slid his arms into his black shirt and began buttoning it over the muscled, golden skin of his torso. “Then, don’t. I don’t give a shit what you do,” he said impatiently. His eyes narrowed at her. “But you’re not leaving this house.” 
 
    She stood and met his glare with her own. She still had to look up at him, but at least, she felt a little less small on her feet. “You can’t just order me around.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged dismissively and bent to snatch his boots up from the floor. “I can do whatever the hell I want to do,” he said with a bitter, angry smile. 
 
    Rose raised both eyebrows at him. “Okay, Alana,” she said sassily. 
 
    That cold, dismissive expression faded almost instantly, replaced by one of pure anger. “I am nothing like Alana, and you know it,” he snarled at her. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Most of the time,” she sighed. “But what you just said—that’s exactly what Alana used to say. You say that you’re worried about my power corrupting me. That was why you lied to me about showing me how to control my power. It was why you hid things from me. But I just wonder if you should be more worried about your own. Because, lately, you’ve been a little…different.” 
 
    “I’ve always been this way, Rose,” Kallias said. “Just because you like to see everyone through rose-colored glasses, doesn’t mean we’re really like that.” 
 
    “Nice pun,” Rose said. She sat back down on the bed and sighed, “Our arguments are starting to sound like broken records, and I like my records intact.” 
 
    He ignored her off-hand remarks. Instead, he sat down in the office chair and began lacing up his boots. “What about Audrey, Owen, and your brother?” 
 
    She looked up at him, her brows furrowing. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you prepared to leave them alone?” Kallias asked. “Unprotected?” 
 
    “No, you know I can’t do that,” she sighed, staring at her hands, which lay, entangled, in her blue jean-clad lap. “I can’t let anything happen to them.” 
 
    He smiled bitterly. “Then, it looks like I won the argument. For once.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “For once? Have I been winning the arguments? Because no one told me that I was winning. It didn’t feel like I was winning,” she muttered. 
 
    His lips actually twitched up a little at that, but he suppressed the smile. “I’ll return as soon as I rescue Emma and Geoff. I don’t know how they managed to get themselves captured in the first place. You just stay here with your friends.” 
 
    “You could get yourself killed, Kallias,” Rose sighed. “I’m worried.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Kallias said dismissively, “now, you know how I feel.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose muttered under her breath. “I deserved that.” 
 
    “Yep,” Kallias said as he slid two daggers and one handgun into the front pockets of his leather jacket. He spun back toward her. “Don’t leave this house.” 
 
    “I won’t. Probably. But not because you told me not to,” Rose said. “I’m choosing of my own volition to stay and protect my friends, just so you know.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Whatever you have to tell yourself.” 
 
    Rose held up her finger. “One more thing: you’re not going alone.” 
 
    He frowned. “Yes, I am. We already covered this. You have to stay…” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Rose yelled out, “Erik!” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Erik is staying here…to protect you.” 
 
    She flashed her sassiest smile. “Let’s let him decide for himself, shall we?” 
 
    “Decide what?” Erik asked suddenly, leaning against the doorframe. 
 
    “Emma and Geoff are in danger, but I have to stay here, apparently,” Rose explained. “We were wondering if you wanted to help Kallias rescue them.” 
 
    “We were not wondering that,” Kallias told Erik. “You’re not going.” 
 
    “Emma and Geoff are as much my friends as they are yours,” Erik told Kallias with a scowl. “If they’re in danger, I’m going to help. Besides, you can’t take on the Assassins of Light by yourself. You’ll need some kind of backup.” 
 
    “You need to stay here with the others,” Kallias argued, “and with Rose.” 
 
    “They’re not presently in danger,” Erik stated. “Geoff and Emma are.” 
 
    “Kallias, I’m going to be so worried about you,” Rose tried to explain, “but you’re right. Someone has to stay here to keep an eye on Audrey, Owen, and Zach. So, if I have to sit here, worrying about you, at least take Erik with you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kallias grunted, “but only if you promise not to leave the house.” 
 
    “Unfortunately…yes, I promise,” Rose sighed, “but please, be safe.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Erik assured her. He reached out and patted her on the shoulder, projecting a brief wave of calmness. “I’ll make sure nothing happens.” 
 
    Kallias just rolled his eyes. His phone vibrated on the bed, nearly falling into the floor, but he caught it before it could. “It’s Geoff,” he said, reading the message. “He sent me an address. I’ll put it into the GPS.” He sighed, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Will Rose and the humans be all right here?” Erik asked worriedly. 
 
    “They should be,” Kallias said. “The Assassins of Light will assume that she’s with us. That’s why I want her to stay here. This is probably a trap for her.” 
 
    “You think it’s a trap, and you’re walking into it anyway?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Why not?” Kallias said bitterly. “It’s what you do.” He sighed, “I’ll be fine. I’m a twenty-five-hundred-year-old telepath. They’re not prepared for me.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Rose said, but anxiety flashed in her blue eyes. 
 
    Kallias started to leave, but before he could step outside the room, Rose caught his arm, moving so fast that he never realized she’d moved. He turned, his brows furrowing, as he looked down at her, but before he could say anything, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, her lips soft and warm against his. He slid his hand into her hair, holding her close, as he returned the kiss. 
 
    “I love you,” Rose said as she pulled back. “Please, take care of yourself.” 
 
    He stared down at her, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips. “I love you, too,” he sighed, “even though you frustrate the hell out of me.” He watched her smile, the cute, sassy curve of her lips, and then, he stepped back. “Goodbye.” 
 
    Rose waited until he left to muse aloud, “I wonder if Audrey, Owen, Zach, and I would fit in the trunk of his car. We could totally be stowaways.” 
 
    “Don’t even try it!” Kallias shouted from somewhere downstairs. “I have a spare tire back there, and only one average-sized person would fit anyway.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I don’t even want to know how he knows that.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Black Rose 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is a humongous room,” Audrey said as Rose helped her unpack. 
 
    Rose placed Audrey’s wadded-up, unfolded pile of clothes on the bed so that she could fold them before putting them in the dresser. “Yeah. I guess, when you’re a telepath, you can make them build your house as big as you want.” 
 
    Audrey placed her hands on her thin, jean-clad hips and glanced around the spacious guest bedroom. “I might have to borrow your boyfriend for a while.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I doubt he’s going to make someone build you a castle.” 
 
    Audrey pouted, “But I’ve always wanted a castle! You know I’ve always wanted a castle. You have to talk him into it! Do him sexual favors or something.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her best friend. “You want me to prostitute myself, just so you can have a castle?” she asked, her lips twitching in amusement. 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “It’s what a real friend would do.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Speaking of…awkward subjects,” she began as she picked up a pair of faded blue jeans to fold, “Owen says that you and Erik…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we totally had sex!” Audrey interrupted. “It was amazing!” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Weird is what it is,” she said under her breath. 
 
    But Audrey didn’t even seem to hear her. “He’s really good at foreplay.” 
 
    “Ahh! Audrey!” Rose complained, holding up her hands. “I really don’t want the details. He’s my best friend, and you’re my best friend. It’s…weird.” 
 
    Audrey grinned. “Don’t get me wrong. I still don’t like vampires, but he was way better than a human guy. Do you know how many orgasms I had last night? I mean, usually, I have to do it myself to have one at all, but with Erik…” 
 
    “That’s it!” Rose said, throwing up her hands. “I have to cut off my ears!” 
 
    Audrey started laughing so hard and so melodramatically that she fell on the bed—right on top of the clothes that Rose had just finished folding. She clasped her hands over her stomach. “You’re so morbid! It was just an orgasm!” 
 
    Owen chose that moment to duck his head inside the room. “Audrey, one quick question,” he said hesitantly, “why are you shouting the word orgasm?” 
 
    “Because she’s sadistic and likes to gross me out,” Rose complained. 
 
    Owen raised an eyebrow. “You’re grossed out by orgasms?” 
 
    “No, I’m grossed out by hearing about her and Erik together,” Rose said. 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” Owen teased with a wry grin. “Straight sex is kind of gross.” 
 
    “Is not!” Audrey shot back immaturely. “It’s totally hot and wonderful.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at them. “Why are all of my friends so weird?” 
 
    “Because you’re the Queen of Weird,” Audrey said, spreading out her arms on either side of her body, “and we’re your subjects.” She grinned playfully. 
 
    “It’s true,” Owen agreed, nodding. “You’re way weirder than we are.” 
 
    “By the way, Queen of Weird,” Audrey said, “your subjects are hungry.” 
 
    “She might be hungry. I’m fine,” Owen corrected. “We literally just ate.” 
 
    “That was an hour ago,” Audrey whined. She patted her flat stomach with one hand. “Do you see this stomach? It is alive! It demands to be fed. Now.” 
 
    “I’d hate to see you as a vampire,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Please, tell me there is something in this house to snack on, other than creepy blood bags,” Audrey begged, “or…like…dead bodies.” She shuddered. 
 
    Rose frowned. “We don’t feed from dead bodies. We feed from living ones,” she informed Audrey, “and we usually don’t feed from blood bags either.” 
 
    Audrey waved her hands frantically. “Eww! I don’t want the details!” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Hypocrite,” she muttered. Then, she turned toward the door. “Come on. I’m sure there’s something downstairs you can eat.” 
 
    As Owen and Audrey followed Rose downstairs, they started talking about a movie that had come out recently. Rose, of course, barely even recognized the title. She’d been so busy with almost-dying and actually-dying lately that she hadn’t been able to keep up with normal stuff, like movie releases. When they reached the kitchen, she opened the door and waited for them to go ahead of her. 
 
    Rose vaguely noticed that they’d gone on inside. She vaguely heard their voices, muffled and distant, as they rummaged through the fridge. But Rose still hadn’t moved from the door…because something else had caught her attention. 
 
    A single, black rose—its petals as dark as shadows—lay on the counter. 
 
    “What the heck?” she mumbled to herself. She reached out and picked up the rose, careful to keep her fingers between the thorns. She leaned forward and sniffed the strange rose, inhaling its warm, sweet scent. “Owen?” she called out. “You’re a biology major, so maybe you know… Where do black roses grow?” 
 
    Owen turned toward her. “Technically, they don’t,” he said as he walked back toward the doorway, where she still stood. “Not naturally, anyway. There are dark red roses, though, that look almost black.” He frowned at the black rose in Rose’s hand. “Why do you ask? Did Kallias buy that for you? It’s…interesting.” 
 
    “Kallias isn’t really a flower kind of person,” Rose mumbled distractedly. 
 
    “Can chicken be cooked in the microwave?” Audrey yelled out suddenly. 
 
    Owen glanced back at her with wide eyes. “You’re going to give yourself food poisoning, Audrey. Just eat something that doesn’t have to be cooked.” 
 
    Rose set the rose back on the counter and looked for any sign whatsoever of how the rose had gotten there. She froze as she noticed a folded piece of paper, tucked beneath an old telephone book. She hesitantly reached out and pulled it out from underneath the book. Then, she unfolded the paper and read the note. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My Eklektos, 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I cannot say this in person.  There are things happening behind the scenes that you do not understand.  I cannot risk our meeting at this moment. I hope you like my gift to you: the black rose.  It is a symbolic gift.  I am interested to know if you can decipher its meaning.  What you need to know at this moment is this: you are being watched.  You are always being watched.  Even when you think you are alone, you never are.  You never have been.  Does that scare you?  It should scare you, I suppose.  The truth is scary.  Something will happen soon, and you will hate me for not warning you.  But I cannot.  This event must happen to plunge you further into your fate.  And when it happens, you’ll surrender once again to the Darkness, and it will be glorious.  We will meet again soon. 
 
      
 
    Your servant, 
 
    Erastos 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose sighed, “Oh, Erastos. The vampire who is allergic to making sense.” 
 
    “Who is Erastos?” Owen asked, watching as she refolded the letter. 
 
    Rose waved her hand dismissively. “He’s a creepy guy who knows stuff,” she said. She frowned at him. “The Assassins of Light don’t know about him?” 
 
    “He’s not in any of their books,” Owen answered. “Why? Should they?” 
 
    Rose leaned against the counter, her brows furrowing, as she thought about that. “I’d think so, considering how old he is—or how old he says he is.” 
 
    “How old is he?” Owen asked. “They know all of the ancient vampires.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “He says that he’s older than Aaron, but…I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Owen muttered. He scratched his head, accidentally smoothing out some of the spikiness of his hair. “There are no living vampires that are older than Aaron. He murdered all of them during his rise to power.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said thoughtfully. “That’s what everyone keeps saying.” 
 
    Owen wrinkled his nose. “Do you smell cigarettes?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    Rose tilted her head back and groaned at the ceiling—because yes, now that she thought about it, she did smell cigarettes. “Zach, I’m going to kill you!” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You want to know what I think?” Erik asked, watching Kallias from the passenger seat, as Kallias drove to the address that Geoffrey had sent to them. 
 
    “Not really,” Kallias said, pressing his foot harder against the gas pedal, swerving around the slower-moving cars. “But I assume you’ll tell me anyway.” 
 
    “The problems you’re having with Rose have nothing to do with Kara,” Erik said. “You don’t care that Rose kissed Kara. I mean, you might be a little concerned that Rose will leave you for Kara, but you’re not that upset about it.” 
 
    “You really can’t mind your own business, can you?” Kallias complained. 
 
    “My own business pretty much consists of my dead ex-girlfriend, so no,” Erik told him. “Focusing on your problems helps me forget my own.” He grinned at him and continued, “So, anyway, your problem is that you can hold a grudge longer than anyone on the planet. Case in point: Theron. Rose’s feelings for Kara are just a convenient excuse for you—a new reason to be angry with her, a new reason to push her away and to keep punishing her for the pain her death caused you.” He watched as Kallias’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. “I felt your pain, Kallias, and don’t get me wrong: I totally sympathize. But at the same time, I, for one, am thankful that she saved our lives. We’d be dead without her.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Kallias snarled, his eyes flashing. “Don’t defend what she did.” 
 
    Erik tilted his head against the back of the seat and groaned, “Oh, for Odin’s sake, Kallias, I know I’m not the pinnacle of emotional health here, but you really have to work on these issues. Yeah, she wasn’t totally honest with you, but it’s not like you’ve been honest with her one-hundred percent of the time either. She did what she believed was right, and if you don’t like that, then you clearly fell in love with the wrong woman because that’s pretty much Rose’s m.o.” 
 
    “Maybe I did,” Kallias said quietly. His brown eyes looked distant now, full of pain and sadness and despair. “I never thought we had a chance anyway.” 
 
    Erik glanced at him, his eyebrows lifting in disbelief. “Yeah,” he said slowly, “when you were a vampire and she was a human. But she’s a vampire now. There’s literally nothing standing in the way, and now, you want to give up?” 
 
    “Nothing standing in my way?” Kallias repeated, his voice rising in anger. “Her feelings for Kara are so complicated, she can’t even figure them out. What if she realizes that she does want Kara? What, then? Am I supposed to do that weird, complicated thing that you did with Alana? Am I supposed to share her?” 
 
    “First of all,” Erik said with a scowl, “it really wasn’t that complicated. She was with Kara sometimes, and she was with me sometimes. And sometimes, she was with neither of us. And second, you can’t really share a person. She’s your girlfriend, but she’s not a possession. You haven’t forgotten that, have you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kallias sighed. “I just… What does she see in her?” 
 
    “In Kara?” Erik said, shrugging. “The same thing she sees in everyone.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at Erik as he waited for the stoplight to turn green. 
 
    “The good,” Erik said. “Rose sees the good in everyone. Even Kara.” 
 
    “There’s no good to find in a liar,” Kallias muttered. He sped through the intersection as soon as the light turned green, leaving the other cars behind. 
 
    “People aren’t as black and white as you like to think,” Erik said. “Some of us have done bad things, but we want to be good people. We just need someone to believe in us—the way you believed in me and the way Rose believes in Kara.” 
 
    Kallias slowed the car as they approached the address that Geoffrey had given them in the text message. The abandoned, brick building ahead of them, dilapidated and partially-collapsed, looked dark and empty beneath the black sky. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the address he gave you?” Erik asked worriedly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said as he pulled the car into a parking space. He leaned forward, squinting at the dark building. “I don’t see his car anywhere. Do you?” 
 
    “The only way that car is here,” Erik muttered, “is if he parked it inside.” 
 
    “Call him,” Kallias told him. “Make sure we have the correct address.” 
 
    Erik pulled out his phone and dialed Geoffrey’s number. He pressed the phone to his ear, listening to the tones, waiting anxiously for someone to answer. 
 
    Then, finally, he heard a click. “Hello,” Emma giggled. He heard a slight commotion behind her voice—the crash of a lamp, possibly, and several crashes and thuds, as if she’d knocked several things over, at once. “Sorry. Kind of busy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said slowly, his brows furrowing. “Can I talk to Geoff?” 
 
    “He’s getting dressed and mouthing something at me,” Emma told Erik. “It looks like he’s saying…stop making it so obvious that we were having sex.” 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “Normally, I’d be highly amused by this,” he said, his anxiety building, “but…er…I was actually calling to make sure we had the right address. Because we’re supposed to be meeting you here, aren’t we?” 
 
    “In our bedroom?” Emma asked. “Okay, I guess. I’m naked, though.” 
 
    “Trying not to visualize that,” Erik muttered. But then, he exchanged a worried look with Kallias as he realized that something was obviously not right. 
 
    “Geoffrey’s taking the phone from me now,” Emma called out. 
 
    “Hey,” Geoffrey said suddenly. “What did you mean? What address?” 
 
    “The one you sent us,” Erik told him, “in the text message.” 
 
    Geoffrey was quiet for a moment. “I never sent a text message.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose threw open the front door and marched out onto the lawn. Zach turned toward her, his eyebrows lifting, as he saw her tall, curvy silhouette in the light cast from the front door of the house. Aside from the white glow of the crescent moon overhead, the only other light outside the house was the orange glow at the end of Zach’s cigarette. “What are you doing out here?” she snapped. 
 
    Zach took the cigarette out of his mouth and gave it a pointed look. “I’m smoking,” he said slowly, as if he were questioning her intelligence, “obviously.” 
 
    Rose snatched the cigarette out of his hand before he could put it back in his mouth and tossed it on the ground, stamping it out with her foot. “You scared me to death!” she scolded. “I need you to stay inside so I can protect you.” 
 
    Zach glanced down at the ground with an offended look. “I was smoking that,” he complained. He sighed and reached into his pocket to grab another one. 
 
    “It smells terrible,” Rose said. “Also…you…need…to…get…inside.” 
 
    He scowled at her tone. “Relax,” he mumbled with a cigarette in his mouth, his words muffled. “Since when do I need my baby sister to protect me?” 
 
    Rose snatched the new cigarette out of his mouth before he could light it. “Since now,” she said, casting a nervous glance around the dark, woodsy area. 
 
    Zach frowned. “Rose, whatever it is—I don’t need you to protect me.” 
 
    “There are things you don’t know about me, Zach,” Rose said, her brows creasing with worry, as she looked at him. “I can…do…more than you think.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” he said, but his tone sounded patronizing, “but Sis, I’ve shot people before. Have you?” He laughed at the question. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to worry about someone trying to kill me. Relax. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rose didn’t bother to correct him—to tell him that she had shot someone before, that she’d done much worse than that, actually—because at that moment, she noticed a strange sound. The crackling of dead leaves. She squinted, peering into the dark forest, trying to see what had stepped on the dead, autumn leaves. 
 
    And she prayed—desperately—that it was just a squirrel or a deer. 
 
    “Hello. Earth to Rose,” Zach said, laughing. “Did I finally out-sass you?” 
 
    Her pulse skyrocketed as she noticed a shadow, shifting slowly, behind a tree. She grabbed Zach’s arm and started nudging him back toward the house, hoping that he would take the hint, but of course, he didn’t. Still hoping that she was wrong, she inhaled deeply, trying to discern the thousands of scents in the woods. The scents of trees and leaves and autumn air reached her first, but then, beneath all of that, she noticed the scents of squirrels, deer, foxes, and…humans. 
 
    Not one human. Several humans. 
 
    “Zach! Get inside! Now!” Rose screamed. 
 
    But before he could even react, a gunshot echoed through the woods. 
 
    Rose jumped in front of Zach, and fortunately, managed to freeze the bullet in midair, right in front of her face, with her telekinetic abilities. She thought she heard a whisper, somewhere out in the woods, but she couldn’t identify it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Zach breathed, glancing around at his dark surroundings. “What happened? Did they miss? Are you all right? I can’t see anything out here.” 
 
    Rose spun around and clasped her hands around his arms. “Get inside! Please!” she cried. Her heart thundered in her chest as panic-induced adrenaline rushed through her. “I don’t know how many of the bullets I’ll be able to stop.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Zach said, blinking at her. “How could you…stop bullets?” 
 
    Two shadows suddenly darkened the light cast by the house. Rose spun toward the door, her eyes widening in horror, as she saw Owen and Audrey there. 
 
    “Rose!” Audrey called out in a panicked voice. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Get inside!” Rose screamed at them, her voice cracking with fear. 
 
    But it was too late. Several gunshots fired at once, and Rose spun around, a glowing, red haze overtaking her eyes, as she stopped the bullets with her mind. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Zach said. He stepped back as he saw the blood-red light glowing within her eyes. “Uh, Rose? Why are your eyes red? And glowing?” 
 
    Rose didn’t have much of a choice, at this point. “Stop shooting!” she screamed when the gunfire finally stopped. “You want me? You can have me!” 
 
    “No! Rose!” Owen said as he ran out to her. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    “I can’t keep stopping the bullets,” she hissed at him. “Eventually, one of them is going to break through and hurt one of you. And I can’t allow that.” 
 
    “Rose, please,” Owen said, his hazel eyes wide. “Please, don’t do this.” 
 
    Rose stepped forward, tilting her head and squinting, as she tried to catch a glimpse of the people shooting at them. Her veins buzzed with adrenaline, her power rising within her. She waited for a response from the Assassins of Light, but they said nothing. She heard only the whistle of wind as it moved through the trees, rustling the leaves. “Did you hear me?” she called out. “I’m surrendering!” 
 
    “Rose,” Owen whispered, “you can’t do this. They’re going to kill you.” 
 
    Zach glanced at Owen, his eyes widening, and then, he turned to Rose. 
 
    But before he could say anything, a sound echoed through the woods. 
 
    Leaves crunching. Footsteps. Movement. 
 
    Then, slowly, the humans emerged from the forest. There were seven of them, and they wore identical outfits, a uniform of sorts—with black pants, black shirts, and black jackets. On the left side of their jackets was an embroidered symbol—a yellow sun, engulfed in red flames—the exact same symbol that had been tattooed on the Assassin of Light that attacked Rose and Aaron in Europe. 
 
    A tall, gray-haired man seemed to lead the uneven semicircle of humans as they approached Rose and her friends. He held up his hands, including the one that held the gun, and offered Rose an eerily familiar smile. “Hello, Miss Foster.” 
 
    Rose felt the blood drain from her face, cold horror freezing in her veins. He looked different, of course, dressed in that sleek, black clothing, instead of his usual, pressed suit. But she still recognized him—his short, gray hair, his lean form, his surprisingly young face, and his kind, gray-blue eyes. “Dr. Davidson?” 
 
    Audrey frowned, vaguely recognizing the name. “As in…the teacher?” 
 
    Dr. Davidson smiled kindly at her. “I’d say it’s good to see you again, but the circumstances aren’t the best, are they?” he sighed. “It’s a shame that things had to turn out this way. You really are the most brilliant student I’ve ever had.” 
 
    Rose’s mind raced to catch up. “You’re one of the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    He nodded. “It runs in the family,” he said with a cheeky smile. He ran his free hand over his gray hair. “It’s a stressful life. I blame that for the gray hair.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, sickened by the realization. Her gaze shifted toward Owen. “Is there anyone I know who isn’t connected to the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    Owen looked as shocked as she did. He shrugged. “Jared never told me.” 
 
    Dr. Davidson offered Rose another smile. “Well, we don’t usually go out of our way to surround a human. But you were a special situation, weren’t you?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “I’m…a situation?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” her professor informed her. “A very dangerous situation.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes. “Right,” she said sardonically. “You come here, armed with weapons, shooting at my friends, and I’m the one who’s dangerous.” 
 
    “We do what we must,” Dr. Davidson said. “I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Not really,” Rose muttered. “I don’t usually hate people for no reason.” 
 
    “Neither do we,” he said with a smile, “but vampires aren’t people.” 
 
    “Umm…did he say vampires?” Zach sputtered. “Like…as in…Dracula?” 
 
    “See? The fact that you haven’t told him is proof,” Dr. Davidson told Rose, “that you know as well as we do: what you let them turn you into is wrong.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Right and wrong is defined by choices, not species.” 
 
    Dr. Davidson laughed. “I told you, didn’t I?” he said to the man next to him, who also laughed. “She has such idyllic views of right and wrong. It’s funny.” 
 
    “Is it?” Rose said sharply. “You know what I think is funny? Claiming to only care about protecting humans and then coming after my friends and family, who are,” she snarled, “humans!” The anger had risen up inside her so suddenly that she didn’t even notice that she’d taken a step forward. She didn’t notice that she’d growled at them, her fangs bared. Until she saw the guns pointed at them. 
 
    “Take one more step,” her professor warned, “and your friends die.” 
 
    Rose held up her hands. “Okay. I’m sorry. Just…put the guns down.” 
 
    Dr. Davidson nodded, and the other six Assassins of Light lowered their guns. “You see, Rose,” he said with a smile, “we don’t want to hurt your friends.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I can tell,” Rose said, “especially when you point guns at them.” 
 
    He smiled at her sarcasm. He knew her well enough to expect it. “Yes, well, we’re all grown-ups here. We understand that you just can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “That’s called giving up, not growing up,” Rose corrected. She flashed a sassy smile at her professor. “I see why you chose History, instead of English.” 
 
    “Tell me, Rose,” Dr. Davidson said, “how is saving everyone working out for you? Did you manage to save Alana? Or Dr. Parker?” He smiled. “You looked so guilty that next morning, after we found her body, drained of blood.” 
 
    The guilt twisted in Rose’s stomach like a dagger, the pain so intense, it took her breath. The memory of that night sickened her, and the realization that he’d known all along, that his smiles that next day were lies, only made it worse.  
 
    “What is he talking about?” Zach asked Rose. “Who are these people?” 
 
    “But it’s okay,” Dr. Davidson continued. “By all means, keep trying to save everyone. It makes our job easier. As a matter of fact, we’re counting on it.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him, her brows furrowing. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know all about you, Rose,” Dr. Davidson told her. “I know you’re a genius. I know you’ve already calculated the odds in your head. You’ve realized you’re not fast enough. There are seven of us and one of you. In the time it would take for you to fight all of us, we’d have time to shoot at least one of your friends. You’d never risk that. I know you have self-destructive tendencies, but you’re too wise to do anything stupid. Until someone needs you. Then, you become a martyr. I know that you care very little about yourself and very much about your friends. Which is why I also know that you will sacrifice yourself to save your friends.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rose said, her eyebrows lifting. “I could have sworn you were the Head of the History Department, not the Head of the Psych Department.” 
 
    “Are you disagreeing, then?” he asked. “You won’t surrender for them?” 
 
    The other six Assassins lifted their guns and pointed them at Rose’s friends—two guns aimed at Audrey, two aimed at Owen, and two aimed at Zach. 
 
    “No,” Rose said, holding up her hands. “I already said you can have me.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Rose?” Zach asked, frowning worriedly at her. 
 
    “I should warn you,” Dr. Davidson said. “If you defend yourself, we will kill them.” He offered her a polite smile that looked totally out-of-place in such a lethal situation. “There’s no point in resisting, anyway. You know you’d fail. Your power requires concentration, and you can’t concentrate, if you’re fighting.” 
 
    “I get it,” Rose said quietly. “There’s only one way to save my friends, and this is it. Just do it. I don’t want anyone to die because of me. I surrender.” 
 
    “I personally guarantee their safety,” he said, “as long as you don’t fight.” 
 
    “Rose,” Audrey said, her lips trembling with fear, “you can’t do this.” 
 
    “I have to,” Rose said without looking at her. “I have to protect you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Audrey argued, shaking her head. “Not like this.” 
 
    “Apologies,” Dr. Davidson told Rose, smiling. “This might hurt a little.” 
 
    All of the Assassins of Light turned, then, and shot Rose, instead of her friends. All, except for Dr. Davidson, who watched with that strange, polite smile. 
 
    Rose thought she heard a scream, but she couldn’t tell whether it came from her own mouth or from one of her friends, as the pain disoriented her, blurring her senses. She heard more gunshots, her ears aching from the loudness, and she felt warm blood spilling out over her hands, as she clasped them over her stomach. She fell to her knees, her strength fading quickly. The grass was wet—with her own blood, she realized—and it soaked through her jeans. Time seemed to stretch on and on, each second an eternity, as pain exploded inside her body. 
 
    She couldn’t remember why she was fighting to stay conscious. It seemed easier to just let the sleep overtake her. At least then, it wouldn’t hurt so badly. She collapsed. The ground felt cold and hard beneath her back, and as the blood poured from the many wounds in her body, the coldness began to take her, too. 
 
    Dr. Davidson stepped forward, the leaves crunching beneath his boots. “The bullets in your heart will probably kill you, if you’re not allowed to feed,” he said. He pulled out his own gun and pointed it at her. “But I prefer certainty.” 
 
    Strange noises broke through the sleepy disorientation washing over her. She thought she heard screams, grunts, and yells, but then, she figured that she must have been hallucinating. As the blood washed over her body, she stared up at the black sky and the bright, sparkling stars scattered across it, and thought about how much she always loved the darkness, how it had always felt like home. 
 
    One of the Assassins of Light stood over her now, pointing his gun at her head, his blurred form obscuring her view of the beautiful, star-speckled sky. 
 
    Somehow, she knew that this bullet would kill her. 
 
    There was no reason for her to think that. She couldn’t even think clearly enough to figure out which Assassin stood over her. Yet, somehow, she knew it. This was the Assassin of Light who held the gun with the poisoned-blood bullets. 
 
    As that one moment stretched on for an impossible amount of time, the realization that she was about to die—permanently, this time—washed over her. 
 
    “Rose!” Zach yelled as he stumbled out into the darkness, trying, against all odds, to reach her in time. His eyes adjusted to the moonlight, just enough that he could see the guns pointed at them and Rose’s motionless body on the ground. 
 
    Audrey clasped her hand over her mouth to the stifle her fearful screams. 
 
    Owen fumbled with his phone, trying to turn on the flashlight, so that he could see. He looked up, suddenly, as he heard leaves rustling in the woods. 
 
    Zach froze when he heard one of the Assassins suddenly yell out. 
 
    One-by-one, the Assassins of Light turned to look at the one who had yelled out, their eyes widening in horror, as they saw the blade buried in his chest. They squinted, trying to see the thing that moved fluidly in the shadows, its form blurring before their eyes, but it moved faster than the human eye could follow. 
 
    “Vampire!” one of the Assassins of Light screamed. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Owen finally managed to turn on the flashlight, but he could do nothing but watch as the dark form twisted and blurred through the Assassins of Light, killing each one of them, one after another. One-by-one, they collapsed on the ground. Dead. Some of them had daggers buried in their chest. Some of them had knives in their head. Some of them appeared to have no injuries whatsoever. 
 
    Zach stumbled backward, his eyes widening. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Finally, the dark form stopped in front of her last victim—Dr. Davidson. 
 
    The vampire smiled slowly, her lips curling into a smug, decadent smile. 
 
    The Assassin pointed his gun at this new vampire, instead, and pulled the trigger. But as he did, the vampire caught his arm. She twisted it back and then up, breaking his arm…and also causing the bullet to shoot directly into his face. 
 
    Rose blinked slowly, her consciousness fading in and out, as she watched the shadows twist and fall. Or, at least, she thought that was what she’d seen, but her vision was so blurry, and her mind was so disoriented, that she wasn’t quite sure what she was seeing. She heard a muffled sound—a thud—as the blurred form of the Assassin seemed to disappear, and another silhouette took its place. 
 
    A tall, beautiful silhouette with eyes that pierced through the darkness. 
 
    And despite her blurred vision and hazy, barely-conscious mind, Rose knew that silhouette. Those gorgeous angles and curves. Those lean muscles. That soft, silky hair that hung around her face. And then, of course, those icy blue eyes. 
 
    Rose felt her lips curl into a relieved smile. “Kara,” she breathed. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side and flashed a flirty smirk. “Miss me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said, and then, she promptly passed out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Rescue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara stared down at Rose, her eyes wide, stunned by how sincere that yes had sounded. The sound of footsteps startled her out of her thoughts, though, and she turned, watching as the others finally caught up with her. She watched as they took in the sight before them: the dead bodies scattered across the lawn. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow as Aaron met her gaze. “Nice timing,” she scoffed. 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed. He knelt to pick up the gun at her feet, prying it from the corpse’s hand. “Are these the poisoned-blood bullets?” he asked her. 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t care,” she said. “It’s in his face, if you want to look.” 
 
    Kara could practically feel the glare he shot her way, but she didn’t even bother to look. She had a more immediate matter to attend to. She kicked the Assassin’s corpse out of the way, and then, she crouched down in front of Rose. She gently scooped Rose’s unconscious body into her arms, cradling Rose as easily as a human might cradle a baby. She carried Rose toward the stone house. 
 
    One of the humans stepped in front of her. Kara instantly recognized his eyes. They were the exact same color as Rose’s eyes: a bright, azure blue. He held out his tattooed arms. “Give her to me,” he demanded. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “No offense,” Kara laughed, “but I’m much stronger than you are.” 
 
    Zach frowned, clearly offended. “Uh, I doubt that,” he scoffed. But then, he looked at Rose and saw the blood that soaked her clothes. He sucked in a sharp breath. “I heard them. They called you a vampire. Before you…killed them.” 
 
    “Brilliant observation,” Kara said dryly. She flashed a wide smile at him, revealing the two, gleaming, razor-sharp fangs in her mouth. “Now, step aside.” 
 
    He stepped back, his eyes widening. “How… That’s…not possible.” 
 
    “I need to get your sister inside,” Kara told him, “so I can save her life.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Wait. How did you know that she’s my sister?” 
 
    She lifted her eyebrows. “She’s been shot fourteen times. Three of the bullets are in her heart, which was already in bad shape, by the way. Do you really want to discuss how I know what I know, right now, while your sister is dying?” 
 
    Zach nodded. “Point taken,” he mumbled. He stepped out of her way. 
 
    As Kara carried Rose toward the front door, passing Owen and Audrey on her way, Audrey darted toward Zach, her eyes wide. “You’re not going to just let her take Rose, are you?!” she hissed. “We just watched her murder people!” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Kara said from the door, turning to look at Audrey, “because he wants his sister to survive. Now, can someone open the door, please?” 
 
    Owen stumbled forward and opened the door. “Which one are you?” 
 
    “You don’t recognize me? Didn’t your boyfriend’s family brainwash you well enough?” Kara asked. She leaned toward him and whispered, “In that book of theirs, I have blonde hair, and I’m wearing armor. Page eighteen. After Alana.” 
 
    He stepped back, the color draining from his face. “Kara Unnarsdóttir.” 
 
    “Ah, look at that. They did train you well,” Kara said bitterly. She stepped into the house. “Come along, humans! I don’t want any of you getting eaten!” 
 
    Audrey exchanged a horrified look with Owen, and then, they followed Kara into the house…with a very confused Zach trailing closely behind. “I don’t like this woman,” she whispered to Owen, “she’s weird, scary, and leather-clad.” 
 
    “And oddly attractive,” Zach mumbled, “like that other weird woman.” 
 
    “I think her name was Emma,” Owen said to Zach, “and that attraction you’re feeling toward them is called the allure. It’s because they’re vampires. You need to ignore it, if you can.” He glanced back at Zach. “Are you following this?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Zach admitted. “I’m still trying to process the vampire part.” 
 
    They passed the stairwell, following as Kara carried Rose into the living room. She navigated the house easily, almost as if she’d been there before. 
 
    “It’s also,” Owen added, “a little weird to gawk at your sister’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Zach spun toward him, his jaw dropping. “Rose is dating a vampire?!” 
 
    Owen laughed nervously. “Uh, yeah,” he mumbled, “about that…” 
 
    But at the same time, Audrey said, “Rose is dating a woman in leather?” 
 
    Kara snorted. “This conversation is amusing and all,” she said, startling them, “but I’m going to need you to step out of the room so that I can do this.” 
 
    “What?” Zach snarled. “I’m not leaving a vampire alone with my sister.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Boy, are you in the dark.” She shifted Rose’s body in her arms, preparing to lay her on the sofa. “Listen, Rose needs something before she can wake up. Something that I need to give her. But I need you to leave first.” 
 
    Zach’s demeanor deflated a little bit, a hint of fear flashing in his bright blue eyes. “I don’t understand how she could survive at all,” he said quietly, “after they shot her that many times. You said they shot her in the heart, too. Why isn’t she dead?” He shook his head, apparently deciding that he didn’t need that answer at the moment. “Regardless, I’m not leaving you alone with her. I’ll stay in here.” 
 
    “Uh,” Owen said awkwardly, his eyes wide, “you don’t want to do that.” 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “Yeah. I mean, I’m not shy or anything,” she said with a playful grin, “but her brother? Even I would be creeped out by that.” 
 
    “What she’s trying to say,” Audrey added, “is…it’s going to get weird.” 
 
    “What will get weird? Do you know what she’s going to do?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Audrey said. “I’ve…umm…seen it before.” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Kara raise an eyebrow at that. “Trust me. We need to leave.” 
 
    After Kara lay Rose’s blood-soaked body on the sofa, she straightened, watching them impatiently. She didn’t have time to dance around the subject all night. “Your sister is a vampire. She needs my blood to heal. And blood-sharing is sexual,” she said tiredly. “Now, go to the kitchen while you process all of that.” 
 
    Zach was still gaping as Owen and Audrey dragged him out of the room. 
 
    Once she was alone, Kara finally allowed herself to look at Rose—to really look at her—and see the broken state of her body. “If I’d been one minute later,” she said with a pained sigh, “holy hell, Rose.” She crawled onto the sofa and straddled Rose’s hips. She sank her fangs into her own wrist, and then, she held her bleeding wrist close to Rose’s mouth, waiting for the instincts to kick in. 
 
    The scent of Kara’s blood called out to Rose in a way that no one else’s blood did. Perhaps it was the blood bond. Or perhaps it was something else. But a connection existed between them—deep, powerful, and compelling—and that connection pulled at Rose now, tugging her out of her sleep, urging her to feed. 
 
    Kara waited, her brows creased with concern, as the blood brought Rose into a state of semi-consciousness—the state where her animalistic instincts ruled. Rose’s hands suddenly came up and closed around Kara’s wrist, clutching Kara’s wrist close to her face, as she drank the warm, sweet drops of blood that poured from it. Kara’s eyes fluttered closed at the sensation. “Oh, Rose,” she murmured, so softly that no one else could hear her. “You’ll never know how worried I was.” 
 
    Rose, of course, didn’t react. The sentient part of her still slept. Only the instincts—the dark animal inside of her—had awoken. She groaned at the taste of Kara’s blood, at the way it soothed her hunger, at the way it made every cell of her body come alive. She opened her eyes, the red haze flickering within them. 
 
    Kara’s body tilted forward a little, as if she couldn’t quite hold herself up, as the endorphins rushed through her, overwhelming her with euphoric pleasure and potent, aching desire. She reached out with her free hand and braced it against the back of the couch, and she tightened her leather-clad thighs around Rose’s hips, in an attempt to keep herself sitting upright. But the sensation of Rose’s hips between her legs only intensified the already overwhelming desire that she felt. 
 
    Even though Rose was still mostly unconscious, the instinctual part of her seemed to recognize Kara somehow, and the blood-red haze within her eyes burned brighter, becoming their own source of light in the dimly-lit living room. 
 
    Rose dropped Kara’s wrist, her face coated with blood. Her head tilted to the side as she watched Kara, and then, she sat up suddenly, her face only inches from Kara’s. Kara stared at her curiously, wondering how she’d managed to regain control of her hunger before her injuries had healed. But then, Rose reached out and slid her fingers into Kara’s hair. She tilted Kara’s head to the side and nuzzled her face in the curve of Kara’s neck, inhaling the warm, sweet scent. 
 
    Kara let out a soft cry of pleasure when Rose sank her fangs into Kara’s neck. She ran her fingers up Rose’s back, grasping at Rose’s drenched hoodie, holding desperately to Rose, holding her in the way that a drowning person would hold a lifesaver. And then, as she watched Rose become more feral, more reckless, more animalistic in her feeding, the desire began to burn hotter, more painfully. 
 
    And then, she couldn’t hold back any longer. She began to move against Rose, rocking her hips, seeking some kind of soothing friction between their bodies, moaning into the blood-soaked fabric that covered Rose’s shoulder. 
 
    Rose shifted so that she could grasp Kara’s face with her hands, and then, she turned Kara’s head and pressed her blood-soaked lips against Kara’s lips. Kara moaned and immediately deepened the kiss, seeking out Rose’s tongue with her own, tasting her own blood in the kiss. They kissed desperately, as if it had been years since they’d tasted each other last, rather than only a couple of nights. 
 
    Until someone cleared their throat. 
 
    Rose pulled back, just slightly, and shifted her dangerous, crimson-red gaze toward the person who interrupted them. She growled at the rude person. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Did you just growl at me?” he complained. 
 
    “Well, you did interrupt her meal,” Aaron said with an amused look. Not much amused him, so that tilt of his lips and gleam in his dark eyes were very easy to spot. He leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms. “Most animals don’t like that, and from the looks of it, she’s still in quite the…animalistic state.” 
 
    Kallias sighed. He looked a little disheveled, but unlike Rose and Kara, there was no blood on his skin. “I came as quickly as I could,” he told Rose. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t quick enough, Greek,” Aaron said, his low, thickly-accented voice carrying easily across the room. “She would have died, if we hadn’t gotten here when we did. What were you thinking? Leaving her unguarded…” 
 
    Kallias turned and glared at Aaron. “I don’t answer to you, Aaron.” 
 
    Aaron just raised an eyebrow and waved his hand toward Rose and Kara. “I think we should leave them alone. It doesn’t look like they’re finished.” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at Rose, and his eyes narrowed as he realized that Rose had returned to what she’d been doing before he interrupted—making out with Kara. “Uh…Rose?” he said irritably. “Did you even hear what I said?” 
 
    Kara leaned back, gently extracting herself from Rose’s grasp. “Don’t get me wrong. I am really enjoying this,” she murmured, her words slurring a little, “but I think you’re pissing off your boyfriend, and you might regret that when you’re less,” she paused, running her gaze over Rose’s blood-soaked body, “this.” 
 
    Rose watched her with a puzzled frown. “But…I need you.” 
 
    Kara swayed dangerously, even though she was still straddling Rose’s lap. She offered Rose a regretful smile. “That’s just the blood bond talking, my love.” 
 
    Aaron straightened. “Kara, are you feeling all right?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    Rose continued to study Kara with those frightening, inhuman eyes, the red haze shifting and dancing like fire. “I don’t think it’s just the blood bond.” 
 
    Kallias crossed his arms and looked away. “Why is it taking her so long to come to?” he grumbled, directing his question at Aaron. “She still seems so…” 
 
    “High?” Aaron said with a raised eyebrow. “She is. I think she took too much of Kara’s blood.” He crossed the living room in a few quick steps, and then, he grasped Kara’s shoulder and pulled her off of Rose. Just as he expected, Kara swayed, her eyes fluttering closed, as she tried to stand. He stepped out of the way before she fell on him, and she caught herself against the sofa, instead. 
 
    “What are you guys even doing here?” Kallias growled at Aaron. 
 
    “Saving your girlfriend’s life,” Aaron said coldly. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I didn’t thank you,” Kallias sneered. “I would never thank you. Because I know why you did it. You don’t care about her. You just want to use her power.” 
 
    “Which, lucky for you, still results in her being alive,” Aaron snarled. 
 
    “Aaron?” Rose said suddenly, still seated on the sofa. She frowned at the dark, slender man standing in front of the sofa. “When did you get here?” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “I’ve been standing here as long as Kallias has.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose mumbled, her gaze—which was its normal blue again—shifting toward the tall, muscular vampire in the middle of the room. “Huh.” 
 
    Kara let out a soft, sleepy giggle. “She drank so much of my blood.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell,” Aaron growled in frustration. “You’re nearly drained.” 
 
    “Relax, Aaron,” Kara said drowsily. She leaned heavily against the sofa. “The Assassins are dead. I think you can survive without me for a few minutes.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Rose had now shifted her gaze toward Kara, and she stared intensely at Kara now, as if she couldn’t believe the dangerous, flirty vampire was actually standing there. Desire darkened her bright blue eyes as her blood bond reacted to Kara’s presence. She blinked slowly, attempting to regain control of her mind, and then, she stood, climbing unsteadily to her feet. “The Assassins,” she repeated. She looked up, her eyes widening. “Oh my word. Is everyone okay?” 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. “You’re just now remembering what happened?” 
 
    “Yes, your friends are fine,” Kara said. “I believe they’re in the kitchen.” 
 
    Rose let out a soft sigh of relief. She smiled gratefully at Kara. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Your friends? You mean the humans?” Aaron snarled at Rose, his voice sharp with disgust. “The people that you just tried to sacrifice your own life for?” 
 
    Kallias glanced back and forth between them, as if he were looking for confirmation of Aaron’s accusation. He glared at Rose. “Seriously?” he growled. 
 
    Rose shrugged tiredly. “I couldn’t let them die. What did you expect?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kallias said bitterly. “I don’t know why it even surprises me anymore. You’re determined to die. No matter how many people love you.” 
 
    “They would have killed my brother, Kallias,” Rose sighed. “My brother.” 
 
    “That’s why you shouldn’t have left her alone, Kallias,” Aaron said in a grating—almost gloating—tone. His dark, condescending gaze shifted away from Kallias, to Rose, instead. “She has too many weaknesses. Friends. Family. You.” 
 
    “Of course you would call them weaknesses,” Rose sighed. She narrowed her eyes at him. “You know…Alana was evil and insane, but at least she tried to care about someone other than herself. That’s more than I can say about you.” 
 
    Aaron smiled darkly. “There’s a reason I’m still alive, and Alana isn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, crossing her arms, “but I’m not sure it’s a good one.” 
 
    Still frustrated by Aaron’s accusation, Kallias grumbled, “It’s not like I left her here while I went out to see a movie or something. I thought my friends were in danger. I received a message from them. It said that they’d been captured by the Assassins of Light. I figured she’d be safer here than on a rescue mission.” 
 
    “Clearly, you figured wrong,” Aaron said. “Besides, if you put everyone in danger for the sake of these other vampires, then you’re no better than she is.” 
 
    “Because caring about people is such a horrible thing to do,” Rose said sarcastically. She sighed. “So, are Geoff and Emma all right?” she asked Kallias. 
 
    No one missed the fact that Kallias’s gaze darted anxiously toward Aaron when she asked that. “They’re fine,” he said between clenched teeth. When Rose gave him a questioning look, he threw up his hands. “They were never in danger.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” she mumbled, confused. 
 
    “He means…it was a diversion,” Kara said, her voice slurring drowsily. “The message was from the Assassins of Light, not from your friends.” Her eyes fluttered, as if she were going to pass out. “I did warn you about the phones.” 
 
    “I thought telepaths were smart,” Aaron taunted, “and you fell for that?” 
 
    Kallias let out a dangerous growl, full of frustration and anger. It took all of his self-control to ignore Aaron’s insult and focus on what Kara had said, instead. “You said our phones were being tracked, not that they were being used.” 
 
    “If they have enough access to your phones to track them, then it’s quite possible they can send messages from your numbers as well and maybe even make calls from them,” Kara sighed, shrugging one shoulder—or trying to, at least. Her shoulder barely even twitched. “They have so much technology at their disposal. Military technology. If I were you, I would’ve been wary, at least. But I was only saying how I would’ve reacted. I’m not ridiculing you. Or trying to start a fight.” 
 
    “Well, I’m ridiculing you,” Aaron said, “because you’re all fucking idiots.” 
 
    Kallias glared at him. “When do you go back to the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    Aaron just smiled at him. “I need to talk to you about that, actually.” 
 
    “Is Rose all right?” Erik asked suddenly, as he joined them in the living room, bringing the humans—as Aaron called them—with him. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing at them. “Inquiring minds want to know.” 
 
    Rose smiled, surprised by their concern. “I’m fine,” she assured them. Then, she glanced at Kara, and her lips curved up at the edges. “Thanks to Kara.” 
 
    Kara looked up at her and smiled tiredly. “Just returning the favor.” 
 
    Rose’s smile deepened. No one else recognized that sentence, but Rose did. It was the first thing that Kara had said to Rose when they met. She watched as Kara held tightly to the sofa, swaying dangerously. Then, her stomach twisted with concern, and she stepped forward, reaching out for Kara. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Mmmm-hmmm,” Kara murmured, but as she said it, she fell forward. 
 
    Rose caught her easily, even though she was pretty sure she’d never done anything that gracefully in her life. She didn’t remember making the conscious decision to move toward Kara, much less to sweep her arm around Kara’s waist and catch her, but somehow, because of the blood bond and the quick reflexes that she didn’t know she had, she was able to catch Kara before she collapsed. 
 
    Kara tilted her head back against Rose, unintentionally surrendering her weight into Rose’s arms. “Look at that,” she slurred. “You caught me this time.” 
 
    Rose actually had to force herself not to inhale Kara’s appealing scent. The blood bond was that powerful. She glanced worriedly at Aaron. “Is this normal?” 
 
    Aaron frowned. “At first, yes. But she should be healing by now.” 
 
    Rose held Kara a little tighter. “Why isn’t she?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “There’s only one reason that a vampire wouldn’t immediately begin to heal,” Kallias told them, watching Kara curiously. “She’s been starving herself.” 
 
    “What?” Aaron snarled. “You have got to be fucking kidding me, Kara.” 
 
    Kara didn’t even react. She just slumped languidly against Rose’s side. 
 
    Rose glanced down at Kara, keeping her arm securely wrapped around Kara’s lean waist. “Is that true?” she asked. “Have you been starving yourself?” 
 
    “I love the sound of your voice,” Kara murmured. “It’s so gentle.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “I don’t understand why she would do something like this,” he complained, as if it inconvenienced him personally. “She knows that we’re on the brink of war. We don’t have time to start worrying about…morals.” He shuddered as he said the word morals, as if it were this grimy, disgusting thing. 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her brows furrowing, as she considered what Aaron had said. She wondered if that really was the reason that Kara had starved herself. 
 
    “She’ll have to feed,” Aaron said, “just so that she can heal from this.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him and nodded. “I’ll let her feed from me,” she told him. Then, she shifted her gaze toward Kallias. She offered him an apologetic smile. “She saved my life, and I nearly drained her. So…I need to do this for her.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow. “I just walked in on you making out with her,” he said, waving at the couch. “And you think this is what’s going to upset me?” 
 
    Rose sighed. She hadn’t missed the implied part of that statement. She’d already upset him. This was nothing in comparison. “I was acting on…instincts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, but he didn’t looked convinced. He shifted his dark, narrowed gaze toward Aaron. “You do realize that the sun is rising soon, right?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “You have extra rooms, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, hell, no,” Kallias growled. “You are not staying in my home. Ever.” 
 
    The vehement refusal didn’t even seem to faze Aaron. “You and I should talk. Alone,” Aaron told Kallias, shooting a glare in the direction of the humans. 
 
    Kallias sighed. “Erik, would you make sure the humans eat dinner?” 
 
    Erik nodded. “Come on, guys,” he told them. “Let’s go to the kitchen.” 
 
    “We’re not kids,” Audrey grumbled, “and our names aren’t the humans.” 
 
    Erik glanced nervously at Aaron. “Just…follow me,” he told them. 
 
    “Do you mind if I take Kara to one of the rooms?” Rose asked Kallias. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes at her. “Now, you’re asking permission?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at that. “It’s your house. A house is a possession,” she explained, a hint of sharp sarcasm in her voice. “Unlike me. I’m a person.” 
 
    His irritation faltered a little. “I wasn’t implying that you…” he trailed off, his brows furrowing, as he replayed his words in his head. “Yeah. Go ahead.” 
 
    Rose shifted her bright blue gaze toward Kara, her brows creasing with concern. It seemed as if Kara were still supporting some of her own weight. Even though Kara’s body was lean and lithe, she imagined that it would feel heavier, if she were holding Kara up by herself. “Kara? Are you still conscious?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara slurred. She opened her eyes. “I’m sprightly. Can’t you tell?” 
 
    Rose smiled at her sarcasm. “Can you put your arm around me?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Kara murmured in her ear. Rose started to ask if the mmmm sound translated to yes or no, but before she could get out her snarky question, she felt Kara lift her left arm and drop it heavily around Rose’s neck. This allowed Rose to hold Kara more easily, but it also, apparently, brought Kara’s lips closer to her ear. Because she suddenly felt the warm caress of Kara’s breath in her ear. “You’re flirting with me,” she slurred, “asking me to put my arm around you.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help it. She shuddered. Blood bonds intensified the way that her body naturally reacted to things. She blushed as she heard Kara chuckle at her. “I was not flirting with you,” she muttered. “I’m trying to take you to bed.” 
 
    “Mmmm. Even better,” Kara laughed. Apparently, even being mostly drained of blood couldn’t stop her relentless flirting. She held tightly to Rose as they headed toward the door, past Kallias and Aaron, who were already arguing. 
 
    When they reached the foyer, Rose paused at the bottom of the stairs. She turned to look at Kara, swallowing uneasily as she realized how close Kara’s face was to hers, as she realized that Kara’s pale lips were close enough to kiss. 
 
    “I think I’m going to lose consciousness soon,” Kara confessed. 
 
    Rose nodded. “We should hurry, then,” she said, casting a nervous glance at the steep staircase. She looked at Kara again. “Do you mind if I carry you?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head back against Rose’s shoulder, purposely pressing her lips to Rose’s ear. “Baby, you can do whatever you want to me,” she murmured. 
 
    Rose shuddered. Again. “Uh…great. Then, I’ll…carry you upstairs.” 
 
    Kara watched as Rose trailed her gaze over Kara’s body, clearly trying to figure out the best way to pick her up. “Kneel a little so that you can slide your left arm under my legs,” she explained. “Keep your right arm exactly where it is.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “You’ve clearly done this before,” she muttered under her breath, and then, she did as Kara said, cradling Kara’s long, lithe body in her arms. 
 
    Kara smiled. “Picking up women is a hobby of mine. Didn’t you notice?” 
 
    Rose gave her an admonishing look. “Oh, I noticed,” she assured her. 
 
    Kara tightened her hold around Rose’s shoulders as Rose began to carry her up the stairs. Rose’s body felt so soft around hers, so warm, so…safe. “You know,” she said drowsily, “I heard what you said to Kallias, and you should know: you don’t have to do this. You don’t owe me anything. I swore an oath to you.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Not the oath again,” she groaned. She glanced down at Kara, and a half-amused-half-frustrated smile curved at the edges of her lips. “I don’t care about that silly oath. I care that you saved me. And my friends.” 
 
    “You saved your friends, Rose,” Kara said. “You did that by yourself.” 
 
    Rose’s smile deepened. “Well, you saved my life. Then, you let me take way too much of your blood,” she paused. “By the way, why didn’t you stop me?” 
 
    “You’re so sexy when you feed,” Kara said. Her voice came out as no more than a low, breathless growl, pouring sensually into Rose’s ear. “You’re so wild, so unrestrained, so sensual. Why would I ever stop something so beautiful?” 
 
    Rose pressed her lips tightly together, desperately trying not to moan, as Kara’s words and closeness affected her. Still, she trembled a little as the barely-controlled desire burned throughout her body. “Why?” she said dryly, her voice embarrassingly breathless. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I was draining you.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “Ah, I’ve missed your sarcasm,” she sighed pleasantly. 
 
    Rose stopped in front of the door to the largest guest bedroom, the one that she’d stayed in when she first arrived. Luckily, she’d left the door slightly ajar. “You expect me to believe that no one else said anything sarcastic for three days?” 
 
    “No one does it as well as you do, baby,” Kara whispered in her ear. 
 
    Rose froze, just inside the room, her eyes wide, as a warm shiver of desire snaked down her spine. “Stop doing that,” she mumbled, her cheeks reddening. 
 
    “What? Calling you baby? Or whispering in your ear?” Kara asked, and of course, she used that opportunity to whisper those questions into Rose’s ear. 
 
    Rose suppressed a smile, amused by Kara’s relentlessness. “Both.” 
 
    Kara just laughed, her voice weak and breathless as she struggled to stay conscious. As Rose lay her gently on the bed, Kara realized that she could smell the scents of honey and vanilla all around her, not just on Rose’s skin and in her hair, but also on the sheets of the bed, on the pillow. The faintest hint of Rose’s sweet, gentle scent. Barely even noticeable. “Is this your room?” she asked Rose. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in surprise as she glanced down at Kara. “I…stayed in it. Once,” she stammered. “When Kallias first brought me here. But I stay in Kallias’s room now.” She frowned. “How did you know that this was my room?” 
 
    Even though she was barely strong enough to move, Kara managed to drag her fingertips over the sheet beneath her. “I recognized your scent,” she said. 
 
    Rose frowned at the sheets. “Those sheets have been washed since then.” 
 
    “You underestimate my senses,” Kara said, “and my connection to you.” 
 
    Rose shifted nervously, desperately trying to ignore the warm flutter in her chest, desperately trying not to think about that connection—the one that kept drawing her back toward Kara, no matter how hard she tried to fight it. She leaned forward and gathered up the soft, blue blanket that lay folded at the edge of the bed. She unfolded the blanket and draped it gently over Kara’s leather-clad legs. 
 
    Kara watched curiously as Rose covered her up. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Rose’s bright blue gaze briefly darted toward Kara’s face before returning to the blanket. “I just thought you might be cold. When I was drained, I felt cold.” 
 
    Kara caught Rose’s wrist, watching as Rose’s bright blue gaze once again shifted up toward Kara’s face. With Rose leaning over her, their faces were nearly touching, their lips close enough to kiss. “Did you mean it?” she asked, her soft, accented voice barely audible. “Earlier. When you said that you missed me…” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. The scent of violets, leather, and blood swirled around her head, causing a dizzying wave of desire to pour through her. The air seemed to snap and fizzle around them, the sexual electricity practically tangible. She tried—she tried so hard—not to breathe in Kara’s scent. “Yes,” she breathed. 
 
    Kara closed her eyes, and her hand tightened around Rose’s wrist. “Oh, Rose,” she sighed, her voice somewhere between a moan and a whisper. “If you knew the way that makes me feel, I think it would scare you. I know it scares me.” 
 
    Rose exhaled shakily. “Did you mean it?” she whispered. “In the note.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, pinning Rose with her piercing, light blue gaze. “I would have never written it, if I didn’t,” she whispered. “I lie. But not about that.” 
 
    Rose didn’t move—couldn’t move. Her heart thudded at a rapid, sporadic pace, echoing throughout the silent bedroom, and her blood roared through her body, rushing so rapidly that it left a pink flush on her fair, freckled skin. “Kara,” she began, her voice hoarse and shaky. “Why have you been starving yourself?” 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment, intense, visible emotion burning in her cornflower-blue eyes. “You…believed in me,” she said, her brows furrowing, as if she still found it hard to believe. “You had no reason to believe in me, but you did. No one has ever believed in me before. I have always had to prove myself. I have always had to earn every ounce of respect I’ve ever gotten. I was a woman who wanted to be a warrior. They laughed at me.” Her lips twitched up slightly, into a weak, cocky smirk. “Well, until I made them beg for mercy, anyway. And more than that, I’m the bad girl. Everyone always thought so…even before I decided to own the title. No one trusts me. No one believes in me. But…you did.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, her brows creasing with sympathy. 
 
    “I want to be as good as you believe I am,” Kara confessed. 
 
    It took nearly every ounce of Rose’s self-control just to remain still, just to keep herself from touching Kara’s face, from kissing Kara’s soft, inviting lips.  She clutched tightly at the blanket in her hands. “You could’ve fed from Elise.” 
 
    Kara winced. “Ah, that,” she sighed, “is even more difficult to explain.” 
 
    Rose breathed out shakily as she felt Kara’s fingers lightly caressing her wrist. Her touch felt so soft and light. Rose realized that it was probably all that Kara could manage after losing so much blood. But even that featherlight touch elicited a powerful, vehement reaction. The warm, inviting scent of Kara’s blood called out to her, to the blood bond she had with Kara, intensifying her hunger. She’d already taken far too much of Kara’s blood, but as the sweet scent swirled around her head, she wanted more. “What do you mean by that?” she said finally. 
 
    Kara offered Rose a weak smile. “I can’t answer that. I’ll scare you away.” 
 
    Without thinking about it, Rose released the blanket, and with the hand that Kara wasn’t holding, she reached out and cupped Kara’s face in her hand. She ran her thumb over Kara’s cheek, feeling the softness of Kara’s skin and the angles of her face. “I would never be afraid of you,” she whispered. “I trust you.” 
 
    Kara leaned instinctually into Rose’s hand, nuzzling her face against Rose’s palm, almost like a cat. A laugh escaped her lips—and there was a sadness in that laugh, a sadness that struck at Rose’s heart. “I’m a liar…a thief…a spy…an assassin,” she said slowly. “You’d be foolish to trust me. Or…very, very brave.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said, “there’s this fearless Viking who thinks I’m brave.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I think the Viking knows what she’s talking about.” 
 
    “You would,” Rose teased, “with that massive ego of yours.” 
 
    Kara watched as that cute, sassy smile spread across Rose’s face, and her own lips twitched up at the edges as well. She tilted her face toward Rose’s hand and delivered a slow, sensual lick to Rose’s wrist. She smiled as she heard Rose moan at the sensation. “The blood bond is intense, isn’t it?” Kara asked slyly. 
 
    Rose nodded. “It’s the most intense thing I’ve ever felt,” she admitted. 
 
    Kara looked at her, a curious frown pulling at her features. But then, that wave of dizziness washed over her again, and her consciousness began to fade. 
 
    Rose’s bright blue gaze shifted down toward their hands as she felt Kara loosen her grip on Rose’s wrist. “Kara,” she said worriedly. When Kara didn’t answer her, she quickly climbed onto the bed, straddling Kara’s leather-clad hips. 
 
    Kara opened her eyes. “Hey, sexy,” she slurred with a weak, sleepy smile. 
 
    “You need to feed,” Rose said, as she pulled her long, auburn hair to one side, exposing her neck. “No arguments. I want you to take what you need.” 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment, her eyelids drooping sleepily. Even with as weak as she was, she still managed to trail her piercing, blue gaze down Rose’s body, over Rose’s soft, womanly curves. “What if I take what I want?” she slurred. 
 
    Rose held her breath, her pulse quickening. “What do you want?” 
 
    Kara’s intense, blue eyes seemed to burn through her. “You.” 
 
    That one word affected Rose as intensely as a touch or a kiss. A powerful shudder snaked down Rose’s spine, like an electric shockwave, sending sparks to every part of her body. She closed her eyes, breathing out shakily, as she tried to suppress the moan that threatened to spill from her lips. Her heartbeat rattled in her head, beating harder and faster than usual, and her entire body felt overheated. 
 
    Kara’s heated gaze traced its way back down Rose’s body, just as it had before, until it found its destination at the center of Rose’s legs. As Kara stared at the apex of Rose’s soft, curvy thighs, her nostrils flared, and her light blue eyes dilated with dark, potent lust. “Rose,” she growled hungrily. “Come closer.” 
 
    Rose moved instantly, almost as if she had no control over her own body. She leaned forward, until the front of her body pressed against the front of Kara’s body. She closed her arms around Kara’s waist, holding her a little more upright against the headboard, and then, she leaned her head against Kara’s bare shoulder, breathing in the scent of violets that clung to Kara’s sleek, blue and black hair. Kara’s shoulder felt cool against Rose’s face, her skin clammy because of all of the blood that she’d lost. The blood that Rose had taken. Rose nearly moaned, just from the sensation of Kara’s lean body pressed against hers. And then, she did moan because Kara dug her fingers into Rose’s thighs, dragging her closer. 
 
    “I can’t resist it any longer,” Kara rasped. “Are you sure you want this?” 
 
    As Rose heard the husky breathlessness in Kara’s voice, and as she felt the way Kara’s body trembled against hers as she fought against the potent, feral hunger that coursed through her, Rose wondered how Kara was resisting it at all. “Yes,” she said, moaning when she felt the warmth of Kara’s mouth on her neck. 
 
    Rose cried out softly as Kara’s fangs tore into her neck, and then, that cry morphed into a low, breathless moan as Kara began to suck at the bite wound in Rose’s neck, drinking Rose’s powerful, honey-like blood. Rose sank her fingers into Kara’s silky hair, her fingertips sliding over Kara’s scalp. Kara let out a low growl of pleasure as she fed ferociously from Rose, swallowing mouthful after mouthful of the sweet, delicious blood that she’d craved since she last tasted it. 
 
    Blood had this way of making certain things very hazy and other things crystal clear. And as Kara fed from Rose, the one thing Kara knew was that she wanted Rose. In every way possible. Not just her blood. Not just her body. 
 
    Her kindness. Her gentleness. Her smile. Her heart. Her soul. 
 
    Kara grew stronger with each drop of blood she consumed, and as she did, her hands began to roam Rose’s body, her palms sliding over the soft curves, sliding over Rose’s jean-clad thighs, over her curvy hips, back to the softness of her ass. She tugged Rose forward, urging Rose to move against her, and Rose did. 
 
    Rose kissed her shoulder, moaning blissfully, as the blood bond formed once again between them, except this time, it was complete. Both of them had shared blood that night, and that intensified the deep connection between them. 
 
    Kara shifted slightly so that she could wrap her long, leather-clad legs around Rose’s hips, and then, she rolled, so that their positions were reversed. Rose lay beneath her, lost in the emotion and pleasure of blood sharing, and Kara lay on top of her, their bodies pressed together, her thighs still wrapped around Rose’s luscious, curvy hips. She began to grind herself against Rose, rocking her hips, her leather pants sliding against Rose’s jeans. She smiled as she heard Rose moan lowly in her ear, as she felt Rose clutching her closer, and then, they were both moving, tilting their faces, until their lips met in a fierce, blood-soaked kiss.  
 
    Kara tasted her own blood on Rose’s lips and felt the sticky, wetness of Rose’s blood on her mouth, as her tongue and lips moved against Rose’s, tasting and exploring Rose’s mouth. Rose’s tongue felt so soft and so gentle as it swept against hers, and yet, so eager and so hungry, at the same time. There was a soft, needful desperation in Rose’s moans as they kissed, and Kara felt more eager than ever to satisfy that desperation. As Rose’s hands clutched Kara’s face, holding her close, Kara moved her hand between them, flicking open the button of Rose’s jeans, as if she’d done it a million times before. She slid her hand down into Rose’s jeans, beneath her panties, until her fingers found the slick, sensitive spot between Rose’s legs. Rose gasped and jerked against her as Kara touched her intimately. 
 
    Kara buried her face in the curve of Rose’s neck, moaning into her skin, as she felt Rose’s wetness around her fingers. “So wet,” she murmured, her lips curving into a smile. She kissed and licked the remaining blood from Rose’s neck. 
 
    Rose arched her back, pressing herself against Kara’s hand, gasping for breath, as pleasure and arousal consumed her, blinding her to everything but her need and longing for Kara. “Please,” she gasped, clutching Kara’s dark, silky hair. 
 
    Kara pulled back so that she could look at Rose, watching her with dark, hungry eyes. She tilted her face toward Rose’s, her breath caressing Rose’s lips. “Say it again,” she whispered against Rose’s lips, still teasing Rose with her fingers. 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, revealing their red glow. “Please,” she moaned. 
 
    Rose gasped as Kara’s finger slid into her, and then, Kara’s lips were on Rose’s lips again, tasting her, devouring her with a long, intimate kiss, as her fingers moved between them. Rose shuddered and moaned at Kara’s soft, insistent touch, and then, as the need rose up inside of her, building and climbing, Kara’s thumb found her clit and began to move in slow, sensual circles. Their kiss became hungrier and more passionate as Rose moaned and rocked against Kara’s fingers, overwhelmed by the warm, slow-building pleasure that coursed through her body. Rose poured all of that pleasure into her kiss as she claimed Kara’s lips. 
 
    There was something about the way Rose kissed—with a sweet mixture of gentleness and desperation—that melted Kara with affection and set her body on fire with lust, all at the same time. “That’s it, love,” Kara whispered when she felt Rose tremble and moan against her. “Don’t hold back. Not with me.” 
 
    Then, finally, as Kara kissed her one last time, lightly nipping at Rose’s lips with her fangs, pressing her hips against Rose’s hips, her fingers moving with just the right amount of gentleness and persistence, Rose cried out in pleasure. 
 
    The blinding, white-hot pleasure rattled Rose’s body in the way nothing ever had before, and for a few moments, it was all that existed. Just them. Rose and Kara. The connection that buzzed and sizzled between them. The euphoria. 
 
    A smile curved at the edges of Kara’s lips as she watched the way Rose’s body reacted to the sensations—the way her back arched and her head tilted, the way her lips trembled and her muscles tightened, the way the blood rushed to her skin, turning it a soft, luminescent pink. And when the orgasm finally died down, washing Rose in waves of peaceful, satisfied pleasure, Rose opened her eyes to find Kara still watching her with that soft, adoring smile. She smiled back, slowly, hesitantly, her soft breasts rising and falling, as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” Kara breathed, and then, she was leaning forward, going in for another kiss, when she growled, “especially in the height of pleasure.” 
 
    Rose moaned at the roughness of Kara’s kiss, at the hunger that burned inside her, at the words Kara had growled against her lips. That blissful euphoria still washed over her mind, blurring her thoughts and causing her body to tremble. 
 
    Kara only gave her that one, emotional moment to recover, before her icy blue eyes began to sparkle with mischief. Then, she began to trail her lips over Rose’s skin, pressing kiss after kiss against her neck, then her collarbone, dragging her fangs over Rose’s skin. Her fingers brushed against Rose’s stomach, over her oversensitized skin, as she pushed up Rose’s T-shirt, and crawled down Rose’s body. She pressed her warm, wet lips against Rose’s soft stomach, smiling as Rose moaned and arched her back at the sensation, and then, she slid her fingers under the waistband of Rose’s jeans and began to tug them down, her lips trailing lower. 
 
    Rose’s body didn’t waste any time in heating back up with desire again. Each kiss sent painful shockwaves of arousal down to the most sensitive part of her body, the same place Kara’s lips were trailing toward now. Rose glanced down at Kara, at the silky, black and blue hair that fell over her face, as she kissed the lower curve of Rose’s stomach, and the realization finally washed over her. The realization of what they’d just done, of what Rose had just allowed to happen between them. And it replaced the blissful completeness that she’d felt moments ago with deep, painful guilt. She raised up on her elbows. “Wait. Wait,” she said, even as her body protested, even though she very much did not want Kara to stop. 
 
    Kara pulled back a little, her arms still draped around Rose’s hips, her eyes still dark with hunger. “You don’t want me to taste you?” she murmured. 
 
    Rose whimpered—because she was pretty sure that she’d never wanted anything more in her entire life. “I…I…” she sputtered, not able to say the words. 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and her brows furrowed with concern, as she seemed to recognize Rose’s seriousness. “Rose,” she said softly, “are you all right?” 
 
    Rose looked away, staring at the nightstand beside the bed but not really seeing it, as pain and guilt twisted like knives in her stomach. “What have I done?” 
 
    Kara raised up, leaning back on her legs, as she stared down at Rose. Her cornflower-blue eyes flashed with sadness and disappointment. “You regret this.” 
 
    “No!” Rose said quickly. She frowned. “I mean…well, yes. Kind of.” 
 
    Kara nodded slowly, and an impassive mask seemed to come over her face, hiding the emotions that had been visible there just a moment before. “Of course you do,” she sighed. She looked away, avoiding Rose’s gaze. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. Her brows furrowed. “For what?” 
 
    “For assuming you…” Kara trailed off, shaking her head. She climbed off of Rose. “This was my fault. I got caught up in the blood sharing. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her heart pounding too quickly, too harshly, rattling her body. It didn’t matter how well Kara could hide her emotions…because Rose and Kara were bound now, and Rose felt the deep, hollow pain that her words had caused Kara. “Kara,” she said, a choked sob escaping her lips. She reached out for Kara, wanting to comfort her somehow. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Kara climbed out of bed, out of Rose’s reach, and then, she straightened, running her fingers through her long, blue and black hair. “It’s fine, Rose,” she said with a fake, almost-convincing smile. “I get it. You love Kallias. Not me.” 
 
    Rose sat up straighter, her brows furrowing, as she sputtered, “That’s…” 
 
    “I should take a shower,” Kara interrupted. “I’m covered in your blood.” 
 
    “Wait. Kara,” Rose said, her voice cracking with pain. She moved to the edge of the bed and grasped Kara’s hand to stop her. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    Kara stared down at her. “What is there not to understand?” she asked, her voice lilting and soft. She didn’t sound angry. Just disappointed. Which made Rose feel more terrible about it. “You regret what happened between us. I get it.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No one’s ever made me feel like…that…before.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow and offered her a gentle—but slightly amused—smile. “It was just an orgasm, Rose,” she teased. “You’ll have more. Many more.” 
 
    Rose scowled at her teasing. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and a hesitant curiosity burned in her eyes. “Do I?” 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “Umm…well…I just meant,” she stammered nervously, “there were things that I felt—non-physical things—that I’d never felt before. I mean, technically, I’ve never felt the physical thing before either, but…” 
 
    Kara smiled fondly at Rose as she listened to her nervous rambling. 
 
    “How did you…know that, by the way?” Rose asked awkwardly. She was so nervous that she could barely put her words together into a sentence. “That I hadn’t…done that…before?” A shy smile pulled at her lips. “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Kara teased with a gentle smile. “But no. That’s not what it was, really. I didn’t know. It just doesn’t surprise me. I kind of expected it.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “You expected it? Because…clearly, I’m too awkward and weird to ever seduce anyone, so I must be a virgin. Is that what you thought?”  
 
    “You seduced me,” Kara pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “No. I’m pretty sure that was the other way around,” Rose argued. 
 
    Kara laughed, “I did it intentionally. You did it unintentionally.” 
 
    “I’m the least seductive person on the planet,” Rose said. 
 
    “I disagree,” Kara said. “But no, I expected it because…” she trailed off, regarding Rose with a sympathetic smile. “People react differently to certain kinds of trauma. Especially the sexual kind. For some people, it cheapens sex. Like it did with Alana. But for other people, it makes sex scarier. Like it did with you.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, stunned by her uncanny perceptiveness. “I’ve never told anyone that,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Everyone teases me about it, and I let them. And I make self-deprecating jokes. And no one ever…realizes.” 
 
    “And you prefer it that way,” Kara stated, “because it’s easier.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “But that fear—it disappears when I’m with you.” 
 
    Kara knelt in front of her. “Because you know I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “I do believe that,” Rose agreed. “I feel it…with every fiber of my being.” 
 
    Kara smiled, running her fingers over the back of Rose’s hand. “What do you want?” she asked, a sad lilt in her voice. “Tell me to back off, and I will.” 
 
    Just the mere suggestion cut Rose deeply. A week or so earlier, she might have preferred that, or told herself that she preferred that, at the very least. But now, she knew better. She knew how dishonest that would be, how much she did not want Kara to back off. She knew how much she’d miss Kara’s flirty comments, that smirk on Kara’s face, that mischievous sparkle in her stunning, cornflower-blue eyes. But at the same time, she knew that she should want that. She thought, if she were as good of a person as she wanted to be, she’d want Kara to back off. 
 
    “I don’t know what I want,” Rose whispered, her throat tight with pain. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Kara said assuredly. “You just don’t want to admit it.” 
 
    Rose ran her free hand—the hand that Kara wasn’t holding and caressing so sweetly—over her thigh, the roughness of her jeans scratching against her palm. “You make me feel things that I’ve never felt with anyone else,” she confessed, her voice thick with emotion, “but…I love Kallias. I can’t hurt him.” 
 
    Kara’s fingers stilled against her hand, but she didn’t let go of it. Not yet. “Then, you won’t,” she said. Her expression was impossible to read, but Rose could feel her emotions. She could feel the sadness that Kara felt in that moment, and the realization shattered Rose’s heart into a million pieces. Kara released Rose’s hand, and then, she straightened, her emotions fading away. “I’ll back off.” 
 
    Rose felt the deep, hollow loss in her heart even now, before it happened. 
 
    “You say he’s not like Alana, and I believe you,” Kara continued. “But if he is anything like her, he’ll read your thoughts. He’ll find out what happened.” 
 
    “I would never hide it from him anyway,” Rose said. “It’s not right.” 
 
    “Then, you need to tell him that it’s my fault. I’ll take responsibility for it,” Kara said. “Technically, you did nothing wrong. I was the one who…” she trailed off, closing her eyes. “And I don’t regret it. I loved every minute of it.” 
 
    “I loved it, too,” Rose sighed. “Why do you think I feel so terrible?” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, pinning Rose with that intense, piercing gaze of hers. “Don’t do that. Don’t feel guilty for what you feel. Don’t apologize for it.” 
 
    “But I’m not supposed to feel these things,” Rose mumbled sadly. 
 
    “There are no rules,” Kara said, “and if there are, you can break them.” 
 
    Rose shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry. I’m not like you. I don’t have your confidence or boldness. I’m insecure, and I’m not as brave as you think I am.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Kara said, her voice ringing with certainty. “You’re afraid of hurting others, but not yourself. That’s not cowardly. That’s compassionate.” 
 
    “I would never blame you, Kara,” Rose sighed, “not to Kallias, not to myself, not to you. I take responsibility for my own actions. I wanted you, too.” 
 
    “You wanted me? Or you want me?” Kara asked, tilting her head to the side, a lock of blue hair falling over her shoulder. “The difference is important.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “It’s not important. It doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “It changes everything,” Kara insisted. “Just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Rose said. “I don’t want to hurt Kallias.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Then, you should go. I need to take a shower, anyway. I’m a mess,” she said, running her finger over the blood that soaked her skin and clothes. She brought her fingertip to her mouth and licked Rose’s blood off of it. 
 
    Rose watched her, unable to look away, the desire building up inside of her again, causing her skin to burn and tingle with heat. “Umm,” she stammered, climbing unsteadily to her feet, “yeah. I should go…while you…take a shower.” 
 
    Kara’s light blue gaze shifted toward her, a smirk twitching at her lips, as she sensed Rose’s desire. She stepped forward, her eyes darkening with a familiar spark of hunger. As she closed the space between them, her cool, blood-soaked front pressed lightly against Rose’s, her blood-scented breath tickling Rose’s lips. “Before you leave,” she murmured, “let me get this.” She reached between them, her fingers brushing over Rose’s stomach and then her hips, as Kara moved them to the waistband of Rose’s jeans. Then, she slowly, gently buttoned Rose’s jeans. 
 
    Something like that should have been simple. It shouldn’t have affected Rose at all, but it did. She shivered as Kara’s fingers brushed against her stomach, hot, overwhelming desire coursing through her, awakening her predatory hunger. 
 
    Kara held her gaze, her lips curving into a smirk, as she sensed Rose’s emotions. She tilted her face closer to Rose’s, as if she were going to kiss her, the warmth of her breath caressing Rose’s lips. “Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    Rose leaned in, aching to feel Kara’s lips on hers once again. “Hmm?” 
 
    Kara pulled back, just before Rose could kiss her, both of them panting, breathless with need. Her gaze devoured Rose with the same hunger that she’d devoured Rose with while they shared blood. “Are you sure you don’t want me?” 
 
    A potent, animalistic urge traveled through Rose—an urge to reach out and grab Kara’s shirt, to pull her closer and kiss her, like she’d been about to do when Kara pulled back, an urge to show Kara exactly how much she did want her. 
 
    And as Rose watched the dark, knowing look in Kara’s eyes, the eager anticipation, she knew that Kara wanted that. She realized that was exactly what Kara was waiting for—for Rose to move first, for Rose to make it clear what and whom she wanted. “I’m not sure of anything,” Rose breathed. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, her hands falling to her side. “I’ll see you later, Rose.” 
 
    Rose grasped the nightstand beside her, to steady herself, as her knees wobbled. “Okay,” she said. She cast one last glance at Kara before she turned to leave, her bright blue eyes burning with sadness and guilt, and then, she turned and headed toward the door. She felt Kara’s gaze on her, warm and intense, even as she opened the door and stepped out of the room. Once she was out in the hallway, she closed the door behind her and leaned against it, her heart pounding. 
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    She desperately tried to get control of her emotions, of the desire rushing through her, leaving her skin flushed, of the hollow ache in her chest, of the guilt twisting in her stomach, of the fear and sadness that left her unable to breathe. 
 
    Erik chose that moment to stroll past her, headed toward his bedroom. “Do yourself a favor,” he told her, “and stay up here. It’s total chaos down there.” 
 
    Rose didn’t respond. She couldn’t. There were so many emotions welling up inside of her, choking her, that she feared her voice would come out as a sob. 
 
    Erik froze, suddenly, and he turned to look at her, his bright green eyes widening. “Whoa,” he said, letting his hand fall from the doorknob. He stepped toward her and placed his hands on her shoulders. He held her at arm’s length, studying her with a concerned frown—a frown that deepened as he noticed the distress that twisted at her face. “Rose, what’s wrong? What happened to you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Rose lied. She turned, trying to step away from him, but his strong hands held her in place. She looked up at him. “You have to let go of me.” 
 
    “Rose,” Erik said, his brows creasing with worry. “Come to my room.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “When was the last time you sanitized it?” 
 
    He ignored her teasing and pulled her along behind him, his hand around her arm. Erik cast a wide-eyed glance in the direction of the room that Kara was in, sensing her agonizing emotions as well. He returned his gaze to Rose. “You have a lot to explain,” he muttered as he pushed open the door to his bedroom. 
 
    Rose followed him into the dark bedroom. Unlike Kallias’s room, which had almost no color whatsoever, Erik’s room was covered in dark, sensual reds—the sheets, the blankets, the rug on the floor. Even the paintings were mostly red. 
 
    Erik closed the door behind them and raised an eyebrow at Rose. “What happened? And don’t lie to me. I can feel your emotions. You’re…really upset.” 
 
    She shrugged sadly. “I did something that I shouldn’t have…with Kara.” 
 
    His eyebrows arched even higher. “Er…can you be more specific?” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “No,” she muttered indignantly. “I cannot.” 
 
    Erik laughed and held up his hands in a show of surrender. “Okay,” he sighed. He walked over to his bed and sat down. “So, you had sex with her.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “I…I never said that,” she stammered. 
 
    Erik snorted, “I can tell, Rose. I can smell it on you.” 
 
    Her face turned an even darker shade of red. “You can…what?” she sputtered, mortified. “Please, tell me you’re joking. Because that’s…humiliating.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It’s natural.” He offered her a gentle smile, and for once, that’s all it was. It wasn’t arrogant or mocking. It was just gentle. “I’d say congratulations, but it seems like something went wrong.” 
 
    Rose grimaced at him. “Who says congratulations to that, anyway?” 
 
    His grin did take on a mocking tilt at that. “Hey, I’m proud of you,” he taunted, spreading out his hands. “It’s an accomplishment for someone like you.” 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed. “Someone like me?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Erik teased. But then, his smile faded, and he glanced toward the door, as if he could sense Kara’s emotions, even from here, across the hall. He motioned for Rose to come closer, and when she did, he placed his hand on her arm and used his empathic abilities to soothe the agonizing emotions that were pouring through her. “Tell me what happened. Maybe I can help somehow.” 
 
    “Can you manipulate time?” Rose sassed, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He snorted at her snarky attitude. “No. But I can listen and give advice.” 
 
    Rose regarded him curiously for a moment, as if she were trying to figure out if he really meant that. Then, she sighed and sat down beside him, resting her hands in her lap. She stared intensely at her hands, as if they were the most interesting things in the world. “I screwed up. Kallias will never forgive me.” 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder. “He said the same thing about you…when we turned you into a vampire. You forgave him for that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he and I are different,” Rose sighed. “I forgave him for turning me, and yet, he never forgave me for sacrificing myself to save your lives.” 
 
    “It hurt him,” Erik told her. “You didn’t see what it did to him. I did.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Rose said, shaking her head. “And that’s just it. Things haven’t been right between us since that night. And now, I’ve just made it worse.” 
 
    “Ah, come on. Don’t put the nails on the coffin just yet,” Erik said with a cheeky grin, clearly proud of his vampire-related word play. “Kallias knows how blood bonds work. All vampires have sex when they’re feeding. It’s unavoidable.” 
 
    Rose gave him a skeptical look. “I never have sex when I’m feeding.” 
 
    “Well, not until now,” Erik snorted. He winced a little when he noticed her glaring at him. “Sorry. So, are you saying that you regret what happened?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she said, her brows creasing with pain. “I don’t want to hurt Kallias. I love him. I don’t know what happens when I’m with Kara.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Kara is really good at what she does. She whispers a few things into a woman’s ear, and suddenly, they’re throwing their panties at her.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I didn’t throw my panties at her,” she muttered. “Why would anyone throw their panties at someone? That sounds kind of painful.” 
 
    “It’s just an expression, Rose,” Erik said. “It means they…surrender.” 
 
    “Succumb,” Rose corrected. “Succumb is the word you’re looking for. It means to give in to temptation. Just say succumb. No one throws their underwear.” 
 
    “Actually, I have seen…” Erik trailed off as soon as he noticed the look that Rose was giving him. “Fine. Women succumb to Kara. Whatever that means.” 
 
    Rose spread out her hands in confusion. “I just told you what it meant.” 
 
    “The point is,” he said, “I see how you would be easily seduced by her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t easily seduced,” she said indignantly. She looked away, and her brows furrowed as she thought back over all of the times that she’d accidentally kissed Kara. “And it’s not just her, either. Yeah, she does have a way of,” she paused, clearing her throat, “making certain…needs…feel more dire.” Her face reddened when Erik laughed at her awkward word choice. “But it’s not just that. When I’m with her, my mind just gets…overruled. She makes me feel so much.” 
 
    Erik glanced at her, his eyebrows lifting. “I know you don’t want to hear this,” he said with a wary smile, “but that sounds an awfully lot like love to me.” 
 
    Rose froze, her eyes widening in shock. “What? No. No! It’s not love.” 
 
    “See? I knew you would say that,” Erik laughed. “For someone so kind and accepting of other people’s feelings, you’re terrible at accepting your own.” 
 
    “It’s not love,” she insisted. “I haven’t known her long enough for that.” 
 
    “You’ve known her for almost two weeks,” Erik said, “which is actually longer than it had been when you realized that you were in love with Kallias.” 
 
    “That’s different,” she said. “I was single when I fell in love with Kallias.” 
 
    “Ah,” Erik said, the sarcasm already thick in his low, lilting voice, “so it takes longer to fall in love with someone if you’re already in a relationship? Do you have a time frame for that? Does it take an extra week? An extra month?” 
 
    She sighed at his sarcasm. “I don’t love her. I just have some…feelings.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Like love?” 
 
    “No!” Rose argued. She stood up, suddenly, because she felt too anxious to sit. She ran her fingers through her long, red hair, scooping it up into a ponytail and tying it off with the ponytail holder that she’d been wearing around her wrist. She began to pace, her heart pounding too quickly and too harshly, as she tried to process her feelings for Kara. “There’s this thing between Kara and me.” 
 
    Erik watched her curiously, resisting the urge to make her sit back down. 
 
    “It’s overwhelming and explosive,” Rose confessed. “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. And I try to resist it. I do. I try so hard. But I keep failing.” 
 
    “Rose,” Erik began, his bright green eyes burning with sympathy. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Rose interrupted, glancing at him. “You think that I’m weak. If I were stronger, I could resist it. That’s what I think, too.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m thinking at all,” Erik said with a frown. 
 
    But Rose didn’t seem to hear him. “But how do I make myself stronger?” 
 
    Erik sighed and climbed to his feet. He walked over to Rose and caught her by the shoulder, forcing her to stop pacing the room. He placed both hands on her shoulders and turned her toward him. “I don’t think you’re weak, Rose. You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. You’re one of my best friends, and even though we argue and annoy each other to death, I care about you.” 
 
    Rose stared up at him, blinking in surprise. “I care about you, too.” 
 
    “Do you really want to know what I think?” Erik asked slowly. 
 
    She nodded. “Please,” she breathed, pain burning in her azure-blue eyes. 
 
    “I think you’re describing love. Explosive. Overwhelming,” Erik said. “I think that resisting what you feel for Kara is only going to hurt both of you.” 
 
    “But not resisting it would hurt Kallias,” Rose said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Erik sighed, “Pain is part of love. You can’t have one without the other.” 
 
    “I’d rather hurt myself than either of them,” Rose said, a sad, desperate note in her voice. “How do I make it so that I’m the only one who gets hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t think there is a way to do that,” he said, shrugging. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Unshed tears glistened in her bright blue eyes. “I can’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    Erik sighed, and he tightened his grip on her shoulders, using his abilities to soothe her fear and pain. “What did you say to Kara afterward?” he asked. 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I’m afraid I hurt her,” she said worriedly. “She acted like I didn’t, but I can feel her emotions…because of the blood bond.” 
 
    He dropped his hands and nodded. “I can feel her pain, too, even from this distance,” he sighed. When he saw the horrified look on her face, he offered her another sympathetic look. “Relax. Kara is as strong as it gets. She’ll recover.” 
 
    “I don’t want her to recover,” Rose said sadly. “I don’t want her to have pain to recover from, and I sure as heck don’t want to be the one who caused it.” 
 
    “Her feelings for you are what caused the pain,” he told her, “not you.” 
 
    Rose moved to sit down on the bed. “You don’t have to sugarcoat it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Erik sighed. “The truth is…you underestimated her feelings for you. You were so worried about hurting Kallias that you never considered her.” 
 
    She leaned forward, burying her face in her hands, as the pain threatened to spill out in tears. “I never wanted to hurt either of them. I hate myself for this.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Erik said. He leaned against his dresser and crossed his arms. “You care deeply about both of them. That’s your only crime, and it isn’t one.” 
 
    “I could apologize to her,” Rose said, “or would that just make it worse?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s a warrior. So, she has a lot of pride.” 
 
    Rose straightened, but the pain still pulled at her face and shoulders. “I should probably get downstairs,” she sighed, “before Kallias…” she trailed off. 
 
    Erik pushed away from the dresser. “I’ll come with you. I need to see if the pizza’s here yet anyway. And if Kallias is too much of an ass, I’ll step in. I can calm him down when no one else can,” he said, as they walked toward the door. 
 
    Rose stopped him before he reached the door. “Thank you,” she sighed. 
 
    Erik winced. “Oh, don’t thank me yet,” he said hesitantly. “You’ll regret it soon enough.” When she gave him a quizzical look, he exhaled shakily. “I might as well tell you before you figure it out on your own. I slept with your best friend.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Audrey already told me,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “No one shares inappropriate, personal details as fast as she does.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said, blinking. “Well, I won’t…break her heart or anything.” 
 
    To his surprise, she laughed, “I know.” She waited in the hall, outside his room, watching as he closed his bedroom door. “But she might break yours.” 
 
    Erik froze. “Wait,” he said, his eyes wide. “You’re worried about me?” 
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head,” Rose said, as she spun around and headed toward the stairwell. When Erik caught up with her, she shot him a worried look. “I have one more question,” she said nervously. “Is there any blood on my face?” 
 
    Erik let out a short, barking laugh. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As Rose and Erik descended the stairs, the sound of heated voices—two low, accented, male voices—grew louder and louder. Rose exchanged a look with Erik, her eyebrows lifting, and he just laughed. “Kallias and Aaron?” she assumed. 
 
    “I told you,” he laughed, holding up his hands. “Total chaos.” 
 
    Rose pulled up short when she noticed the two beautiful women in the foyer. She recognized one of them easily—just from her thin, delicate figure, clad only in a lacy, black dress, and the long, yellow-blonde curls that flowed around her lace-covered shoulders. “Elise?” Rose asked, watching as Elise turned toward her with that familiar, friendly smile. Rose didn’t recognize the brunette woman, who stood behind Elise, quite as easily, but something about her seemed familiar. 
 
    “Rose,” Elise murmured warmly, her French accent as smooth as ever. Her high-heeled, black boots clicked against the floor as she stepped forward and planted two chaste kisses on either side of Rose’s face. Her hands curled around Rose’s arms as she leaned back to look at Rose, her blue-gray eyes sparkling with amusement. “I see you and Kara have been busy.” She gave her a knowing smile. 
 
    Rose blushed profusely and ran her fingers over her lips, attempting to wipe off the blood that remained on her face. “I didn’t realize you were here.” 
 
    Elise had already moved on past Rose, so that she could greet Erik as well. To her surprise, rather than kissing Erik chastely on the cheek, like she’d done with Rose, she kissed him on the lips, instead. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Erik blinked in surprise. Clearly, he hadn’t expected the kiss either. He recovered quickly, though, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips. “You, too.” 
 
    Rose watched them with a raised eyebrow. “Umm…okay,” she mumbled awkwardly, her gaze shifting toward the young, brown-haired woman who stood behind Elise. “How many vampires are here, exactly? And why are you here?” 
 
    Elise tilted her head to the side, her long, curly hair falling over her arm. Her glossy lips curved into a playful smile. “Aren’t you happy to see me, Rose?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Rose laughed. The commotion in the living room grew louder. “But I doubt everyone came all the way to America, just to save my life.” 
 
    Elise nodded. “Yeah, that was mostly just Kara. She was boarding that plane whether Aaron agreed to it or not. As soon as she realized that the Assassins of Light were as close to you as they were, she was determined to come help you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, her chest tightening at the realization. She’d assumed that Kara had come for another reason, that it had just been a coincidence that she showed up when she did. The realization that Kara had been so worried about her only made her feel more confused and guilty about Kara’s feelings for her. 
 
    “The rest of us are here on a mission,” Elise continued. She placed one hand on the railing of the stairway, her bracelets jingling as they clanged together. “And I think there are ten of us, but I’m not totally sure. Kara arranged the team.” 
 
    The sound of shattering glass resounded throughout the house. 
 
    Erik glanced toward the living room, his eyes widening. “I’m going to go calm things down before they break the house,” he muttered, “or worse, my TV.” 
 
    Rose watched him with a frown as he disappeared into the living room. Her gaze shifted back toward Elise. “What kind of mission?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “I don’t know all of the details,” Elise said regretfully. “Kara does, but she only tells us the bare minimum. But I will tell you what I do know: apparently, the Assassins of Light are planning to attack some of the vampire colonies, but Kara’s not exactly sure how or when, yet. We need to stop it before it happens.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly at that. “Yeah. Definitely,” she agreed. 
 
    The small, younger woman, who stood behind Elise, continued to study Rose with a frown, her big, brown eyes narrowed. “I remember you,” she realized, her voice lilting with a Norwegian accent. “You’re the one who can stop bullets.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her, and she suddenly remembered where she’d seen the woman before. “You’re an Assassin of Light. Nina was your name, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Nina shrugged her shoulders, which caused the strap of her backpack to slide down her arm. “I’m not one of them anymore. I’m one of you now.” 
 
    “That explains why you look different,” Rose muttered, trailing her gaze down the woman’s physically-perfect body. She shot a questioning look at Elise. 
 
    “Aaron turned her,” Elise explained. “I’ve been helping her…adjust.” 
 
    “Adjust?” Nina laughed. “What is there to adjust to? I love it! Blood. Sex. No curfews. No rules. This is the life that I’ve always wished I could have!” 
 
    Rose exchanged an amused look with Elise. 
 
    “It seems she was a bit…sheltered,” Elise sighed, “as a human.” 
 
    Nina rolled her eyes. “Sheltered is an understatement,” she grumbled. “On my eighteenth birthday, I snuck out to meet some friends at a club, and my brother showed up with a gun. Like an actual gun. I mean, he didn’t kill anyone or anything, but just having him there with a gun on his hip ruined my social life.” 
 
    Rose tried to suppress the smile twitching at the edges of her lips. “But you were an Assassin of Light,” she said, confused. “Don’t you hate vampires?” 
 
    “My family did,” Nina said, “but I don’t know. I never really understood why they made such a big deal about it. How can you hate a species for existing?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “So…you’re not upset that Aaron turned you? At all?” 
 
    “Well, I thought he’d killed me,” Nina explained, “so I was pretty thrilled that I woke up at all. And Aaron said that he’d protect me from my family, so…” 
 
    “Do you really think that your family would hurt you?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Based on what they believe,” Nina sighed, “definitely. They believe that vampires are demons. They think you’re evil and unredeemable. Well, no. They believe we’re evil and unredeemable, I guess. I still haven’t gotten used to that.” 
 
    “Aaron brought Nina along, mostly to protect her,” Elise explained. “But he also wants her to try to think of any more information that might help us.” 
 
    Nina shrugged. “I already told him everything I know,” she complained. 
 
    Elise turned back toward Rose, studying her with a curious smile. “By the way,” she said slowly, “you left the Tomb of Blood before I could thank you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Thank me for what?” 
 
    Elise leaned against the railing of the staircase and offered Rose a sweet smile. “According to the story Kara told me, you stopped Osiris from killing me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. She shook her head quickly. “No, no, not really. Kara saved you. But then, Osiris tried to kill her, and I guess…I kind of…saved her.” 
 
    “Still,” Elise said warmly, “you killed my would-be killer. So, thank you.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uh…anytime,” she said shyly. “I’m glad you’re all right.” 
 
    “I saw his corpse when we were cleaning up,” Elise said. “It was…quite the sight. I have to admit: it made me curious. How exactly did you kill him?” 
 
    Rose shifted nervously on her feet. “Honestly, I…don’t remember.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elise murmured with a thoughtful frown. “How strange.” 
 
    Erik stepped out of the living room, his bright green eyes wide. When they glanced questioningly at him, he just held up both hands and shook his head. “I’m just going to go upstairs,” he muttered. “Even I can’t calm those two down.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “Maybe I should try. At least neither of them will kill me.” 
 
    “Enter at your own risk,” Erik said playfully. As he walked away, heading up the stairs, he muttered, “We really should have left an ocean between them.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You could’ve knocked, asshole,” Kara said, as she heard the door open. 
 
    Erik laughed and closed the door behind him, watching as Kara searched her bag for something in particular—a book, apparently. “Don’t pretend to care.” 
 
    Kara smirked. “True,” she said. She leaned her leather-clad hip against the dresser. “I’m going to do whatever I want to do, no matter who is around.” 
 
    “Of course,” he snorted, watching as she flipped open an old, worn-out book and flipped through it. “I’ve only heard a portion of the conversation that Aaron and Kallias are having, but I take it you’re staying here for a few days?” 
 
    “No idea,” Kara said distractedly. Her dark hair fell around her face as she read over a passage in the book. “I’m a warrior. I just do what I’m told.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “You never do what you’re told. That’s kind of your m.o.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Kara chuckled. She closed the heavy book with a loud thud. “It’s almost sunrise, so I assume, at this point, that we’re not leaving tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “Kallias isn’t a big fan of any of you, I don’t think, but he’s not heartless.” He slid his hands into his pockets and leaned against the door. He sighed, “I was just wondering: how have you been? Since Alana…” 
 
    She looked away. “Pretty screwed up in the head,” she muttered. “You?” 
 
    He nodded. “Same,” he sighed. “It’s easier when Rose and Kallias are around, but when I’m alone, it…messes with me. I keep having these nightmares, waking up in tears. I have sex to stave off the loneliness. I drink too much…” 
 
    “It’s a Viking thing,” Kara quipped. “We’re all emotionally screwed-up.” 
 
    “I’ve even been spiking the alcohol with my own blood,” Erik admitted quietly. “That taste of blood—it makes the hunger worse. But I just want to feel numb for a while.” He crossed his arms and sighed, “I haven’t told anyone that.” 
 
    She reached into her bag and pulled out a small, metal flask. “Why not?” 
 
    “Kallias would be so disappointed,” Erik said. He stared at the hardwood beneath his boots and shook his head. “He has so much self-control. He doesn’t lose control because he’s smart. He’d never do something as stupid as what I do.” 
 
    Kara walked over to him and held out the flask. “It’s spiked with blood.” 
 
    His bright green gaze shifted up toward her and then down to the flask in her hand. He reached out and took it from her. “Thanks,” he said slowly. 
 
    She shrugged. “I think we have to deal with the pain however we can.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik sighed as he unscrewed the cap. He sipped the whiskey, his eyes sliding closed as the blood affected him. “So, you and Rose—you finally…” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “She told you?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to,” he said. “You won’t break her heart, will you?” 
 
    “How could I?” she said quietly. “Her heart belongs to Kallias.”  
 
    “I don’t think it works that way,” Erik muttered, taking another swig of the blood-spiked whiskey. “I think the heart is unrestrained and uncontrollable.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes playfully. “Of course you do. You’re sentimental.” 
 
    He laughed at her teasing. “What do you want, Kara?” he asked curiously. 
 
    She didn’t even have to think about it. “Rose.” 
 
    He shrugged. “And…don’t you always go after what you want?”  
 
    “Usually,” Kara admitted tiredly, “but I also respect what Rose wants.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Erik said, “because I don’t think she’s had many people in her life that did respect what she wanted. But…do you know what she wants?” 
 
    “I can feel what she wants,” Kara said with a frown, “but she won’t admit it. And until she does, I have to…” She shrugged sadly. “What else can I do?” 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” he scoffed. “Get her to tell you what she wants.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said, crossing her arms. “And how do you suggest I do that?” 
 
    “By doing what you do best,” Erik said with a sly grin. “Seduction.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across her face. “Whose side are you on, anyway?” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows at that and took another sip of the flask. “I don’t think empaths really get to pick sides. I think we just sympathize with everyone.” 
 
    She nodded. “I should get downstairs. I have a message to deliver.” 
 
    “So, er…” Erik paused, a grin twitching at his lips. “Was the sex good?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Get out,” she said, as she opened the door and shoved him into the hall. Already a little drunk, he barely caught his balance. She stepped out into the hallway as well and closed the door behind her, raising her eyebrows at him, as he burst into hysterical laughter. “Lightweight,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose used her telekinetic abilities to stop a vase, just before it would have smashed into Elise’s head. Elise shot her a grateful look, and one of the other vampires snatched the vase out of the air. But Kallias and Aaron just continued fighting, unconcerned with the innocent bystanders they might kill in the process. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “I could kill you, if I wanted to,” he scoffed. “The only reason I let you get away with this kind of behavior is because I respect you.” 
 
    “Let? Let?!” Kallias yelled. “This is my home! You have no say here!” 
 
    “I have say everywhere,” Aaron muttered. “I’m the oldest vampire alive.” 
 
    Rose sighed as she listened to them argue, exasperated with their inability to agree on even the smallest issues. Just as she turned to leave, intending to check on her brother and her friends, she felt that intense awareness tingling over her skin again. Her entire body reacted as the scents of violets, leather, water, and blood filled her senses, as she heard the soft thudding of boots against the floor. 
 
    Her feet felt frozen in place as she waited for Kara to reach her, and for those few moments, her heart raced with paralyzing fear—fear of what she felt for Kara, fear that she would make the same mistakes all over again, fear of losing Kallias, even…fear of losing Kara. Rose was stunned by that realization—that as wrong as it might be, the thought of losing Kara brought her immense pain. 
 
    Rose tried to ignore Kara’s approach. Or…she tried to pretend to ignore it, since it wasn’t actually possible to ignore someone like Kara. But when she felt the warmth of Kara’s body against hers, she couldn’t keep up the act. Rose turned, watching warily as Kara entered the room. She whispered, “I thought you said…” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue eyes darkened. “Relax, sexy,” she whispered in Rose’s ear. “I’m not here for you.” Her voice sounded sharp with bitterness and pain and low with desire and seductiveness, all at once, and Rose shuddered at the sound. 
 
    Kara stepped past Rose, her long, lean body brushing against Rose’s, as she entered the room. She pushed her way through everyone who crowded the room and stepped between Aaron and Kallias, as if she didn’t have a single reason to fear them. Her presence had a strange effect on the vampires in the room. If she wanted, she could enter and leave a room without anyone ever noticing, but at the same time, if she wanted to be noticed, her presence had the opposite effect on the room. Her dangerous, commanding aura had that effect on them now—silencing each vampire one by one. “If you two are done fighting,” she said with a sly, taunting smirk. “I have some information that you might be interested in.” 
 
    Aaron narrowed his eyes at her, clearly not pleased with her attitude, but he swept his arms out anyway, shrugging. “Go ahead,” he grunted. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    Kara crossed her arms, her thin, black tank top stretching tight over her muscles. “I just received word from my spies,” she said, a cocky smile on her lips. “The Assassins of Light do have a facility in New York City, but it’s not the place that they sent Erik and Kallias to tonight. That was just an abandoned building. Obviously.” Her smile widened. “Luckily, I know the location of the real facility.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Are we supposed to be impressed?” he sneered. 
 
    Kara turned toward him. “Well, I did find the location in a matter of minutes, which is less time than it took you to walk straight into a trap. But you’re right. It’s no big deal.” She laughed and performed a sweeping, sarcastic bow. 
 
    “Thanks, Kara,” Aaron muttered tiredly, as she turned to leave. 
 
    Kara twisted slightly as she squeezed past Rose, but her leather-clad thigh still brushed against Rose’s thigh, and that one touch sent a warm shiver of desire through Rose’s body. Because of the intensity of the blood bond, Rose couldn’t resist the urge to inhale Kara’s warm, intoxicating scent as she squeezed past her. 
 
    Rose blushed as she noticed Kara’s light blue gaze shift toward her and darken with pure, undiluted desire. But then, Kara turned and continued into the foyer anyway, as if nothing had happened. When Rose noticed Kara start walking up the stairs, she couldn’t resist the strange, instinctual urge to chase after her. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose called breathlessly, as she followed after her. “Wait.” 
 
    Kara froze for a moment. Then, she spun around and stared at Rose with flashing, light blue eyes. “What do you want, Rose?” she murmured in that low, lilting voice of hers. She descended the stairs, closing the space between Rose and herself in just a couple of steps. Rose turned and stepped back as Kara closed in on her, swallowing uneasily as her back collided with the wall. Kara invaded her space, her scent swirling around Rose’s head, her long, lean body pressing against Rose’s. “Do you want me to stay away from you,” she whispered, “or not?” 
 
    Rose felt Kara’s breath warming her lips, and she ached to lean in and close that tiny bit of space between their lips. “I…I don’t know,” she stammered. 
 
    Kara leaned in close, her lips brushing Rose’s lips, and whispered, “Liar.” 
 
    Rose shook her head slowly. “I don’t. I don’t know…what I want.” 
 
    Kara raised her hands and cradled Rose’s face in her hands, her palms warm against Rose’s cheeks. “Yes, you do. You’re just afraid to admit it.” 
 
    “I f-feel so,” Rose paused, barely able to voice the words, “so guilty.” 
 
    “Just say it,” Kara murmured against her lips. “Just say the words.” 
 
    With Kara’s body so close and Kara’s lips so close, Rose couldn’t even remember how to breathe, much less think, but somehow, the words formed on her lips anyway. “I w-want,” she stammered, her heart racing in fear. “I want…” 
 
    Kara seemed to have forgotten how to breathe as well. “You want what?” 
 
    “You,” Rose said finally, her words choked and breathless. “I want you.” 
 
    Kara kissed her. Hard. So hard that it took Rose’s breath and filled her up with desire all at once. She sought out Rose’s lips with a desperation that Rose had never seen in anyone else. She felt sure of it in that moment—that no one had ever wanted her as desperately as Kara did. She didn’t know for sure what kind of want Kara felt, but she knew, without a doubt, that Kara wanted her. 
 
    Kara’s hands slid down Rose’s body as they kissed, caressing her curves, first her breasts, then her hips. Rose moaned at the sensation, sinking her fingers into Kara’s silky hair, clutching Kara’s face as close to hers as possible, as if the smallest space between their lips would be too much. Kara closed her hands around Rose’s soft, curvy hips, holding Rose against her, as she moved her body against Rose’s, arching her back, creating a pleasant friction between their bodies. 
 
    “Gross,” said a dry, male voice from the top of the staircase. 
 
    Rose immediately pushed Kara away, easily recognizing that voice. She blushed as she glanced up toward the top of the staircase. “Zach! Um…we’re…” 
 
    Zach just held up his hand and grimaced. “Spare me the details. Please.” 
 
    Rose felt as if her face were on fire. “We weren’t kissing,” she sputtered. 
 
    Zach gave her a puzzled look. “Rose, I’m thirty years old. I know what kissing is, and that thing—where you were shoving your tongue down her throat—that’s called kissing,” he said dryly. He rolled his eyes as he continued down the stairs, past the blue-haired vampire and his mortified sister. He turned back toward Rose, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “I’ve seen a lot of weird things in my lifetime, but my sister making out with someone is definitely the weirdest.” 
 
    Kara just laughed, clearly amused by the situation that had thoroughly humiliated Rose. “Sorry,” she snorted. “We’ll try to make it to the bed next time.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, and she shot Kara an admonishing glare. 
 
    But Zach just held up his hands. “That’s all I ask,” he muttered. 
 
    Rose waited until Zach disappeared into the kitchen before she narrowed her eyes at Kara. “Next time? You just…assume there will be a next time?” 
 
    Kara smiled at Rose’s snarky attitude. She stepped forward, once again closing the space between them. She tilted her head to the side, a lock of black hair falling messily over her forehead. “You can keep fighting it, if you want,” she murmured, her lips tilting into a flirty smirk, “but you can’t take back what you said. You just admitted to yourself that you want me. That changes things.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “It does?” she sputtered. “What does it change?” 
 
    Kara just winked at her. “I guess you’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    Rose watched bewilderedly as Kara turned and walked up the stairs, her footsteps thudding softly against the hardwood, as she headed toward her room. Rose leaned back against the wall, covering her chest with her hand, feeling her rapid pulse beneath her palm. Her lips still tingled and burned from that mind-blowing kiss, and she could barely catch her breath. Her brows furrowed as she replayed Kara’s words in her head. “I don’t know what that means,” she whined. 
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    “So, vampires are real?” Zach muttered as he picked up a slice of pizza. 
 
    Audrey licked the pizza sauce from her fingers before grabbing another slice from the half-empty box of pepperoni pizza. “Yes. They are definitely real.” 
 
    Zach nodded as he swallowed a bite of pizza. “And I’m not dreaming?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Owen said. He was the only one not chowing down on the pizza. He focused, instead, on the breadsticks. “As much as I desperately wish we were dreaming, we’re not.” He sighed and took a bite of his breadstick. 
 
    The sound of the door opening startled them, and all three of them spun around to see who it was, breathing a collective sigh of relief when they realized that it was just Rose, standing in the doorway of the kitchen, covered in blood. 
 
    Zach took a huge gulp of his beer. “Are you sure I’m not dreaming?” he muttered as he set the bottle on the counter, staring blankly at his sister. “Because I just watched my sister get shot who-knows-how-many times, and now, she’s standing there, in the doorway, perfectly fine, with the blood still on her clothes.” 
 
    Rose looked down at her T-shirt and jeans. She was pretty sure that her shirt used to be blue, along with her jeans, and both of them now looked blackish-red, just from the sheer amount of Kara’s blood and her own blood that covered them. “I should have changed clothes before I came downstairs,” she muttered.  
 
    “Isn’t there some kind of meeting going on right now?” Owen asked. 
 
    Rose closed the door and ambled over to the small, kitchen table, where her brother and two closest friends sat, devouring pizza and breadsticks. She sat down in the empty chair, between Owen and Audrey, and across from Zach. She shrugged. “Technically. But it’s mostly just Kallias and Aaron arguing, like usual.” 
 
    “Which one is Aaron?” Audrey said. “The young one? Hot…but rude?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Well, he’s actually the most ancient vampire known to exist, but yeah, he does look young. I wouldn’t call him hot, though.” 
 
    “You don’t call anyone hot,” Audrey said with a mouthful of pizza. “You just stare at them and stammer awkwardly until everyone is embarrassed for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “That makes me feel great.” 
 
    “These vampires are all attractive to us because they’re vampires,” Owen warned Audrey. “Their allure affects you when you look at them. Don’t let their appearances fool you. Every single one of them is dangerous, especially Aaron.” 
 
    “Thank you for the lecture, Owen,” Audrey said as she leaned over the table to grab one of the breadsticks, “but I’m still going to enjoy the eye candy.” 
 
    Rose watched her brother from across the table, studying his reaction as Owen talked about vampires, but surprisingly, he just continued drinking his beer. 
 
    Audrey pushed one of the pizza boxes toward Rose. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Rose turned to stare incredulously at Audrey, both eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Audrey mumbled with a mouthful of breadstick. Her amber-colored eyes widened as she remembered what kind of food Rose ate now, and she pulled the pizza box back toward her, draping her arms over it protectively. 
 
    Zach stood, suddenly. “Where are the bathrooms?” he asked. 
 
    Rose looked up at him, her brows furrowing. “Second door on the right. In the hall,” she answered. “Do you need me to show you where it is? Or…” 
 
    “No,” Zach said quickly. He left before she could question him further. 
 
    Rose sighed, “He’s going to steal something.” She turned back toward her friends. “So,” she said, drawing out the word, “how are you guys doing?” 
 
    “We were just attacked by the Assassins of Light. We watched you get shot like ten or fifteen times. And now, there are a bunch of dangerous vampires in the house with us,” Owen said, “and you go with: how are you guys doing?” 
 
    Rose flashed a sassy smile at him. “That’s why I’m asking, smart-aleck.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “You calling someone else a smart-aleck is as pot-calling-the-kettle-black as it gets,” he muttered as he picked up another breadstick. 
 
    “Speaking of,” Audrey said, even though she hadn’t even been listening to them. She closed the pizza box, for the first time since it had arrived, and wiped her hands on her paint-splattered jeans. She made a dramatic show of propping her face in her hand, and then, she pinned Rose with a wicked, curious look. “The woman you were making out with in the living room—is that your girlfriend?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “No. Kara isn’t my girlfriend. She’s just my…friend.”  
 
    “Your friend?” Audrey said, pressing her lips tightly together, as she tried not to laugh. “That was a pretty hardcore make-out session for a couple of friends.” 
 
    Her blush deepened. “Are there levels of making out now?” she muttered. 
 
    “I think people usually call them bases, but…” Owen grinned at her. 
 
    Rose frowned. “I thought that was like a high school thing. Or a middle school thing. I don’t even know. I didn’t make out with anyone back then.” 
 
    “Well, apparently, you’ve come out of your shell,” Audrey said with a proud smile, “if what I saw through the door in the foyer was any indication.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “You were watching from the foyer?” 
 
    “Hey,” Audrey said, holding up her hands defensively, “you almost died. I was worried about you.” She settled back in her chair, grinning playfully. “I may have also been feeling a little nosy about your mysterious, leather-clad girlfriend.” 
 
    “A little?” Rose repeated. She ran her fingers through her disheveled hair—the same hair that Kara had ran her fingers through less than an hour ago—and felt another wave of heat rush to her face. “Kara and I aren’t…together.” 
 
    “So, is it just a physical thing, then?” Owen asked curiously. 
 
    Rose winced a little. “I…try not to think about it,” she mumbled. 
 
    “That’s a no,” Audrey said, pointing at Rose with a breadstick. Her gaze shifted toward Owen. “Rose overanalyzes everything. If she doesn’t want to think about her relationship with Scary-Biker-Girl, then she must have feelings for her.” 
 
    “I don’t think Kara owns a motorcycle,” Rose muttered bewilderedly. 
 
    Owen nodded, agreeing with Audrey. “She definitely has feelings for her.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Rose said, looking back and forth between them. “Why does everyone think I have feelings for Kara? I’m in a relationship with Kallias.” 
 
    Owen looked at her. “Then, what’s going on between you and Kara?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose sighed, spreading her hands out in frustration. Her shoulders slumped. “I’m trying, okay? I’m trying to resist it. I just keep…failing.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Audrey said, leaning forward. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Rose assured her. “It’s just been a crazy night already.” She sighed wearily, “I love Kallias, and I don’t want to ruin things with him, any more than I already have, but for some reason, I can’t fight these feelings for Kara.” 
 
    “Then, you do have feelings for her,” Owen said. He leaned back in his chair, considering her predicament. “You know she’s like a heartbreaker, right?” 
 
    “I know what she’s like,” Rose said, looking away. “Believe me. I know.” 
 
    Owen frowned sympathetically. “I don’t know what to tell you, Rose. I grew up reading about her. The Assassins of Light are terrified of her. She’s evil.” 
 
    “After everything that just happened,” Rose said, scowling at him, “can’t you see that the Assassins of Light are wrong about what makes someone evil?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen admitted. “I see that. You’re obviously not evil, and they think you are. But Rose, there are stories about Kara. She’s done terrible things.” 
 
    “So have I,” Rose said softly. “You can’t judge someone based on half of the story. Especially when that half was written by the people who hate her.” 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Owen sighed, “Kallias is obviously the…good one.” 
 
    “They’re vampires! They eat people!” Audrey said. “Neither of them are good.” Her gaze shifted toward Rose. “That being said, I think Owen’s wrong.” 
 
    Owen leaned toward Rose. “Don’t take relationship advice from her,” he said, even as Audrey glared at him. “You’ve seen the kind of men she dates.” 
 
    Audrey leaned across the table. “Yeah? Well, none of my boyfriends have ever shot a gun at me, so,” she paused to brandish her breadstick at Owen, “ha!” 
 
    “I actually never asked for relationship advice at all,” Rose tried to say. 
 
    But Audrey was already diving into her argument. “Look, Kallias is hot. Totally hot. But I’m sure, if I was into women, I’d think Ninja-Girl was hot, too.” 
 
    “Ninja-Girl?” Rose said, her eyebrows lifting. “Where do you get ninja?” 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “Anyway,” she said aggressively, “I think you need to explore this thing between you and Kara. You’ve already explored your feelings for Kallias. You know what’s between you. But you don’t know what’s between you and Kara. I think you need to figure that out…before you miss your chance.” 
 
    “I can’t say I agree,” Owen said, “but that…surprisingly makes sense.” 
 
    “I’m not completely batshit, Science-Boy!” Audrey said defensively, rolling her eyes, as she bit into her breadstick angrily. “I’m artist-crazy, not crazy-crazy.” 
 
    “I’m Science-Boy,” Owen realized. “She’s given me a nickname now.” 
 
    “You and everyone else on the planet,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “And cheer up,” Audrey sang, leaning toward her. “I mean, gosh, Rose, there are worse things in this world than having two gorgeous vampires into you.” 
 
    Rose just sighed. It really was not that simple. “I should check on my brother,” she said as she stood, “before he goes and gets himself arrested again.” 
 
    “Just think about it,” Audrey called out, as Rose headed toward the door. “You said you can’t fight your feelings for her. Maybe there’s a reason for that.” 
 
    “Believe me. I am thinking about it,” Rose sighed. “More than I should.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose didn’t find her brother anywhere near the bathroom. No, of course she didn’t. Instead, she found him upstairs, in Kallias’s room, rifling through the weapon cabinet. She stopped in the hallway, watching him through the doorway. She rolled her eyes when she saw him take a handgun from the weapon cabinet. 
 
    “Put that back, or so help me, God, I will call your parole officer myself!” Rose snarled as she stormed into the room and leveled him with a deadly glare. 
 
    Zach dropped the gun and looked at her. “You would never.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” she growled. “Put the other three guns back, too.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “There is an entire government organization out to kill me. Don’t you think that it’s okay to break the law, just this once?” 
 
    “Okay, first of all, cool it with the conspiracy theories. As far as we know, the Assassins of Light are operating outside of the government,” Rose began, snatching another gun out of his hand, “for now. Second, they’re not trying to kill you. They’re trying to kill me. They just wanted to use you to get to me.” 
 
    “And…why do they want to kill you?” Zach asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Long story,” Rose muttered. She rolled her eyes when she noticed him swipe a wallet off of the dresser. “Put it back. Right now. And stop stealing stuff!” 
 
    Zach gave her a peeved look as he reluctantly returned the wallet. 
 
    Rose ran her fingers through her long, red hair and sighed. “Don’t worry. If the Assassins of Light come back, I have plenty of weapons to cover us both.” 
 
    Zach studied her with a suspicious frown. “Like…fangs?” 
 
    She froze. “You know,” she realized. 
 
    “Were you ever going to tell me?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Well, I figured you might ask questions in like fifty years when I haven’t aged, and then…maybe,” Rose sighed. “Who told you? It was Kara, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Zach frowned. “Which one is Kara?” 
 
    “The crazy, leather-clad woman with way too many weapons,” Rose said. 
 
    “Oh, you mean your girlfriend,” he said, nodding. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh, goodness, not you, too,” she complained. “Kara is not my girlfriend. Why does everyone think that she’s my girlfriend?” 
 
    “Uh…probably because you keep making out with her,” he muttered. 
 
    She blushed, still mortified that he’d seen that. “Those were…accidents.” 
 
    “Hey, I tried to use that excuse, too,” he laughed. “I still went to prison.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “You didn’t accidentally break seventeen laws.” 
 
    “And you didn’t accidentally kiss someone seventeen times,” he countered. 
 
    Rose sighed, “I’m not having this conversation with you.” 
 
    But her brother continued to pry, “Have you slept with her?” 
 
    “Not…having…this…conversation…with…you,” she said slowly. 
 
    Zach raised an eyebrow knowingly. “Pleading the fifth is a sign of guilt.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him and pasted on a smile. “I’m so relieved to see that prison didn’t make you any nicer,” she said sarcastically. “I would hate to find out that five years in a correctional facility actually corrected something.” 
 
    He mimicked her sassy smile perfectly. “Well, if dying didn’t make you any less annoying, I don’t know why you would expect prison to change me.” 
 
    Rose grabbed his arm and started dragging him toward the door. And to his surprise, he couldn’t pull his arm out of her grasp. She was actually stronger than him. Zach didn’t know how to feel about that. Rose pushed him out into the hallway, smiling at his bewildered look. “I need to take a shower and change clothes,” she said, gesturing at her blood-stained clothing, “as you can probably see. So, go interrogate someone else about their love life. And stop stealing stuff!” 
 
    Zach sighed as she closed the door in his face. He couldn’t let her have the last word, so he yelled through the door, “Well, you…stop kissing people!” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose grumbled to herself as she buttoned up her red-and-black plaid, pajama shirt, “The world is ending, and all anyone cares about is who I’m kissing.” 
 
    Kallias cleared his throat. 
 
    Rose spun around, her fingers still fumbling with the buttons of her shirt, blinking as she noticed Kallias leaning against the doorframe, his arms crossed across his chest. “Oh, hey,” she said, her cheeks reddening with embarrassment. “I was just changing clothes and…talking to myself,” she added under her breath. 
 
    He nodded, and his gaze shifted toward her bloodstained clothes that lay, folded, on the dresser. “I heard,” he muttered. He pushed away from the doorframe and stepped into the room. He closed the door behind him and made his way over to her. “Aaron, Kara, and all of the vampires they brought with them will be staying here for a couple of nights. Unfortunately.” He leaned against the dresser beside her, close enough that she could smell his aftershave and the scent of peppermint on his breath. “The Assassins of Light have a base in New York City—a real one, not the diversion we fell for. They’re going to shut it down.” 
 
    “The base?” Rose said, her eyebrows lifting. “Are we going to help?” 
 
    “That’s what Aaron wants,” Kallias said, “but I can’t work under him.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Rose said with an amused smile. “I know you two have conflicting personalities, but you can set that aside to save the world, can’t you?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “It’s not about conflicting personalities, Rose,” he said between clenched teeth. “Aaron is evil. He only cares about his power, and he would turn on any one of us, just to maintain that power. I’m not trusting him with our lives. We made a mistake when we made a deal with him in Europe.” 
 
    Rose watched him, noticing the things he didn’t say, as well as the things that he did say. She nodded in understanding. “You mean I made a mistake.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said coldly, his eyes narrowing. “We should have never set foot in the Tomb of Blood. We should have never invited Aaron into our lives.” 
 
    “We worked with them to stop Alana, and we succeeded,” she reminded him. “Without us, they couldn’t have stopped her. She would have started a war.” 
 
    “She already has,” Kallias said, shrugging. “What was the point of it all?” 
 
    “Things would be much worse if we hadn’t stopped her when we did, and you know it,” Rose said. She sighed, “I don’t like Aaron either. He might be a strong leader, but he’s definitely not a kind one. But at the same time, I don’t think we can afford to take the moral high-ground right now. I think, at the end of the day, you have to do the right thing, even if it’s not as good as you’d like.” 
 
    “How do you know that it’s the right thing?” Kallias asked skeptically. 
 
    “Because it helps people,” Rose said. “There are so many people who will suffer, if we don’t stop this war. No matter what, compassion is always right.” 
 
    For a moment, he didn’t speak. He just stared at her, his gaze trailing up and down her body, lingering on her lips. “You smell like her,” he said coldly. 
 
    Her chest clenched with guilt and sadness, struck by the cold anger in his voice. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, “but…I would’ve died if she hadn’t come.” 
 
    “I know,” Kallias said with a frustrated sigh. “I should be grateful, right?” 
 
    “I would never dismiss your feelings like that,” Rose said sincerely. Her chest fluttered with nervousness. “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    “No, there’s not,” he interrupted. “I already know.” 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “You do?” 
 
    “You’ve been thinking about it all night,” Kallias said. He watched her, noting the anxiety and guilt that flashed in her bright blue eyes. “I’m not surprised, honestly. It’s just something that happens when vampires share blood.” His eyes narrowed. “It was bound to happen eventually. With the way you are around her.” 
 
    She swallowed the lump of guilt in her throat. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. 
 
    He just shrugged and stepped away from the dresser. “The sun is up,” he said as he walked toward the bed. He didn’t look at her as he kicked off his boots and unbuttoned his jeans. “I’m going to bed. Join me or not—I don’t care.” 
 
    Rose sighed at the coldness in his voice. He’d said it that way to hurt her. She knew that. Just like she knew that she deserved it. “Goodnight, Kallias.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Late in the day, while most of the other vampires slept, Rose felt it again. Wetness on her face. Stinging pain in her eyes. Tears. She felt them now, just as she had back at the Tomb of Blood, and just as she had done that day, she lifted her hands and ran them over her face. Her fingers came back dry, which meant that the tears that she felt now weren’t her own. They belonged to whoever Rose shared a blood bond with at the moment, which meant they belonged to Kara. 
 
    For a moment, Rose just lay there, conflicted. On one hand, she knew that she should stay as far away from Kara as possible. When they were together, all rational thought just seemed to fall away, until all she could do was feel. 
 
    And…well, those feelings were getting her into a difficult predicament. 
 
    On the other hand, Kara was crying, and that realization shattered Rose’s heart into a million pieces. She couldn’t ignore Kara’s pain. It was…impossible. 
 
    Rose cast a wary look at Kallias. He lay on his side, facing away from her, so that all she could see of him was his long, light brown hair and the tattooed flames that trailed down his neck and part of the way down his back. She listened to the slow and steady beat of his heart, checking to see if he was still asleep. 
 
    She quietly slipped out of bed, her bare feet padding softly over the cold, hardwood floor. She noticed muffled noise from downstairs—voices and sounds of much-too-quiet gunfire. A movie, she assumed. Zach, Owen, and Audrey slept at night and stayed awake during the day, so they were probably watching a movie. 
 
    When Rose reached Kara’s room, she decided not to knock. She didn’t want to wake up any of the other vampires, and she knew that Kara would sense her presence anyway. She slid into the dark room and then closed the door behind her, leaning against it, as she watched Kara. Kara barely reacted to her presence. She lay still in the bed, her body curled up on its side. But Rose could still feel the tears on her face. She could smell the salty, watery scent of those tears, mingling with the scent of violets. And she could hear the erratic pounding of Kara’s heart. 
 
    Rose crossed the room, and then, she sat down gingerly on the edge of the bed. “I know you’re awake,” she whispered to Kara. “I can feel your sadness.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kara said. Her lilting accent caused her voice to sound much smoother in the quietness of the room than Rose’s had. “It was only a dream.” 
 
    “What kind of dream?” Rose asked softly. “A nightmare? Or a memory?” 
 
    “A memory,” Kara murmured. She rolled over, finally, so that she could look up at Rose. The skin beneath her cornflower-blue eyes looked swollen and red. “I’m sorry. I never cry. I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately.” She let out a pained laugh. “Alana’s dead, and she’s still bringing out the worst in me.” 
 
    “First of all, stop apologizing for something you can’t help,” Rose began, “and second, crying is not a bad thing. It just means that you cared about her.” 
 
    Kara folded her arm under her head, watching Rose with a strange look. Then, somehow, she managed to hide whatever emotion that Rose had just seen on her face, masking it with that playful smirk of hers. “You know, Rose, you can’t just climb into women’s beds in the middle of the day. It gives us…ideas.” 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “Now, you’re just trying to change the subject.” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “You do know I’m naked under here, right?” 
 
    “What?” Rose said, her eyes widening. Without thinking, she pulled back the blanket to check. She rolled her eyes when she, of course, found that Kara was wearing a thin, sleeveless, white shirt and black boxer shorts. “You lied.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Kara burst into hysterical laughter, laughing so hard that Rose worried she’d wake up the entire house. “Of course I lied! But your reaction was so funny! You just ripped back the blanket like you wanted to see me naked.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “That’s not…” she trailed off. “I was just…checking.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I only sleep naked when I have a woman in my arms,” she murmured. “So, if you want to lie down with me, I’ll take my clothes off for you.” 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “I’m here to check on you, not to be seduced.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “You think this is me seducing you? Ah, Rose, I can do way better than that. I was just flirting a little, but if you want me to seduce you…” 
 
    “I don’t!” Rose interrupted. “I already can’t resist you,” she mumbled under her breath. “The last thing I need is you turning up the charm even more.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. But then, her smile faded, leaving behind a different kind of facial expression—a hesitant, thoughtful look. Her light blue eyes, bright with emotion, watched Rose’s hands for a moment, following the nervous tapping of Rose’s fingers. Then, she reached out and slid her hand underneath Rose’s hand. 
 
    Rose glanced down at their joined hands, blinking in surprise. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kara said hesitantly. She didn’t meet Rose’s gaze. Instead, she stared at their hands, tracing Rose’s fingers with her own. “For…being here.” 
 
    Rose looked at her, stunned by this change in attitude. “I couldn’t have stayed away, even if I’d wanted to. I felt your pain. I care too much to ignore it.” 
 
    A smile twitched hesitantly at one corner of Kara’s lips. “I’m not used to this,” she admitted quietly. “I’ve always dealt with it alone. The…pain, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be alone in this,” Rose told her. “Suffering alone is overrated.” She offered Kara a sad smile. “I think you and I both know that.” 
 
    Kara stared up at Rose, a plethora of emotions pouring through her. She continued to slide her fingers absently over Rose’s hand, tracing a gentle, soothing pattern over Rose’s knuckles. “You…are a strange woman, Rose Foster.” 
 
    “Me?” Rose teased. “You’re the one who lied about being naked.” 
 
    Kara spread out her arms, displaying her thinly-clothed, gorgeous body to Rose. “If it bothers you that much, why don’t you make it true?” she flirted. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I should get back to bed. You seem to feel better.” 
 
    “I do now,” Kara said quietly, without even a trace of humor in her voice. 
 
    Rose glanced back at her, blinking in surprise at the sincerity she’d heard in Kara’s soft, breathless voice. “Oh,” she breathed. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    Kara sat up suddenly, her lean body folding forward gracefully, and Rose just watched her, half-expecting Kara to do something crazy, like making out with her again. But Kara didn’t do anything so brazen. Instead, she lifted Rose’s hand to her mouth and pressed an innocent kiss on the back of her hand. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “Can I ask you something? Before I go…” 
 
    “Say whatever you want, Rose,” Kara said. “You never have to ask.” 
 
    “I talked to Elise earlier tonight,” Rose said nervously. “She said that you were worried about me. She said that when you found out about the Assassins’ plan, you were determined to come help me, whether Aaron approved or not.” 
 
    Kara looked away. “I’m tempted to lie, but I think you’d see through it.” 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Rose pleaded, leaning toward Kara. “Just this once.” 
 
    Kara looked back at her, and Rose was stunned to see the vulnerability that burned in Kara’s light blue eyes. “I couldn’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Because of the oath?” she asked. “Or is there more?” 
 
    Kara sighed heavily. “Oh, Rose. You’re too curious for your own good,” she muttered. “You’re always asking for information you’re not ready to hear.” 
 
    “Try me,” Rose challenged. “I need to know the truth—whatever it is.” 
 
    “You’re my,” Kara paused, searching for the right word, “someone.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her, waiting for her to finish that sentence, but after a few moments of waiting, she realized that, apparently, that was the end of the sentence. “Umm… That’s very,” she paused, her eyebrows lifting, “vague.” 
 
    Kara took another deep breath, clearly uncomfortable with this level of honesty. “Everyone has someone that they’ll do anything for,” she explained. “If they think that person is in danger, they’ll tell you whatever you want to know. They’ll betray anyone and anything to protect that…someone. That someone is their weakness, and exploiting that weakness is the cleanest way to interrogate.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “The…cleanest?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “It’s the way that doesn’t involve torture,” Kara clarified. She looked away, her brows furrowing, as if she were lost in thought. “It’s what I do. I find people’s weaknesses. I find their someone, and I use that person against them. So, of course, I can see it now in myself. You’re my someone. My weakness.” 
 
    Rose just stared at her for a moment, her heart thundering against her chest, her mind racing, as she tried to understand what Kara was telling her. What exactly did Kara feel for her? “I think…I might have more than one someone.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “You do,” she said, lifting her hand to touch Rose’s face. Her touch felt so gentle, so…reverent. “It’s because you’re so compassionate.” 
 
    “My weakness,” Rose said with a sad smile. “That’s what you called it.” 
 
    “It is,” Kara said, instantly remembering when she’d said that—the night that Rose went after Alana by herself. “In the practical sense.” Affection burned brightly in her icy blue eyes. “But it’s also the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” she teased. “Because you have this reputation for being the kind of person who has seen a lot of beautiful things.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Oh, I have,” she bragged playfully. But then, her smile faded a little, intense emotions cracking through the playful façade. “But Rose, I can assure you: no beauty has ever enthralled me in the way that yours has.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. She didn’t know how to respond to this side of Kara—the honest, vulnerable Kara. Lying, mischievous Kara was easy to handle, but this Kara—so soft, so affectionate, so open—Rose wasn’t sure how to handle this Kara. This Kara had a way of splitting her heart open and climbing inside it. 
 
    Kara ran her fingers through her sleek, black and blue hair, breathing out a shaky sigh. “Sorry,” she mumbled, suddenly guarded again. That smile curved at her lips again—her metaphorical armor. “The sun’s up. It makes me crazy.” 
 
    Rose watched her, studying every detail of her face, every beautiful detail, as she tried to make sense of it all, as she tried to figure out what was happening between them. “I should go back to bed. I don’t want Kallias to worry,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara sighed, leaning back in the bed. “Goodnight, Rose.” 
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    The sun set around seven in the evening the next day, and by that time, Rose had already showered and returned to bed. She slid her arms around Kallias and kissed him on the shoulder, pressing her lips against the tattooed flames. 
 
    He stirred a little, shuddering at the gentle kiss. Then, he turned slowly toward her, a drowsy smile curving at the edges of his lips. He leaned forward, as if he were about to kiss her, but he stopped. He stared at her for a moment, his jaw tightening, and the anger that she’d seen in his face the night before returned. 
 
    “You still smell like her,” Kallias said with a cold glare. Then, he pushed her arms off of him and crawled out of bed. He headed toward the bathroom. 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered, her stomach sinking. “I…I just took a shower.” 
 
    “Not your body,” Kallias corrected. “Your blood. She’s in your blood.” 
 
    Rose sat up in bed, a mixture of frustration and hurt twisting at her chest. “You can’t blame me for feeding from her. I was drained. And dying. And unconscious. I couldn’t have stopped myself from biting her, if I’d wanted to.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t want to, did you?” he accused. “You’d feed from her again, if you weren’t trying to make things work with me. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But I am trying to make things work with you,” she said slowly. “Are you really angry at me for a hypothetical situation I’m not even in?” 
 
    “I’m not angry at you,” Kallias said, even as his eyes darkened with anger. 
 
    Rose climbed out of bed and walked over to him, her bare feet padding softly across the rough, hardwood floor. She reached out and took his hands into hers, squeezing them affectionately. “Kallias, you’re acting a little…possessive.” 
 
    He pulled his hands out of hers, rejecting her attempt to soothe him. “Don’t I have reason to be? Look at what keeps happening between you two.” 
 
    Rose looked away, the pain and guilt seeping deeper into her heart. “Well, there’s a simple solution, if you’re this bothered by the fact that I’m bound to her. You could break the bond. If I feed from you, her scent won’t be in my blood.” 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough blood,” Kallias snarled, “don’t you?” Then, he spun around and stormed into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Rose threw her hands up in frustration. “Ode to Jealousy,” she said dryly, “logic and reason elude thee.” With a defeated sigh, she finished dressing and headed downstairs, hoping to find some distraction from the pain in her chest. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Rose said as she stepped into the living room, where she found Owen, Audrey, and Zach lounging on the sofas, watching television. 
 
    Zach raised both eyebrows and glanced meaningfully at the clock on the wall. “It’s 7:18 at night,” he read aloud. “Since when is that considered morning?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose said dryly. “I just thought that saying ‘good morning’ was easier than saying, ‘Hey, it’s nightfall, but I just woke up, which means it’s like morning to me. So, good whatever-you-say-at-night-when-you’re-happy-to-see-someone-after-you-wake-up.’” 
 
    Zach rolled his eyes at her sarcasm. “I have no idea what you just said.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rose said as she sat down. “Thanks for agreeing with me.” 
 
    Zach frowned at her for a few moments, as if he were replaying the entire conversation in his head to see if he really had agreed with her. “Yeah. Whatever.” 
 
    “It’s so weird that you sleep all day now,” Audrey commented as she slid closer to Rose. She smiled. “You’re like a partier now. But without the partying.” 
 
    Rose looked at Audrey. “A partier without the partying isn’t a partier,” she said, her eyebrows lifting. “I mean, that’s kind of the definition of the word.” 
 
    Audrey clasped her hand over Rose’s mouth. “Quick. Someone get the duct tape,” she hissed at Owen and Zach, “before she corrects someone again.” 
 
    Rose pushed Audrey’s hand off of her mouth. “What are you watching?” she asked, dodging Audrey’s hand as Audrey tried to cover her mouth again. 
 
    “It’s a Sci-Fi movie,” Owen said absently. “It’s pretty good, actually.” 
 
    “Eh,” Zach said with a grimace. “It’s all right. It’d be better if there was more action and less,” he paused, waving his hand at the television, “science.” 
 
    “Sci-Fi is supposed to have science,” Rose said slowly, “hence the…Sci.” 
 
    Zach gave her a peeved look. He leaned forward, his bright blue eyes shifting toward Audrey. “Where is that duct tape that you were talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll go ask Erik,” Audrey said as she attempted to stand. 
 
    Rose grabbed Audrey’s arm and jerked her back down. “Have any of you watched the news today, by any chance?” she asked, ignoring Audrey’s glare. 
 
    “Earlier,” Owen said seriously. He ran his fingers through his spiky hair. “They’ve been pretty quiet about the attacks in Europe. Suspiciously quiet. But they did say that some of the world leaders are meeting for some kind of briefing.” 
 
    Rose leaned back in her seat. “That doesn’t sound like a good thing.” 
 
    “No,” Owen said. He picked nervously at a loose thread in his blue jeans. “The Assassins of Light have spent centuries preparing for a war with vampires.” 
 
    “Do you think they have connections to the government?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Of course they do,” said a familiar voice—a low, accented, male voice. 
 
    Owen straightened, his skin turning a shade or two paler. There was a hint of attraction and desire that burned in his hazel eyes—side effects of the vampire’s allure—but there was also fear. He was afraid of this particular vampire. 
 
    And Rose didn’t blame him. “Hey, Aaron,” Rose muttered without even turning to look at him. Thanks to that brief blood bond that she’d had with Aaron, she knew his scent now, almost as well as she knew Kallias’s and Kara’s. 
 
    “Have you spoken with Kara yet?” Aaron asked in his usual, bored tone. 
 
    “Uh,” Rose stammered. She turned around to look at him, blushing as she thought about the very personal conversation that she’d had with Kara earlier in the day, after Kara’s nightmare. “What was I supposed to talk to her about?” 
 
    “Just go talk to her,” Aaron said dismissively. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    Rose frowned as he disappeared back into the foyer. “I mean, you were the one who brought it up, but sure…act like I’m the one who was annoying you.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Audrey said quietly, “and why is everyone afraid of him?” 
 
    “He has some kind of authority over the vampires here,” Zach answered. “That much is obvious. Everyone here listens to him, even if they don’t want to.” 
 
    “Aaron is the oldest vampire alive,” Owen said. “He’s very dangerous.” 
 
    Audrey looked at Rose. “Are we in danger, Rose?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “No, no. He won’t hurt you,” Rose mumbled distractedly. She stood up, running her hands over her blue jeans. “Sorry. I need to find Kara. Apparently.” 
 
    They all watched with bewildered expressions as Rose turned and left. 
 
    “See?” Zach muttered, waving his hand. “Even Rose listens to him.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose hesitated when she reached Kara’s door. She heard the rustling of fabric inside the room, and the sweet, enticing scent of Kara’s blood drifted out toward her, calling out to her. She knew that Kara was just inside the room. Their closeness caused chill bumps to scatter across her skin, and it caused her throat to burn with ravenous hunger. The room smelled of violets, water, and…Kara. 
 
    “I know you’re out there, Rose,” Kara said suddenly. She spoke softly, but Rose heard every word clearly. “I can sense you, just as you can sense me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose mumbled, blushing, and then, she turned the doorknob. 
 
    She’d already stepped inside and closed the door behind her before she registered the sight in front of her. She looked up slowly, opening her mouth to ask about what Aaron had said to her, but when she saw Kara’s mostly bare, wet skin, the words died on her lips. She involuntarily trailed her gaze over Kara’s tall, athletic body, over her lean muscles and slight curves. The long, black dragon tattoo that snaked down Kara’s spine disappeared beneath the blue towel that she held, wrapped around her body. When Kara bent over her bag to grab a pair of underwear, that towel slipped up a little, revealing the curves of Kara’s backside. 
 
    “Oh my word!” Rose managed to squeak out, finally. She spun around toward the door and covered her eyes with her hands, too, just for safe measure. 
 
    Kara turned toward her, raising an eyebrow at Rose’s unusual behavior. “You seem to be really trying to catch me naked today,” she teased, smiling as she noticed the blush creeping up Rose’s neck. “First, you crawl into my bed in the middle of the day, and then, you come into my room while I’m getting dressed.” 
 
    “That’s completely out of context,” Rose said defensively. “My eyes are covered. I’m obviously not trying to see anyone naked. Also, you could’ve warned me that you weren’t dressed yet. You pretty much just told me to come on inside.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Well, there was no sense in you standing out in the hall, longing for me,” she said playfully. Her voice sounded much closer than it had before. Rose squeaked in surprise as Kara grabbed her arm and spun her around. She reached up and pulled Rose’s hands away from her face. “If you want me, go ahead and take me,” Kara murmured seductively. “Say the word, and I’m yours.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at Kara, her eyes wide. “Now, I know how Samson must have felt when he was seduced by Delilah,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Kara laughed. “Well, I won’t cut your hair,” she said playfully. She leaned in close, a smirk tilting at her lips. “But I might tie you up. If you’re into that.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes managed to widen even more. “Uh…” she stammered. 
 
    “Do you want me to take off the towel?” Kara asked, reaching for it. 
 
    “No!” Rose squeaked, grabbing Kara’s hand to stop her. Unfortunately, Kara’s hand was already near the top of the towel, so that caused Rose’s fingers to brush against Kara’s chest. She blushed profusely. “Uh, sorry,” she mumbled, quickly pulling her hand away. She looked down in an attempt to avoid Kara’s gaze, but that only resulted in her staring at Kara’s long, lithe legs, watching the drops of water slide down Kara’s thighs. “Umm…I should…uh… I should go.” 
 
    Kara watched her with an amused smile. “I thought you had something you wanted to talk about. Unless you really were just trying to see me naked?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “What? No!” she sputtered. “I did have something to tell you. Or ask you, really.” She swallowed. “Aaron told me to talk to you.” 
 
    “Ah,” Kara said, nodding in understanding. “I don’t need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said with a frown. “Then, what do you need from me?” 
 
    “Not at this moment, but soon,” Kara told her, “I’ll need you to come.” 
 
    Rose didn’t catch the double-entendre at first, but when Kara smirked and lifted her eyebrows, it clicked in Rose’s head. “Wow. You’re as bad as Erik.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Ah, come on. I know you like puns,” she said playfully. She grinned. “I always get that cute, little giggle from you when I make them.” 
 
    “The G-rated kind, maybe,” Rose said, but she giggled as she said it. 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened. She turned and strode over to the black, leather bag that lay opened on her bed. “Don’t leave just yet,” she said, sifting through her clothes to find something she’d hidden. “I need to give you something.” 
 
    Rose tried not to stare too blatantly at Kara’s backside as she waited. 
 
    Kara returned to Rose with a black, hooded jacket in her arms. “You left it in my room,” she said as she held out the hoodie, “back at the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Oh. Thank you,” Rose said, taking the proffered jacket. She turned it over in her hand, noticing the dark patches of dried blood. “I need to wash it.” 
 
    “It smells wonderful, actually,” Kara murmured. “It smells like you.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Kara, suddenly. Sadness and guilt washed over her as the memory of what Kallias had said to her earlier came, unbidden, to her mind. 
 
    Kara straightened, her brows creasing with concern. “What’s wrong?” she asked gently. She lifted her hand and touched Rose’s face. “What did I say?” 
 
    Kara’s hand felt cool and damp, still, against Rose’s face, and it elicited an instinctual reaction inside of Rose. Rose closed her eyes and leaned into Kara’s hand, relishing the comfort of Kara’s touch, feeling the trust and affection that flowed through her in response. “No, no, it wasn’t you,” she mumbled. Desire and hunger burned under her skin—another instinctual reaction caused by Kara’s touch. She stepped back. “It just reminded me of something that Kallias said.” 
 
    Kara crossed her arms, and her eyes narrowed. “What did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Rose said quickly, stunned by the protectiveness that she saw in Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes. “I shouldn’t talk about it. Not with you, anyway.” 
 
    Kara nodded in understanding. “He’s jealous,” she realized. 
 
    “It’s not like I haven’t given him reason to be,” Rose muttered guiltily. 
 
    “That doesn’t give him a right to treat you like shit,” Kara told her. 
 
    Rose offered her a reassuring smile. “It’s fine. He hasn’t said anything to me that I don’t deserve,” she said. She laughed. “Now, please, wipe that I’m-going-to-fight-someone look off of your face. You’re only wearing a towel. It’s…weird.” 
 
    “I don’t need clothes to kick someone’s ass,” Kara said with a smirk. 
 
    Rose frowned. “You say that like you know that from experience.” 
 
    “I do,” Kara said, earning a shocked look from Rose. She spun around and headed back toward her bag. “I should finish getting dressed. You can watch, if you want.” She raised an eyebrow. “Or you can run away, like you usually do.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at Kara’s teasing. “I need to put this jacket in the washing machine, anyway,” she said indignantly. She placed her hand on the doorknob. “So, at some point tonight, you’re going to want me to…follow you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said with a flirty smirk. “I’ll need you to come with me.” 
 
    Rose suppressed a smile. “Right,” she said as she slipped out of the room.  
 
    The laundry room was a tiny, closet-like room, connected to the kitchen, which meant that she had to walk through the kitchen in order to get to it. 
 
    But when she stepped into the kitchen, she suddenly regretted coming downstairs at all. Because…apparently, Erik and Audrey thought that the kitchen was a good place to make out, even though the entire house was full of people. 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose at the disturbing sight of her best friend making out with her other best friend. “On this episode of The Twilight Zone, Rose’s friends are all having sex with each other,” she muttered, as she walked around them. 
 
    Audrey giggled when she saw Rose walk past, but she didn’t even bother taking her hand out of Erik’s pants. “We should go upstairs,” she said to Erik. 
 
    “You think?” Rose called out as she stepped into the laundry room. 
 
    She closed the door. She shouldn’t have closed the door. She never closed the door when she came into this room. It was too small. It was only a little larger than a closet. She braced her hands on the washing machine and inhaled deeply as she tried to calm herself down, but the adrenaline poured through her anyway. 
 
    The room smelled of detergent and fabric softener—a nice, comforting scent—and yet, comfort was the last thing she felt at the moment. She lifted the lid of the washing machine and tossed her jacket inside, reaching blindly for the detergent. Her vision blurred, and she accidentally knocked the detergent off of the shelf. But she never heard it hit the ground. Someone caught it, just in time. 
 
    “Come here, love,” said a familiar, lilting voice.  
 
    Two long, lean arms encircled her, embracing her tightly, and Rose, too disoriented to resist, leaned her head against the person’s shoulder, inhaling the sweet, soothing scent of violets and leather, waiting for her erratic pulse to slow. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have closed the door,” Rose said. “I never close the door.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kara said, running her fingers through Rose’s thick, auburn hair. “It’s open now. Just take deep breaths. I’m here. You’re safe. Just breathe.” 
 
    Rose wrapped her arms around Kara’s waist, clutching tightly to her, as if she were afraid of falling. She clutched Kara so tightly that she thought it must have hurt, but if it did, Kara endured it easily. As her pulse returned to its usual pace, her vision cleared as well, and she noticed the open door, the large, empty kitchen beyond them. And that sight calmed her. “You must think I’m so screwed up,” Rose mumbled against Kara’s shoulder, tears burning her eyes, “like Alana.” 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara murmured in her ear, “I would never think that.” 
 
    “I come in this room all the time. It doesn’t usually bother me,” Rose said, clutching the soft, thin fabric of Kara’s shirt. “But I never close the door.” 
 
    “Stop giving yourself such a hard time,” Kara told her. “Panic attacks are just a thing that happens to people sometimes. They can’t always be prevented.” 
 
    As the disorientation in Rose’s mind began to clear, the fear gave way to different emotions and sensations. Because Kara’s touch didn’t just comfort her. It also caused other reactions. Embarrassing reactions. As an overwhelming rush of desire and hunger washed over her, Rose stepped back, out of Kara’s arms. 
 
    A knowing smile twitched at the edges of Kara’s lips. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Rose mumbled, blushing. “Are Audrey and Erik gone?” 
 
    “I think I saw them upstairs when I came down,” Kara said with a frown. “Is that what you were asking?” She followed Rose’s gaze toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah. They were in the kitchen a moment ago,” Rose said as she turned toward the washing machine. “That’s why I closed the door. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    Kara nodded. She leaned against the doorframe, watching as Rose turned on the washing machine and measured out the detergent to pour into it. “They seemed pretty…busy,” she said with an amused smile, “when I saw them upstairs.” 
 
    Rose shuddered in disgust. “Ugh. Don’t remind me. It’s so weird.” 
 
    Kara laughed. As soon as Rose finished adding detergent to the washing machine, Kara stepped forward and closed the lid for her. “Come on,” she said. 
 
    Rose followed her out of the small, closet-like room and into the large, spacious kitchen. She watched as Kara strode around the kitchen, as if she were searching for something. Finally, Kara opened one of the drawers and found what she was looking for—a knife, apparently. She tossed the steak knife into the air. 
 
    “Hey, stop that,” Rose said as she snatched the steak knife out of Kara’s hand. She returned the knife to its drawer. “No playing with knives in the house.” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue eyes sparkled with amusement as she watched Rose. She moved closer. “I’m such a bad girl,” she said playfully. “You should punish me.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. She looked up at Kara, her cheeks reddening, and in the process, she forgot to watch what she was doing and slammed her fingers in the drawer. She whimpered and shifted her gaze back to her crushed fingers. 
 
    “Here,” Kara said, closing her hand around Rose’s wrist. She held Rose’s gaze as she lifted Rose’s hand to her mouth and kissed each one of her fingers. 
 
    Rose shuddered as the blood bond reacted to the sensation, causing her body to tremble with hunger and lust. “W-what are you doing?” she stammered. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Kara asked with a smirk. “I’m flirting with you, Rose.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that flirting is a strong enough word for what you do,” Rose muttered dryly, her eyes wide. She reluctantly pulled her hand out of Kara’s grasp. 
 
    Kara stepped forward and placed her hands on the counter, on each side of Rose, closing in on her. She watched Rose’s reaction with a smile—the instant pink flush that spread across Rose’s skin, the dilation of her beautiful, azure eyes, the quick rise and fall of her chest, of her heavy, rounded breasts. “You see, Rose,” she said, her lips brushing against Rose’s, “if you had said, last night, that you didn’t want me, I would have backed off. Even if I knew you were lying. But you said that you do want me. And I very much want you. So, I’m fighting for you.” 
 
    “You’re…you’re…what?” Rose sputtered, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Kara smiled. “You heard me,” she whispered. “Until you tell me that you don’t want me anymore, I’ll keep doing this. Because I know that you like it.” 
 
    “Uh,” Rose stammered. Somewhere, deep inside her mind, she knew that she should just say it: that she didn’t like it, that Kara should stop, that she didn’t want Kara…because she loved Kallias. But those words refused to form on her lips. Possibly because Kara had left her so tongue-tied. Or…more likely, because those words weren’t true. Not really. She did love Kallias. But she felt something for Kara, too. Something more powerful and more cataclysmic than anything she had ever felt before. Something that consumed her—mind, body, and soul—until she couldn’t remember how to make rational decisions. Or…talk, apparently. 
 
    Kara laughed softly at Rose’s speechlessness. “I love it when you blush.” 
 
    Rose lifted both eyebrows. “Apparently,” she said in her sassiest tone. 
 
    Kara stepped back, her entire body shaking with laughter. “If you knew how cute you are…” she trailed off, her light blue eyes sparkling with amusement. 
 
    “I’m a dangerous vampire,” Rose muttered, “and you’re calling me cute.” 
 
    “Ah, but you are,” Kara purred. “You’re dangerous and cute and sexy.” 
 
    Rose blushed again. “Most people wouldn’t agree with you about that.” 
 
    “Most people aren’t really seeing you,” Kara said seriously. “I am.” 
 
    Before Rose could think of a response to that, the sound of footsteps on the staircase and in the hall interrupted her thoughts. “Is something going on?” 
 
    “Aaron called a meeting,” Kara explained. “That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “We’re?” Rose repeated. She nodded as she understood. “Is that what Aaron wanted you to talk to me about? The thing I’m supposed to…come to?” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “Yes. You have to come. Your presence is requested.” 
 
    “Was it said that politely, or are you paraphrasing?” Rose asked dryly. 
 
    Kara laughed, “Aaron has never said a polite word in his life.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it,” Rose laughed. She stepped away from the counter, preparing to follow Kara to this meeting with Aaron. But then, Kara stepped past her and reopened the drawer. Kara pulled out the same steak knife that Rose had just taken away from her. She winked at Rose and tossed it up in the air again. Rose suppressed a smile. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to play with knives?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have listened to them, if they had,” Kara said, as she stepped into the foyer. “Besides, how do you think I learned to use my throwing knives?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I had noticed that, actually,” she commented, taking Kara by surprise. “You’re always playing with your daggers. Throwing them in the air and catching them without looking. You’re practicing. And testing your reflexes.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Well, aren’t you observant?” she murmured seductively. 
 
    Rose pressed her lips tightly together, trying not to smile, but even as she did, she felt her lips twitch up at the corners. She followed Kara into the living room, curiosity and nervousness fluttering in her stomach as she wondered why Aaron wanted her there. Kara leaned against the door, holding it open for Rose. 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose mumbled. Her brows furrowed as she swept her gaze around the living room. She recognized many of the vampires, but not all of them. 
 
    Kara stepped forward and placed her hand against the curve of Rose’s lower back, gently urging Rose into the room. The action was innocent enough. Just the warmth of her palm brushing casually against Rose’s back. And yet, the sensation caused a deep, needful heat to burn throughout her body, starting at the base of her spine, where Kara’s hand rested, and spreading to her extremities, and…well…to another area, as well. Fortunately, Kara quickly removed her hand. 
 
    At that moment, Elise looked up at them, and her glossy, pink lips curved into a friendly smile. She beckoned them over to her, gesturing at the free seats beside her. “Bonjour, ladies,” she murmured sweetly. “You can sit beside me.” 
 
    Rose sat gingerly beside the friendly vampire, breathing deeply, as she tried to regain control of her emotions. She breathed out a nervous, shaky sigh when Kara sat down beside her, close enough that Kara’s body warmed her own. 
 
    Kara draped her arm casually over Rose’s shoulder, so that she could lean in close. Her lips brushed against Rose’s ear as she whispered, “Total accident.” 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “I…hate…blood bonds,” she hissed irritably. 
 
    The sound of Kara’s soft, breathless laugh, pouring so sensually into her ear, did nothing to alleviate the painful desire that was already coursing through her body. “Well, I must say…I’m not hating it so much right now,” she teased. 
 
    Rose shot a half-annoyed-half-amused glare in Kara’s direction. 
 
    “Tom,” Elise said genially. She turned in her seat and smiled at the dark, muscular man who sat on the next sofa. “You remember Rose, don’t you?”  
 
    Tom leaned forward and offered Rose a friendly smile. “Of course,” he said, his voice low and gruff. “How could I forget the person who saved my life?” 
 
    Rose shifted uncomfortably in her seat, flustered by the attention. She offered him a nervous smile. “It really wasn’t that big of a deal,” she muttered. 
 
    “I disagree,” Tom said warmly. “I owe you. I haven’t forgotten my debt.” 
 
    “Debt? What? No,” Rose sputtered. “You don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he disagreed, smiling. “I’ll find a way to repay you. I swear.” 
 
    “But…I don’t want to be repaid,” Rose said. “I didn’t do it for that.” 
 
    “You can’t take away a person’s sense of duty, Rose,” Kara scolded, a smirk tugging at the edges of her lips. “You may be able to do everything else you want. Break the laws of physics. Change the physical world to reflect your will. But the one thing that even you cannot do is take away a person’s sense of duty.” 
 
    Rose glared at her. “Thanks a lot,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kara flashed a flirty smirk at her. “I was only being honest. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Honesty? Or do you prefer loyalty? Which one do you prefer?” 
 
    “Honesty’s fine,” Rose assured her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kara asked. Her icy blue eyes sparkled with mischief. “Because I’ll do whatever you want. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.” 
 
    Rose blinked at the obvious suggestiveness in that statement. 
 
    Kara’s lips tilted into a flirty smirk. “Whatever you want,” she repeated. 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “You’re relentless,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, her smile deepening, “and you love it. Don’t you?” 
 
    Rose followed the curve of Kara’s lips with her gaze, watching as that gorgeous smile spread across her face. “I love it when you smile,” she confessed. 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened, and her smile faltered, her lips parting in surprise. 
 
    “Uh… I…I don’t know why I said that,” Rose stammered, “out loud.” 
 
    Aaron stepped forward, then, out of the shadowy corner of the room. Rose looked up at him curiously, but Kara continued to stare at Rose, a surprised, affectionate smile curving at the corners of her lips. “I’ve spoken with Kallias. We’ll be staying here until the mission is completed,” Aaron said. Everyone in the room fell silent as his low, accented voice interrupted their conversations. He wore his usual, bored scowl. Apparently, even war bored him. “At the moment, the Assassins of Light have their attention on Rose. So, this is our best chance to attack, and one of their most powerful bases is here, in New York City.” His dark gaze shifted toward Kara. His brows furrowed as he noticed the way Kara was staring at Rose. “Kara,” he snapped irritably. “Don’t you have something to say?” 
 
    Kara looked at him and smiled, as if she hadn’t noticed the hostility in his voice. Or more likely, she did notice it and just didn’t care. “Of course,” she said. She stood, unfurling her long body from her corner of the sofa. She walked toward the center of the room, where Aaron stood. She propped her elbows on the back of one of the sofas and leaned forward. “The good news is…I have the address—or rather, the directions to it, since it has no documented address—to the base in New York City. The bad news is…we’re not attacking it tonight.” 
 
    Tom tilted his head back so that he could look up at her. “Why not?” 
 
    Kara gave him a friendly—but very harsh—pat on the shoulder, ignoring the way he winced at the action. “You know how this works, Tom,” she sighed. “I have spies watching the entrances and exits, and I also have spies trying to hack into their security systems. It’ll take a night or two to get all the details we need.” 
 
    “Hacking?” one of the vampires snarled. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze toward the unfamiliar vampire who had practically sneered at Kara. Adrenaline rushed through her body as an instinctual urge rose up inside of her—the urge to protect Kara—even though Kara was technically in no danger. The tall, lanky man sat alone on one of the sofas, his thin body not even taking up one-third of the sofa. He glared at Kara, his greenish-brown eyes full of hatred, beneath a mess of unkempt, light brown hair. Rose thought it was strange that he sat alone when all of the other sofas were cramped with too many vampires. It was almost as if everyone stayed as far away from him as possible. 
 
    “What kind of idiot doesn’t know what hacking is?” Rose said…before she could stop herself. She cringed as the vampire’s dark gaze shifted toward her.  
 
    “Aaron,” the man growled. “That baby vampire just insulted me.” 
 
    Aaron just rolled his eyes. “She does that. It’s unpreventable, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “There’s one way to prevent it,” the vampire said. “You could kill her.” 
 
    “She acted on a natural inclination,” Aaron told the vampire, impatience flashing in his dark eyes. “You spoke disrespectfully to Kara, and Rose is bound to Kara at the moment. It’s natural for her to lash out at you. I never kill anyone for acting on their natural inclinations. Besides, if you can’t handle being called an idiot, you really don’t want to hear my opinion of you,” he growled, “Assassin.” 
 
    Rose barely had time to process the fact that Aaron had just defended her before that last word caught her attention. “Assassin? He’s one of them?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” the vampire growled at her. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Isaac was one of the original Assassins of Light,” Kara explained. “He was one of the monks.” She smiled at Rose. “That’s why he doesn’t recognize the word hacking. He’s been in hiding since before the invention of computers, only emerging to feed and kill. Because he was afraid of us. Because he’s a coward.” 
 
    Isaac shifted his hate-filled gaze toward Kara. “What did you call me?” 
 
    Kara flashed a cocky smirk at him. “I’m sure you heard me,” she taunted. 
 
    Aaron shot an annoyed look at Kara. “That’s enough. Don’t antagonize.” 
 
    Kara sighed, as if she thought that Aaron’s command was inconvenient and unreasonable. “But I love to antagonize,” she complained, practically pouting. 
 
    “Find a new hobby,” Aaron told her. “I don’t have the patience for this.” 
 
    “You sound like an old man when you say stuff like that,” Rose said with an amused smile. “But then, I guess you are an old man. The oldest man, possibly.” 
 
    Aaron scowled at her. “Not possibly. Definitely. I am the oldest.” 
 
    “An old man that wears skinny jeans,” Rose said, wrinkling her nose. She pretended not to notice the annoyed look that Aaron was giving her. “So weird.” 
 
    Aaron exhaled heavily, his nostrils flaring. “Don’t make me kill you.” 
 
    Tom watched Rose with both eyebrows raised, clearly trying to suppress the smile twitching at the edges of his lips. He and Elise exchanged an amused look. Meanwhile, the rest of the vampires in the room looked utterly terrified for Rose. Except for Kara, of course, who wasn’t even trying to hide her laughter. 
 
    Aaron glared at Kara. “Aren’t you worried that I’ll kill your girlfriend?” 
 
    Kara patted him on the arm. “You would never kill her for something as insignificant as that. You need her,” she said easily. Another grin broke out across her face. “Besides, you need to be teased every now and then. You’re too tense.” 
 
    Aaron leveled her with a deadly glare. Then, as if the entire exchange had never happened, he turned toward the rest of the vampires. “Once Kara has all of the information we need, I’ll call a second meeting to discuss the plan. Until then, we must wait, but stay vigilant. All hell could break loose at any moment.” 
 
    Some of the vampires nodded in agreement, while others just considered his words in silence. Aaron left the room first, his tennis shoes squeaking against the hardwood floor, and then, several of the other vampires followed after him. 
 
    Kara waited until everyone else left before she returned to Rose. “You have a part to play in this mission,” she said slowly. “Are you ready for that?” 
 
    Rose leaned back on the sofa, feeling her body sink further into the soft leather, as she stared up at Kara. She tried not to notice the way Kara’s sleek, blue and black hair hung around her face, highlighting the lightness of her features—her fair skin, her light blue eyes, her pale, pink lips. She tried not to notice how the tight, black clothing hugged Kara’s long, lean form. She tried—she tried so desperately—to ignore the buzz of attraction that she felt for Kara, to ignore the deep, warm affection that she felt for Kara, to ignore that question that lurked deep inside her mind—the question of what she actually felt for Kara. Because if she ever answered that question, it would change everything. “Ready for what?” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow, as if she knew that Rose’s mind was elsewhere. “Aaron feels that you’re necessary for this mission, which is destroying the closest base…of the Assassins of Light. If you feel uncomfortable with that, you can tell me. I’ll talk to Aaron. I’ll argue your point for you. But if you want to be involved, I’ll support that decision as well. I’ll protect you, no matter what you choose.” 
 
    “I choose to help,” Rose said. “I need to help. We have to stop this war.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I thought you’d say that,” she murmured. She reached out and traced Rose’s soft, gentle jawline with her fingertip. “You’re too brave, love.” 
 
    Rose shivered a little at her touch. “You don’t have to protect me.” 
 
    “I do,” Kara argued. “Not because you need it. But because I do.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    Kara straightened, suddenly, as the scent of blood flooded her senses. 
 
    “Blood,” Rose realized, as intense, painful hunger burned throughout her body. She looked up at Kara as she realized something else. “It’s human blood.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13 
 
   
 
  

 Strictly Business 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara turned and walked toward the door, following the scent of human blood, out into the foyer and then out the opened front door, to the dark lawn that stretched out in front of the house. She felt Rose rush past her, and then, she watched as Rose tore the vampire away from the human. With a soft sigh, she intervened before the vampire could retaliate against Rose for what he would interpret as an attack. When the vampire went for Rose’s throat, Kara slid swiftly between them, taking him by surprise. She grasped the front of his button-down shirt with one hand and, with the other hand, pressed a knife against his throat. 
 
    Isaac froze, his eyes widening in fear, as the sharp blade dug into his skin. 
 
    “You’re not going to kill her, Isaac,” Kara told him. “I won’t let you.” 
 
    “She attacked me,” Isaac snarled at Kara. “I have a right to retaliate.” 
 
    “You think I care about that?” Kara asked. “Back down, or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Kallias appeared in the doorway, his gaze shifting toward the human who was lying on the ground, nearly unconscious from blood loss. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m handling it,” Kara said without taking her eyes off of Isaac. “But if the human hasn’t lost too much blood, perhaps you could erase his memory.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Get inside. It’ll be easier to do if I’m alone with him.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara agreed. Then, she shoved Isaac into the house with so much force that he nearly fell flat on his back. She watched as he straightened, as his eyes flashed dangerously. “Let it go, Isaac. I don’t want to have to kill you.” She smiled. “Actually, that’s a lie. I just don’t want to have to explain it to Aaron.” 
 
    “You know you’re crossing a line,” Isaac snarled at her. “There are rules.” 
 
    Rose closed the front door and came to stand beside Kara. She glanced back and forth between Kara and Isaac, swallowing uneasily, as she noticed their aggressive stances. “What is he talking about, Kara? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Kara said gently. “You did nothing wrong, Rose.” 
 
    “You attacked me,” Isaac growled at Rose. “I have the right to retaliate.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What? No. That’s not what I was doing,” she argued. “I wasn’t trying to attack you. I was just trying to stop you from killing that human.” 
 
    Isaac scowled at her. “Is she fucking serious?” he growled at Kara. 
 
    “What kind of former monk uses the F-word?” Rose muttered. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “The…what? What are you even talking about?” 
 
    “The word…that begins with an ‘F,’” Rose said slowly. “Obviously.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “Rose tends to shy away from vulgarity,” she explained. 
 
    “And she’s dating you?” Isaac snarled with a look of disgust. 
 
    “Actually, we’re not dating,” Rose corrected. “We’re just…umm…” 
 
    Isaac glared at Rose. “I don’t want to hear about what you do together.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh, there’s the monk-part of him coming out.” 
 
    “Don’t forget,” Kara added, “he wasn’t just a monk. He was a murderer.” 
 
    “It’s only murder if you kill people,” Isaac argued. “I killed vampires.” 
 
    “You do realize that you are a vampire, right?” Rose said. “Don’t you feel like a person? And even if humans were the only ones who counted, you literally just tried to kill one. By your own definition, that would make you a murderer.” 
 
    “Can someone shut this bitch up?” Isaac said to no one in particular. 
 
    Kara flashed a dangerous smile at him. “I’ve poisoned sixteen people this week and dismembered twenty-seven. Twenty-eight, if you insult her again.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her eyes wide. She slowly returned her gaze to the enraged, former Assassin and offered him an apologetic smile—that he didn’t deserve. “Kara takes her oath to protect me a little too seriously,” she explained. 
 
    “I can see that,” Isaac snarled. Even though he continued to glare at both of them, making his hatred known, he didn’t insult Rose again, and he certainly didn’t try to attack Rose again. So, the threat had clearly done what Kara intended. 
 
    Kara watched as he turned and disappeared into the living room. “He’s not as useful as he thinks he is. I don’t think anyone would complain if I killed him,” she said thoughtfully. When she noticed that Rose was watching her with both eyebrows raised, her lips twitched upward at the edges. “What?” she said with a guilty smile. She shrugged. “I’m nothing, if not a woman of her word.” 
 
    Rose gave her a skeptical look. 
 
    “A woman of her word who lies,” Kara amended, “a lot.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, frowning at the paradoxical statement. 
 
    “But I’m a spy and an assassin,” Kara added as she led the way toward the kitchen. She opened the door for Rose. “So, it doesn’t count when I lie.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I don’t think it works that way, but…nice try.” As she stepped into the kitchen, she nearly collided with her extremely nosy best friend. 
 
    Audrey stood in the doorway, watching Kara nervously, as she scarfed down her fourth slice of pizza. “Rose,” she mumbled with a mouth full of pizza, “why did your scary, leather-wearing girlfriend threaten to murder the pizza guy?” 
 
    Rose squeezed past Audrey, who had yet to move, and walked over to the counter, scowling at the overabundance of pizza. “She didn’t threaten to kill the pizza guy. She threatened to kill the vampire who tried to eat the pizza guy.” 
 
    Audrey took several steps back as Kara entered the room. “Oh.” 
 
    “There are only four people in this house who eat anything other than blood,” Rose complained. “Who the heck ordered a hundred boxes of pizza?” 
 
    Audrey darted around behind Rose, as if she planned to use Rose as a human shield—or rather, a vampire shield—against Kara. “Erik,” she answered. 
 
    Kara leaned against the counter, raising an eyebrow at Audrey’s behavior. 
 
    “Figures,” Rose muttered. She frowned as she noticed Audrey hiding behind her. “Relax, Audrey. It’s fine,” she sighed. “Kara isn’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    Audrey straightened, but she still kept Rose between herself and Kara. 
 
    “Audrey is scared of vampires,” Rose explained to Kara, “especially the ones she doesn’t know, because Alana attacked Audrey a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    Kara nodded, and then, she shifted her icy blue gaze toward the terrified human beside Rose. “Don’t worry. We’re not all as psychotic as my ex-girlfriend.” 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend?” Audrey sputtered, her eyes widening. “You dated her?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Ah, it wasn’t that serious,” she said with a playful smirk. “Our relationship only lasted about…fourteen hundred years.” 
 
    Audrey let out a terrified whimper. 
 
    Rose gave Kara a peeved look before she turned her attention toward her easily-spooked friend. “Kara is nothing like Alana. Alana was a psychotic murderer hell-bent on destroying the entire world. Kara is none of those things.” 
 
    “She literally just threatened to murder someone,” Audrey pointed out. 
 
    “Technically, I only threatened to dismember him,” Kara corrected. “He is a vampire, so as long as I chose the right body parts, he’d probably survive.” 
 
    “How does she even know that?” Audrey whimpered. 
 
    Rose sighed in frustration. “Kara isn’t dangerous. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m one of the most dangerous people in the world,” Kara argued. 
 
    Rose glared at her. “Ninety-nine percent of everything you say is a lie, and you pick now to be honest?” she complained. “Can’t you just…help me out?” 
 
    Kara’s lips tilted into a flirty smirk. “Of course. Anything for you, sexy,” she murmured. She looked at Audrey. “I will only hurt you if Rose asks me to.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Which is something I would never ask! Obviously.” 
 
    “Rose,” Audrey whispered, leaning in close, “your girlfriend scares me.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You know she can hear you, right?” 
 
    Audrey’s wide, terrified eyes shifted toward Kara and widened even more. 
 
    “And for the last time,” Rose added irritably, “she’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    Kara’s ice-blue gaze shifted toward Rose, sparkling with amusement. 
 
    “Well, what else am I supposed to call her?” Audrey said. “Scary-Ninja-Woman-That-You-Keep-Insisting-Is-Just-A-Friend-But-Can’t-Stop-Kissing?” 
 
    “Or…you could call her Kara,” Rose suggested, “since that’s her name.” 
 
    Kara watched them with an amused smile. “It’s all right with me if you call me her girlfriend,” she told Audrey. “It’ll be true soon enough, anyway.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kara, barely able to hide her smile. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that overconfidence is not an attractive quality?” she said sassily. 
 
    “It’s only overconfidence if I’m wrong,” Kara countered, “and I’m not.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You must’ve forgotten how stubborn I am.” 
 
    Kara stepped closer, her light blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “You must’ve forgotten,” she said, her lips close enough to kiss, “that I love a challenge.” 
 
    Rose watched the deep, sensual curve of Kara’s lips as her smile widened. 
 
    Audrey glanced back and forth between them, her eyes wide. “Umm,” she stammered, “is it just me, or did it just get like seventy degrees hotter in here?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, suddenly jolted back to reality. She stepped back. 
 
    Kara just continued to smile, confidence radiating in her eyes. When she finally broke eye-contact with Rose, she asked, “I assume Erik has alcohol here?” 
 
    Audrey pointed at one of the cabinets beside the refrigerator, and while Kara went to get a drink, Audrey picked up a napkin and started fanning herself with it. “For goodness sakes, Rose,” she whispered, “just take her to bed already!” 
 
    Rose shot a peeved look at her best friend. “She can hear you, Audrey.” 
 
    Audrey stopped fanning herself with the napkin and glanced at Kara, sighing irritably when she found Kara grinning back at her. “I hate vampires.” 
 
    Kara returned with a bottle of whiskey and a short, square glass. She set the glass on the counter and unscrewed the lid from the bottle. Then, she tilted the bottle, pouring the whiskey into her small glass. When the amber-colored liquid nearly overflowed the glass, she finally set the bottle down and screwed the lid back onto it. Then, she turned toward Rose, her intense, light blue eyes dark with desire. She curled her warm fingers around Rose’s wrist and lifted it to her mouth. Rose watched curiously, blinking in surprise, as Kara planted a soft, chaste kiss on the inside of her wrist. She shivered at the soft warmth of Kara’s lips. 
 
    “May I?” Kara murmured, gently grazing her fangs against Rose’s skin. 
 
    Rose nearly moaned at the sensation. Her entire body responded to the possibility of Kara biting her, a needful ache traveling through her body, finding its destination between her legs. She nodded slowly. “Go ahead,” she breathed. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched up at the edges, into that mischievous smirk, and then, she sank her fangs into Rose’s wrist, moaning when she tasted Rose’s blood. 
 
    “Eww,” Audrey complained, her eyes wide. “Why is she doing that?” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes and let out a shaky, pleasant sigh. She reached out and gripped the counter tightly as she tried to regain composure enough to answer Audrey’s question. She watched as Kara stepped back, licking the blood from her lips, and tilted Rose’s wrist over the glass. “A lot of vampires spike their alcohol with blood,” she said breathlessly. “It’s the only way for them to feel the effects.” 
 
    Audrey wrinkled her nose in disgust. “That’s so disgusting,” she whined. 
 
    Kara laughed, her piercing, blue gaze shifting toward Audrey. “You’re in a house full of vampires, and you get squeamish at the sight of blood?” she teased. 
 
    Audrey narrowed her eyes at Kara. “It’s not like I wanted to come here.” 
 
    Kara returned her gaze to Rose as she bent her head toward Rose’s wrist. She smiled as she sensed Rose’s hunger and desire. Then, without breaking eye-contact with Rose, she licked the bite wound, slowly and sensually, enjoying the low, breathless moan that escaped Rose’s lips as she did. “Thank you, sexy.” 
 
    Rose leaned heavily against the counter as she tried to calm her racing heart. It had only been one, tiny bite, but it had awoken an intense desire inside of her, a fire that burned beneath her skin. “I hate blood bonds,” she said again. 
 
    Kara chuckled at her and lifted the glass to her lips. She sipped the blood-spiked whiskey, her eyes fluttering closed as those few drops of Rose’s blood took effect. She finished half of the glass quicker than most humans would drink water. 
 
    Audrey watched her curiously. “So, will you…uh…get drunk now?” 
 
    Kara snorted, “I’m a Viking. It takes more than that to affect me.” 
 
    “You sound like Erik,” Audrey scoffed. Her eyebrows lifted when Kara lifted the glass to her lips again, finishing the rest of it. “Yeah. I’d be drunk.” 
 
    “After one glass?” Kara said. “You wouldn’t have survived in my village.” 
 
    “Well, the life expectancy was pretty low back then,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “She’s spouting out facts again. That’s my cue to pretend to have somewhere else to be,” she muttered. “Actually, I might not have to pretend, if Erik’s in his room. I’m sure I can find something to do with him.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “What? Again? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t take your sexual frustration out on me,” Audrey said firmly, pointing her finger at Rose. “Just because you’re too much of a chicken to jump into bed with Ninja-Girl, doesn’t mean I have to do without, too. So, goodnight!” 
 
    Rose watched bewilderedly as Audrey sprinted toward the door. “I’m not sexually-frustrated,” she muttered indignantly, after Audrey left, “or chicken.” 
 
    Kara set her glass on the counter and looked at Rose. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her, her chest fluttering with nervousness. “About…us?” 
 
    Kara noticed the shakiness of Rose’s voice, and her intense, piercing blue eyes sparkled with amusement at the realization. “No. This is strictly business.” 
 
    Rose breathed a small sigh of relief. “Oh. Yeah, okay. I can handle that.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head a little, a mischievous smile twitching at the edges of her lips, as she watched Rose. “We’ll have to sneak out of the house, of course.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Sneak out? Of this house? The one that’s currently full of vampires? One of which happens to be my overprotective boyfriend?” 
 
    Kara leaned closer. “We can’t have anyone listening in, now can we?” 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Rose mumbled under her breath. “It’s hard enough to avoid kissing you when we’re in the house, around everyone else.” 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “You’re just making it sound more appealing.” 
 
    As Rose followed Kara toward the door, she chanted, “Strictly business. Strictly business. Strictly business,” over and over, as if it were some kind of mantra. 
 
    Kara didn’t even bother to suppress her laughter. “Come along, sexy,” she snorted, as she opened the door for Rose. “We have vampires to sneak past.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose and Kara practically ignored each other throughout the entire walk to the park—unless you counted all of the accidental staring Rose had done, but Rose was, of course, not counting that. She didn’t know the city well enough to know which park Kara had brought her to, but it didn’t seem to be a popular one. 
 
    Much of it looked wild and overgrown, but that didn’t take away from its beauty. As a matter of fact, in a sense, it added to it. There was something kind of beautiful about nature reclaiming something that humans had neglected. 
 
    Rose stopped abruptly when she realized that she could no longer hear Kara’s footsteps. “Kara?” she called out. She spun around, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Kara knelt beside a neglected, dying rose bush. Her sleek, black and blue hair fell around her face, and her leather pants stretched tight around her thighs, as she scooped up a fallen, dark red rose from the ground. Rose watched her with a frown as she straightened, cradling the rose in both hands. “Take it,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of experience with dating,” Rose said sassily, “but the last time I checked, giving a woman flowers implied more than…strictly business.” 
 
    The moonlight, streaming in through the trees, caused the blue strands of Kara’s hair to shine in the darkness. She chuckled, “Just take the flower, Rose.” 
 
    Rose tried to hide the smile that tugged at the corners of her lips. She stepped forward and held out her hand so that Kara could drop the velvety flower into her open palm. The soft, blood-red petals unfurled beautifully across her palm. Somehow, even though it had fallen from a decaying bush, the flower had blossomed perfectly. Rose bent her head and inhaled its gentle, pleasant scent. 
 
    Kara watched her with a smile. “Roses are such strong flowers, don’t you think?” she murmured. “They’re so soft, and they smell so nice. But they can also pierce you so deeply.” As she said that, she reached out and pressed her forefinger against one of the thorns of the rose bush, causing it to sink into her fingertip. 
 
    Rose looked up, her eyes widening, as the autumn air filled with the scent of Kara’s blood. Her hunger reacted vehemently to the sweet, enticing scent, and her mouth watered as she watched the drop of blood surface on Kara’s fingertip. Her instincts drove her closer to the blood. “What are you doing?” she breathed. 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened. “Tempting you,” she said. She held out her hand, offering the drop of blood to Rose. “Go ahead. Taste it. I know you want it.” 
 
    Rose watched the drop of blood slide over Kara’s long, slender finger, her breath coming faster, her stomach twisting with ravenous hunger. Her blood bond with Kara called her toward the blood, and without thinking, she closed the space between them. “I…I can’t,” she said breathlessly. “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “What would it hurt?” Kara asked softly. “You’re already bound to me.” 
 
    Rose watched the steady pulse of Kara’s neck, her gaze darkening with hunger. “You know what happened the last time I tasted you,” she said uneasily. 
 
    “It was amazing, and the next time will be even better,” Kara told her. 
 
    Rose licked her lips. “I can’t,” she sighed. “Kallias already hates me.” 
 
    “If you want him, why haven’t you fed from him?” Kara asked curiously, her brows furrowing, as she studied Rose. “Why haven’t you broken our bond?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I don’t think he wants me to feed from him right now.” 
 
    Kara’s frown deepened. She lifted her finger to her lips and licked the drop of blood from it. “Rose,” she said worriedly, “Alana used to do that to me.” 
 
    Rose watched the shadows of the trees dance across Kara’s pale skin, the leaves rustling in the cool, autumn wind. “She used to do what to you?” 
 
    “Starve me,” Kara said. “She used to starve me when she was angry.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “That’s not what he’s doing. It’s only been one day since I fed last, and…he’s not obligated to let me feed from him any more than I’m obligated to let anyone feed from me. It’s his choice. Kallias isn’t like Alana.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Of course not. I’m sorry if I’m generalizing. But psychic abilities and personalities are linked. Telepaths have manipulative tendencies, in the same way that empaths tend to be emotional and rash. Case in point: Erik.” 
 
    Rose cracked a small smile at that. “Is that why he’s a womanizing pig?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Nah. I think that’s just a Viking thing.” She crossed her arms across her chest, causing the lean muscles in her arms to tighten. “Our men didn’t know the meaning of manners,” she joked. “For that matter, neither do I.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched in amusement as Kara angled a lascivious smirk at her. “Kallias isn’t trying to manipulate me,” she assured her. “He’s changed since I died, and I know I’m to blame for that. But…he hasn’t changed that much.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Okay,” she said gently. “I trust your judgement.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Why did you give me this?” she asked. She held out her hand, the rose balanced in her palm. “Because…if you’re trying to seduce me…” 
 
    “I’m not,” Kara interrupted. “It’s just a gift.” The pale moonlight danced across her face, revealing the lines of sympathy in her expression. “You and Alana are similar in that way, you know. You can’t fathom that someone might want to give you something…just because we like to see you smile. No strings attached.” 
 
    Rose felt her heart jump inside her chest, fluttering with anxiety, aching with the pain of her memories. Her bright blue gaze shifted toward the soft, red rose in her hand. “Research shows that things that happen to us during the early years of our life affect our emotional health long-term,” she rambled nervously. 
 
    Kara smiled. “I love your quirks,” she said quietly, almost as if she were talking to herself. “The way you recite facts to make things more impersonal, to hide your pain. But you needn’t hide your pain from me, ást. I can always see it.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I guess…I’m saying,” she stammered, “that…I learned to see myself in a certain way, and now, it’s just hard to see myself any differently.” 
 
    Kara watched Rose, sympathy burning in her light blue eyes. She reached out and tucked a windswept lock of red hair behind Rose’s ear. “Tell me, love,” she whispered, so quietly that no one else would’ve heard her, “how many times did someone have to tell you that you were worthless before you believed it?” 
 
    Rose felt her eyes stinging with unshed tears. Her heart pounded so hard that she felt as if it were echoing throughout the entire park, and the emotion that welled up in her throat left her unable to speak. She looked down, hiding her face, as she felt the tears threatening to spill out. “I don’t know. Probably…hundreds.” 
 
    Kara stepped closer, curling her hand beneath Rose’s chin, lifting Rose’s face, until her wet, azure-blue eyes met Kara’s gaze. “Then, I will tell you, thousands of times, that you are not worthless. I’ll tell you that you are beautiful, strong, brave, and absolutely amazing, as many times as I have to, until you believe it.” 
 
    For several, long moments, silence stretched between them, interrupted only by the hoots of owls and the songs of insects. Rose stared at Kara, her chest heaving from the intensity of the emotions rushing through her—the fluttery warmth that unfurled in her chest, spreading through her body, filling her up with happiness and fear. “You said this was strictly business. But now, you’re giving me flowers and saying things that make me want to kiss you. It’s…confusing.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Say that part again. The part about wanting to kiss me.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Did I say that? I don’t even know what I’m saying right now. I’m mostly just trying not to…uh…embarrass myself. Clearly, I’m failing.” 
 
    Kara laughed. Then, with a soft, affectionate smile, she stepped forward, tilting her face closer to Rose’s, her eyes sliding closed, their lips almost meeting. 
 
    “You said,” Rose repeated breathlessly, “that this was strictly business.” 
 
    Kara leaned back on her heels, an amused smile twitching at the corners of her lips. “Yes. Business,” she murmured. “We’ll save the kissing for later.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kara stepped back. Her blood buzzed with attraction, still, and that gorgeous, unfazed smirk on Kara’s face didn’t help matters. “Later?” 
 
    “You want me, remember?” Kara teased. “You can’t fight it forever.” 
 
    Rose shrugged off her black backpack and set it on the ground in front of her. Her long, thick, auburn hair fell over her face as she leaned over the bag, sifting through its contents, in search of something. “I don’t know. I can be pretty stubborn,” she muttered as she pulled a small, breathable bag out of her backpack. 
 
    Kara crossed her arms, frowning curiously at the bag. “What is that?” 
 
    Rose’s bright blue gaze darted up toward Kara and then back down at the bag. She swept her disheveled, red hair behind her ear and unzipped the bag. “Bag. For the rose,” she mumbled distractedly, as she gently slipped the rose into the bag. When she noticed Kara’s amused smile, she sighed, “I carry them around in case I come across something I want to research.” She shrugged. “I’m a nerd.” 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened. “Yes,” she said. “But that just makes you hotter.” 
 
    Rose finished zipping the bag and then slipped the flower safely into her backpack. “You can’t possibly think that,” she said with a shy smile. “Why would you think that my nerdiness is hot? I mean, the word itself implies unsexiness.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant, passionate, and curious,” Kara explained. “It’s hot.” 
 
    Rose slung the backpack over her shoulder. “Well, when you put it like that,” she said, blushing, “I suppose it does sound a little better.” She involuntarily trailed her gaze over Kara’s athletic figure. “Warriors are obviously also…hot.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Rose. Now, I know you’re flirting with me.” 
 
    Rose ducked her head, her thick, auburn hair falling forward, around her face, hiding her blushing cheeks. “I told you I’m bad at it,” she reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Kara said seductively. “I enjoyed it well enough.” 
 
    Rose smiled shyly, holding the strap of her backpack, as she followed Kara through the park. “Where are we going?” she asked when they left the path. 
 
    Kara led her through the trees and bushes, away from the dimly-lit path, toward the darkest area of the park. “Away from the cameras,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “I don’t want anyone to be able to read our lips. Just in case.” 
 
    Rose weaved through the maze of trees, fallen leaves crunching noisily beneath her tennis shoes, as she tried to keep up with Kara’s confident strides. 
 
    “Here. This is perfect,” Kara announced. She stopped so abruptly that Rose nearly ran into her. Kara caught Rose’s arm to steady her, and then, with no warning whatsoever, she pushed Rose up against a tree. It happened so suddenly that Rose didn’t have time to react, much less adjust her backpack. The bag fell to the ground with a soft thud, as Rose stared at Kara, blinking in surprise, the bark of the tree digging into her back. Rose could feel every muscle and curve of Kara’s body pressed up against her, and the sensation caused yet another wave of desire to pour through her, overheating her body. Kara leaned forward, her breath warm against Rose’s lips and her hands warm around Rose’s shoulders, as she held Rose against the tree. Rose almost didn’t notice that Kara had braced her knee against the tree as well, one of her legs between Rose’s, but then, she shifted her leg slightly, causing her thigh to brush against Rose in a very sensitive spot. A smirk tilted at the corners of her lips. “Stand right here, and no one can see you.” 
 
    Rose desperately tried to hide the effect that Kara had on her, but by this point, her face felt a thousand degrees hotter than usual. “Umm…yeah. Okay.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, suddenly—so suddenly that Rose almost fell forward. “And I will stand,” she began, taking a step back, until her back hit another tree, directly across from Rose, “here.” She bent her leg, propping her boot against the tree, as she slouched comfortably against it. Rose, on the other hand, couldn’t have looked comfortable if she’d wanted to, because her mind and body were too busy freaking out about what had just happened. “Sorry,” Kara said with a knowing smile, “if I got a little…close. I just needed to show you where to stand.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. Close was an understatement. “I’m supposed to believe that was just you innocently showing me where to stand?” she said sassily. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara murmured seductively, “I don’t do anything innocently.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “So,” she began, her lips curving into an amused smile, “why did we have to sneak out of the house like a couple of juvenile delinquents?” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “There’s something I need to tell you,” she sighed, “and it’s something that…I assume you’d rather me keep as private as possible.” 
 
    Rose straightened. “What’s wrong?” she asked with a worried frown. 
 
    Kara dragged one of her boots across the ground, watching the dirt shift beneath her feet. “The reason I knew that you were in trouble, the reason I knew your brother was in trouble,” she paused, a shaky breath escaping her lips. “I read your file, Rose. I read all of them.” She looked up at Rose, her dark hair falling behind her shoulders, her eyes dazzling in the moonlight. “The Assassins of Light have files, and I had to read all of them—to figure out what their next move was.” 
 
    Rose just watched her, bewildered by the hesitation in her voice and the sympathy in her eyes. “I don’t understand. What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    “They have a file on you, Rose,” Kara said. “A suspiciously detailed one.” 
 
    Rose felt a cold wave of dread wash over her. “Detailed? How detailed?” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with sympathetic pain. “Too detailed,” she told her softly. “Pictures they shouldn’t have. Facts they shouldn’t know. There’s no good explanation for how they could have all of this. I can think of plenty of terrible explanations—they may have stalked you…for many, many years, or…someone you know may have betrayed you—but no good reasons. It’s very concerning.” 
 
    “What kind of details, Kara?” Rose said nervously. “What did you see?” 
 
    Kara looked down, watching the dirt beneath her boots, pain twisting at her face. “I’m sorry,” she said. A long, meaningful silence followed that statement, a silence that told Rose all she needed to know: that Kara knew everything, even the most personal parts, the parts that she couldn’t bear to remember. “That’s why I brought you here,” Kara sighed. “I didn’t think you’d want anyone to hear.” 
 
    Rose tried to calm her racing heart. She tried to breathe, inhaling deeply, breathing in the cool, autumn air, and blowing it back out as slowly as possible. But no matter what, her heart raced faster and faster, and her chest grew tighter. 
 
    Kara’s gaze darted back toward her. Without hesitating, she crossed the space between them, disregarding the cameras that she’d worried about before, concerned only with the agony she sensed in Rose. She stopped in front of Rose, and for a moment, she just stared at her, sympathetic pain flashing in her light blue eyes, almost as if she were hesitant to touch Rose, afraid of overstepping an unspoken boundary. “Rose,” she breathed. She tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over one bare shoulder. “I know it’s hard to have someone else know what happened to you, but…you know I think no differently of you, right?” 
 
    “How could you not?” Rose whispered, tears spilling from her eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” Kara said, causing Rose’s heart to skip unpleasantly, to skip with cold fear. “You’re right. I do see you differently.” Kara reached out carefully and cupped Rose’s face in her hands, her hands warm and soft against Rose’s cheeks. She tilted Rose’s face back, urging Rose to meet her gaze. “I see you as the most resilient person I have ever met. I see someone who is impossibly compassionate and unfazed by her past. I’m overwhelmed with admiration for you, Rose Foster.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know what to say. “How?” she breathed, barely able to speak. “How are you not horrified by me? Why don’t you see me as damaged goods?” 
 
    “Because you’re not,” Kara said easily. “You’re beautiful and wonderful.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t tear her gaze away from Kara—the soft, subtle curves of her lips, the blue tint of her face as the moonlight streamed over her fair skin, the intensity of the emotion in her icy blue eyes. She felt as if it would all disappear if she looked away, as if this were some kind of dream. Because…how could anyone possibly know these things about her and not see her as broken? She’d harbored so much shame for herself for so long, and these things that Kara said, this way that she looked at Rose—it split Rose’s chest open. And yes, it was painful, but at the same time, it felt like…healing. Like breaking a bone to reset it correctly. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara sighed. She tilted her face toward Rose’s, until their foreheads met, their breath mingling together. “How long have you believed this? How long have you believed that I’d see you differently? That anyone would?” 
 
    The emotions welled up in Rose’s throat, threatening to spill out in a tidal wave of tears. “There are things about my past that I’ve never told anyone, that I can’t handle telling anyone,” she said nervously. “Does this mean…you know?” 
 
    They stood so close now, close enough to feel each other’s body heat, close enough to feel each other’s breath. Rose thought, rationally, that she should feel unnerved by Kara’s closeness, but instead, she felt comforted by it. She felt as if they belonged this way, their bodies almost joined, their lips almost touching. 
 
    “I know more than I wanted to know,” Kara told her. “Well, not exactly. Honestly, I want to know everything about you—bad and good—but only when you’re ready to tell me. If I’d had a choice, I would’ve waited for you to tell me.” 
 
    “But…because you read that file,” Rose asked, “you saved my brother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said. “The next move of their plan was detailed in your file.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head back, putting space between them. She hoped that the space would ease some of the emotions that burned so powerfully inside her chest. She covered Kara’s hands with her own and pulled them away from her face, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go. She needed the warmth of Kara’s touch, the comfort of their joined hands. “Then, I suppose I should be grateful.” 
 
    Kara stared at their joined hands, clasped between them. “I don’t like the word should, especially in regards to feelings. You should feel whatever you feel.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said thoughtfully, “I am grateful. Very grateful, actually.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze shifted up to meet hers. “You’re not angry with me, then?” 
 
    “For what? You saved my brother’s life,” Rose said. “And to be totally honest, I’m not all that bothered that you know these…things…about me. I’m terrified, of course, but the fact that you’re still here is kind of…comforting.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “You should have known that your past wouldn’t scare me away, Rose,” she said wryly. “It takes much more than that to intimidate me.” 
 
    “The fact that they know, though,” Rose said uneasily, “bothers me. As a matter of fact, it makes me feel sick.” Her brows furrowed. “How do they know?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara said. “I have theories, but none of them are good.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “What do you mean? What are your theories?” 
 
    Kara reluctantly pulled her hands out of Rose’s grasp, instantly missing the softness of Rose’s skin. She returned to her spot against the other tree, out of reach of the cameras. She breathed out a long sigh, the concern almost audible. “Do you know anyone who might’ve been connected to the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “Apparently, I knew a lot of people who were,” Rose said. “I mean, the head of my Department in college—my mentor—was an Assassin of Light. Jared, Owen’s boyfriend, is an Assassin of Light. It’s like I was surrounded by them.” 
 
    Kara considered that for a moment. “That might not be a coincidence.” 
 
    Rose didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “I just wonder,” Kara said carefully. “What if the Assassins of Light were around you for a reason? What if there’s something that they know about you?” 
 
    Rose felt a sudden chill creep over her skin, and she doubted it was the autumn breeze that caused it. She shoved her hands in her pockets. “Like what?” 
 
    Kara shook her head, frowning. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” 
 
    Rose leaned her head back against the tree, blinking sadly at the sky. She watched a bat fly overhead, its dark outline almost unseeable against the bluish-black sky. It disappeared behind the skyline of trees. Watching the flight of the bat and the stars that glittered in the sky distracted her for just a moment from the anxiety that pulled at her chest and the shame that welled up in her throat. 
 
    “I agonized over whether I should tell you or not,” Kara said after a few moments. “I knew that it would upset you to know, but at the same time, it’s your right to know. I can’t keep something like that from you. They’re your secrets, and you should know if someone knows them. I hope I made the right decision.” 
 
    Rose looked at her. “You did. I’d much rather know than not.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Good,” she said. “Listen. If you remember something, if you think of anyone at all that might have been able to give them that information, let me know. I can have people look into it. Maybe we’ll find some answers.” 
 
    Rose nodded. She bit her lip worriedly. “You didn’t tell anyone, did you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara assured her. “I would never do that to you.” 
 
    Rose squinted curiously. “Not even Aaron? You kept it from him, too?” 
 
    “The only thing Aaron knows is that the Assassins of Light are targeting you. He doesn’t know what was in that file, and he never will,” Kara told her. 
 
    “That’s a risk, isn’t it?” Rose asked. “You keep risking things for me.” 
 
    “We should head back,” Kara said, “before your boyfriend gets pissed.” 
 
    Rose didn’t miss the fact that Kara evaded the question, but…she wasn’t so sure that she’d want to hear the answer, anyway. Not when her feelings for Kara were already so confusing. “He’s always pissed,” she said with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When they returned home, Kallias met them at the door. “Where the hell have you been?” he snarled, fury and frustration flashing in his wide, brown eyes. 
 
    Rose tried to step past him, into the foyer, but he braced his hand against the doorframe, his arm blocking her way. “I was talking to Kara,” she explained. 
 
    His furious gaze darted toward Kara, who stood behind Rose, her arms crossed over her chest, as if she were perfectly fine with standing outside all night, if she had to. “Talking,” he said with a bitter smile. “You snuck out to…talk?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Rose said, meeting his glare with her own, “yes.” 
 
    Kallias listened to her thoughts, surprised to find that she was telling the truth. About that part, at least. His brows furrowed. “About what?” he sighed. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “We left the house so that no one would hear us, and you think I’m going to tell you on the doorstep? Yeah, that makes sense.” 
 
    Kallias clenched his jaw. “Do you realize how dangerous that was?” 
 
    “She was with me,” Kara scoffed. “I would never let anyone harm her.” 
 
    He glared at her. “Can I just talk to my girlfriend? Without your input.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Of course,” she said. She leaned against the railing of the steps and waved encouragingly. “By all means, keep making an ass of yourself.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Rose said, tilting her head to the side as she tried to get his attention. But he was too busy glaring at Kara to notice her. 
 
    Kallias raked his fingers back through his long, brown hair, his muscular shoulders lifting as he took a deep breath in an attempt to calm himself down. A failed attempt, from the looks of it. “I’m so sick of worrying about you,” he told Rose. “I wish my telepathic control would work on you because if it did, I’d…” 
 
    “You’d what?” Rose interrupted, her eyes flashing. “Control me?” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, but then, he said, “If it’d keep you safe…” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “Wrong answer,” she said as she pushed past him. 
 
    Kallias turned, watching as she walked away from him, marching up the stairs with a forcefulness that let him know—very clearly—that he’d upset her. He sighed and turned back toward Kara, surprised to find her still standing outside, watching him, with both eyebrows raised. His eyes narrowed. “What?” he snarled. 
 
    Kara flashed a cocky smirk at him, as if she were entertained by his anger, rather than intimidated by it. She shrugged. “Just admiring your…er…charm.” 
 
    He scowled at her sarcasm. Then, he stepped outside with her, allowing the door to slam closed behind him, cutting off any light, other than that of the moon. He dwarfed her easily, so much so that she had to lift her chin just to hold his gaze, as he took another step toward her. But despite the fact that he was taller and more muscular than she was, she didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by him. And that just irritated him more. “Get off your high horse,” he growled—quiet enough that no one else would hear. “You’re far from perfect. I know things about you. Things that she doesn’t know. Things that—if she did know—she wouldn’t want you anymore. No one would. And I am not above telling her.” 
 
    Now, that got a reaction out of her. Kara looked away, her jaw tightening, as she tried to calm herself…before Rose sensed her fear. She stepped away from the railing and brushed past him. Kallias thought, at first, that she was just going to walk away without responding, but then, she glanced back at him. “That’s the difference between you and me, Kallias. I know I’m not good enough for her.” 
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 The First Attack 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Owen navigated his way through the crowd of vampires that seemed to fill every communal area of the house. He kept his gaze on the floor, hoping to avoid getting distracted by their allure. Adrenaline coursed through his body, causing his heart to race and his palms to sweat. Trusting Rose and her friends was one thing, but these new vampires—the ones that had shown up the night before—were dangerous. He knew it because he knew their histories. Well, some of their histories anyway. He ducked into the kitchen, in search of some solitude. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief as he closed the door behind him, closing off the noise that the vampires were making outside. Then, he looked up and froze. 
 
    A dark, muscular man sat at the counter, drinking a glass of whiskey. He leaned over the counter, hunched forward, his black shirt stretching tight across his bulging muscles, as he sipped his drink. He shifted on the barstool, and his dark gaze shifted toward Owen. An amused smile pulled at the edges of his lips. 
 
    Owen straightened, horrified by the realization that he was just ogling a vampire. Not that he could help it. It was impossible to resist a vampire’s allure. 
 
    “Come on in,” the vampire chuckled. “I don’t bite.” He winked playfully. 
 
    Owen swallowed uneasily. “Funny joke,” he muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “It’s not one of my best,” the vampire admitted, “but I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “I was looking for a place to be alone,” Owen said, placing his hand on the doorknob. “I thought the kitchen was empty because it was so quiet in here.” 
 
    The vampire shrugged his broad, muscular shoulders. “Suit yourself,” he said as Owen turned to leave. He poured himself another glass of whiskey and lifted it to his lips. “But this is probably the emptiest room you’ll find right now.” 
 
    Owen stopped and glanced back at the man. “Why are you in here?” 
 
    “Habit, I guess,” the vampire said with a slight Southern drawl. He lifted his glass of whiskey. “I tend to stay close to the drinks.” When Owen frowned, he laughed and explained, “I’m a bartender. It’s what I do at the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Oh,” Owen said, confused. “They brought a bartender with them?” 
 
    He gave Owen a low, husky laugh in response. “I have other skills, too.” 
 
    “Like killing?” Owen snapped. He hadn’t meant to say it so aggressively. It had just come out that way. “Sorry,” he sighed. “I just…don’t like vampires.” 
 
    “Ah,” the vampire said, nodding. He smiled at Owen, his teeth bright, contrasting starkly with his dark skin. “Well, no wonder you want to be alone. I bet you’re stressed as can be right now…with us vampires everywhere you look.” 
 
    Owen frowned suspiciously, wondering if the vampire was mocking him. 
 
    “Sit down,” the vampire said with a friendly smile. “I’ll pour you a drink.” 
 
    Owen continued to watch him suspiciously, but for whatever reason, he approached the vampire anyway. His tennis shoes squeaked against the hardwood floor as he rounded the counter. He sat on the barstool across from the vampire. 
 
    The vampire raised an eyebrow, making it obvious that he’d noticed that Owen was too afraid to sit next to him. “I’m Tom. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Owen,” he responded, his voice shaky, “I’m one of Rose’s friends.” 
 
    Tom stood and walked around the counter. “Well, in that case,” he said as he retrieved another glass from the cabinets, “I’ll have to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Owen spun around, his eyes widening in shock. “What?” he sputtered. 
 
    Tom laughed. It was a low, honeyed sound that Owen couldn’t help but find attractive. He leaned forward and set the empty glass in front of Owen, which put his mouth closer to Owen’s ear. “Rose saved my life. I owe her. So, if you’re important to her, that makes you important to me, too. I’ll make sure none of us horrible, terrifying vampires hurt you.” He grinned, confirming Owen’s suspicion. 
 
    The vampire was definitely mocking him. 
 
    To make matters worse, Owen couldn’t resist shivering a little as Tom’s low, warm voice poured into his ear. Owen turned to glare at the vampire, trying not to notice how nice he smelled—like chocolate and spice. “I know what your kind is capable of,” Owen said bitterly. “My parents were murdered by vampires.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Tom said sincerely, “but I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well,” Owen muttered petulantly. “I bet you’ve killed someone.” 
 
    Tom straightened at that, his jaw tightening. He returned to the barstool that he’d been sitting on before and picked up the bottle of whiskey. “I’m teasing you about the vampire thing,” he said gruffly, “but I’m serious about my debt to Rose. She really did save my life, so I don’t want anything to happen to her friend.” 
 
    Owen watched him curiously. “Why did she save your life?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Tom said as he poured the whiskey into his own glass. “I’ve been trying to figure that out myself.” He shrugged. “I guess she’s just a really great person. She must be, considering how my friend feels about her.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Rose is pretty great,” he agreed. “Who is your friend?” 
 
    Tom leaned forward, across the counter, and poured whiskey into the short, squared glass that set in front of Owen. “Kara,” he said as he sat down. 
 
    “You’re friends with Kara Unnarsdóttir?” Owen asked uneasily. 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. “You’ve heard of her, I take it?” 
 
    “My boyfriend is an Assassin of Light,” Owen said, just blurting it out. 
 
    Tom looked up, his eyes widening. “Your boyfriend is our enemy?” 
 
    “Well, ex-boyfriend, really,” Owen said with a frown. He tipped his glass up and downed the entire glass in one gulp. He made a face, not used to drinking straight whiskey. “He tried to kill me earlier this week, so I think we’re over.” 
 
    Tom snorted, “You and Kara should get along great, then. It sounds like you had the same sort of relationship she and Alana had.” He sipped his drink. 
 
    Owen stared at the empty glass. “Jared and I were together for years. I don’t think I was ever in love with him, but we were…comfortable together.” 
 
    “Comfort’s only part of it,” Tom said. “You got to have the fire, too.” 
 
    Owen looked up at him, considering that. “We had good sex. Usually.” 
 
    Tom nearly spit out his drink, laughing. “I bet you did,” he snorted. 
 
    Owen scowled at him. “Are you mocking me again?” 
 
    Tom leaned forward and poured Owen another glass of whiskey. Then, he looked up at him, a smirk twitching at his lips. “Sorry. Can’t help myself,” he chuckled. “You’re just so defensive. The guy tried to kill you. Don’t defend him.” 
 
    “He was selfish,” Owen amended, “and the sex could have been better.” 
 
    “There you go,” Tom praised. “That’s how you deal with a breakup.” 
 
    “By insulting my ex and drinking too much whiskey?” Owen asked. 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Always works for me.” 
 
    Owen smiled as he sipped at his glass of whiskey. 
 
    The phone on the counter lit up and started buzzing. Tom picked it up, his eyebrow lifting, as he read the name on the screen. “It’s Aaron. He wants to talk to me,” he sighed. He offered Owen a regretful smile. “Sorry. I have to go.” 
 
    Owen watched him, surprised by the vampire’s apology. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Tom pushed the bottle of whiskey toward Owen. “It was nice to meet you,” he said with a friendly smile. He stood up and tucked his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. As he turned to leave, he added, “Your ex was an idiot.” 
 
    Owen straightened, his eyes widening, as he watched the vampire leave. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After a novel and a half, Rose had practically forgotten about her anger. 
 
    She felt that familiar sensation tingling inside her, but she pretended not to notice. She turned the page of her book, staring at the chapter heading at the top of the page, even as she heard the door open, even as the scent of violets and leather wafted into the library, even as her entire body came alive with hunger. 
 
    “I have to give it to your boyfriend,” Kara commented. “This is a nice library.” Her boots thudded across the hardwood floor, bringing her closer to the sofa where Rose sat, reading—or trying to read, anyway. Kara circled around the sofa to one of the empty sides, and then, she hopped onto the sofa beside Rose. 
 
    Literally hopped. Right over the arm of the sofa. 
 
    So much for ignoring her presence. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, and she lifted her book in the air, as Kara lounged back against the arm of the sofa and stretched her long, leather-clad legs across Rose’s lap. When Rose turned, staring at her incredulously, Kara just folded her arm behind her head and offered Rose a playful smirk. Rose looked pointedly at the lean legs in her lap and raised her eyebrows. “Why are your legs in my lap?” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “Just getting comfortable,” she murmured. She tilted her head back, her sleek, dark hair falling over her arm. If anyone had ever looked comfortable, it was her. “You can push them off of you, if it bothers you.” 
 
    Rose sighed and rested her arms on Kara’s legs, returning her attention to her book—or trying to—but then, Kara hooked her legs around Rose’s hips and dragged Rose closer to her, until Rose could feel the muscles of Kara’s thighs and butt against her own thighs. Rose shifted her gaze back toward Kara, resisting the urge to smile back, when she saw Kara’s mischievous smirk. “This is a library. If you’re not going to read something, you shouldn’t be in here,” Rose said sassily. 
 
    “Mmm,” Kara said, her eyebrows lifting. “You are one sexy librarian.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m not a librarian,” she muttered as she once again tried to return her attention to the book. It didn’t help that the chapter title was, “The Dangerous Seductress.” She glanced at Kara—her own dangerous seductress. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Why are you looking at me like that?” she said, a wicked grin tilting at the edges of her lips. “Are you reading a sex scene, Rose?” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “No,” she grumbled. “Nothing like that.” 
 
    “Pass me that book on the other side of you, ást,” Kara murmured. 
 
    Rose glanced at the book she’d just finished that lay on the empty space of the couch. “Do you like horror novels?” she asked as she picked up the heavy novel and handed it to Kara. Kara took it from her hand and flipped it open. 
 
    “I like a lot of things that get my blood pumping,” she said suggestively. 
 
    “Oh my word,” Rose groaned, rolling her eyes, but she couldn’t help but laugh as she did. She tried to focus on her book again, but after a page or two, she found herself running her fingertips over the soft, pliant leather that clung to Kara’s muscular thighs. She blushed as she heard Kara’s sharp intake of breath, and then sensed the desire rushing through Kara. She glanced at Kara, swallowing uneasily, as she met Kara’s gaze—a gaze so dark and hot with lust that it looked as if it could burn Rose’s skin. “Sorry. Your pants are just…such a soft leather.” 
 
    “They’re expensive,” Kara said breathlessly, her skin flushed with desire. She laughed. “Well, they didn’t cost me anything because I stole them, but…” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Of course you did,” she muttered, returning her attention to her book. But she could still feel Kara’s dark, lustful gaze on her skin. 
 
    After a moment of silence, of them reading comfortably together, Rose heard Kara’s soft voice. “He has more to offer than I do. That much is clear.” 
 
    Rose looked at Kara, stunned to see that seriousness had replaced the playfulness that had been in Kara’s face moments ago. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kara twirled her fingers around, vaguely gesturing at the surroundings, at the gorgeous library, at the house itself, all of it. “I’m just saying…it’s a nice library,” she said again. “I don’t have anything like this. I have ways of getting what I need, but…” She shrugged. “He’s clearly the more practical option.” 
 
    “Practical?” Rose said. “You’re talking about a relationship, not shopping for a new car. When have I ever given you the impression that I’m that shallow?” 
 
    Kara watched Rose, her gaze drifting over every line and curve of Rose’s face. “Never,” she stated. “You’re the opposite of shallow. You’re intelligent and kind. You see the good in everyone, even when they can’t see it in themselves.” 
 
    For a few moments, Rose just stared back at Kara, struck by the intensity of Kara’s gaze and the breathless emotion of her words. She hadn’t expected such a transparent answer, and she certainly hadn’t expected such a complimentary one. “Then,” she finally managed to say, “why would you think I care about what you own or what Kallias owns? I don’t. The library’s cool and all, but I love Kallias because I glimpsed a part of his soul that is good and kind, and I fell in love with it.” She looked down at the book in her hands, not really seeing it, just too nervous to meet Kara’s gaze. “And I feel…a certain way about you…for the same reason.” 
 
    Kara’s blue eyes burned with curiosity. “You feel…a certain way?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Besides,” she said, quickly changing the subject, “I don’t know why you’d think that Kallias is any better in that aspect, anyway. I think it’s pretty clear that he didn’t obtain anything through legitimate means either. He uses his telepathic abilities, which is basically like…stealing without the sneaking.” 
 
    “I don’t apologize for who I am or how I do things,” Kara said, tilting her head back, “so I won’t do it now. You either want me, or you don’t. But…” 
 
    Rose watched her curiously. “But?” she prompted. 
 
    “But I want you to,” Kara said. “I want you to want me like I want you.” 
 
    “I already do,” Rose said breathlessly. “You know I do.” 
 
    “Do I?” Kara said. She pulled her legs back toward her, sitting up against the side of the couch, studying Rose with burning, light blue eyes. “Do you?” 
 
    Rose shivered a little under Kara’s intense gaze. “How do you want me?” 
 
    “In every way,” Kara answered. “More than I’ve ever wanted anyone.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, blinking slowly, her erratic heartbeat picking up speed within her chest, until it felt as if her heart might beat a hole into her chest. Or, well, another one. How could Rose respond to an answer that raw and vulnerable? 
 
    But she didn’t have to…because at that moment, the door creaked open. 
 
    Kara recovered easily and gracefully, shifting to face away from Rose and lounging back against the back of the sofa. She propped her legs on the table and focused her piercing, icy blue eyes on the book in her hand. If Rose hadn’t known any better, she would have assumed that Kara had been sitting that way for hours. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness you’re still in here,” Owen sighed, closing the door. 
 
    Rose looked up as Owen ambled into the room. He fell down into the seat next to her, staring straight ahead, as if he were lost in thought. “Um, Owen?” she said with an amused smile. “Is everything all right? You look a little…pale.” 
 
    Owen turned to look at her for a moment, his hazel eyes wide and manic. Then, he leaned in close and whispered, “How much do you know about Tom?” 
 
    “Tom?” Rose repeated, her lips twitching. “The bartender? Only a little.” 
 
    “Is he gay?” Owen asked conspiratorially. “Do you think he’s gay?” 
 
    Rose raised both eyebrows, entertained by how anxious Owen seemed. “Um,” she sputtered. She turned and looked at Kara, who was trying not to laugh. 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted toward Rose, and a grin broke out across her face. She leaned forward, so that she could look past Rose, at Owen. “Why do you want to know?” she said with a knowing smile. “Are you interested in him?” 
 
    Owen straightened, his hazel eyes widening in shock. “What? No! He’s a vampire. I’m not interested in vampires,” he stammered. He looked at Rose. “I just thought… It seemed like he might have been flirting with me.” He shrugged. 
 
    “He must like you, then,” Kara said, smiling. “He’s not much of a flirt.” 
 
    Owen glanced back and forth between her and Rose. “So, he is gay?” 
 
    “Kara knows him better than I do,” Rose said. “They’re close friends.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s gay,” Kara said as she leaned back and propped her boots on the coffee table. “He had a wife and kids when he was human, but that was just how people did it in that time. Romantically and sexually, he only goes for men.” 
 
    Rose watched Owen, her bright blue eyes sparkling with amusement, as she noticed the flush of his skin. “You like him, don’t you?” she said with a smile. 
 
    “No,” Owen said indignantly. “I mean, he was nice, but he’s a vampire.” 
 
    “I fell in love with a vampire,” Rose said, “back when I was human.” 
 
    Owen stared blankly at her. “And look at how that turned out for you.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “It’s not so bad,” she mumbled. She felt Kara’s gaze on her—soft and sympathetic. “The worst part is being hated for it. By my friends.” 
 
    Owen looked at her. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Rose said, “and it’s all right. You have your reasons.” 
 
    “It’s not all right,” Kara said. “You shouldn’t feel the need to apologize for what you are, Rose.” Her intense, blue gaze shifted toward Owen. “And you, of all people, should know better.” She’d said it boldly, not the least bit apologetic. 
 
    “Why?” Owen asked defensively, his eyes narrowing. “Because I’m gay?” 
 
    Kara leaned back and draped her arm around Rose. “Yes,” she said easily. 
 
    Owen watched her for a moment and then nodded. “You’re right,” he sighed. He glanced at Rose. “I’m sorry. You know I’m trying, right?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Yeah,” she told him. “You spent your whole life hating vampires for murdering your parents. It’s hard to flip your worldview in a day.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Kara added, “you lived with Assassins of Light. They brainwash their children—from birth until adulthood, and then, their children brainwash their children. According to what we’ve discovered, that’s how their organization has survived for so long. You need to consider the fact that they may have used some of their brainwashing methods on you as well. You’ll have to break their influence on you or risk being manipulated by one of them again.” 
 
    “Kara knows a thing or two about being manipulated,” Rose told Owen. 
 
    “It can happen to anyone,” Kara said, “if you let your guard down.” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “I don’t think Jared would manipulate me.” 
 
    Kara and Rose glanced at each other, exchanging a worried look. 
 
    “Owen,” Rose said hesitantly, “you haven’t spoken to Jared, have you?” 
 
    “What? Since I came here?” Owen laughed. “No! I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose said, “but intelligent people get manipulated, too.” 
 
    He looked at her. “I haven’t spoken to him. I swear,” he said, his hazel eyes narrowing. He stood. “I need to go to bed. If you trust me enough for that?” 
 
    Rose flinched at the accusation. “You know I trust you, Owen.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like it,” he muttered as he headed toward the door. 
 
    Rose sighed as he left, frustrated with herself, since she’d obviously said something wrong. But when she glanced at Kara, she noticed that Kara was still staring at the door, her brows creased, her muscles tensed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted toward her. “That was a lie. He was lying.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Zach waited until the living room was empty to slip inside. He moved as quickly as he could, knowing that it wouldn’t be empty for long, not with so many people in the house. He knelt in front of the TV stand and opened the cabinet. 
 
    He smiled as he saw the spare weapons hidden inside—three handguns, about twelve daggers, and a small hatchet. He pulled out one of the handguns. 
 
    “I can see how you wound up in prison,” said a soft, accented voice. 
 
    Zach sighed and set the gun back down. He turned, his bright blue gaze shifting toward the vampire who had just spoken. He recognized her instantly. She stood in the doorway, one long, muscular arm folded against the doorframe, supporting her weight, and leather-clad hips cocked languidly. Her icy blue eyes sparkled with amusement as she watched him. “Oh, great,” he said sarcastically. “Of all people who could have caught me, it just had to be my sister’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Your sister hasn’t told you much about me, has she?” 
 
    Zach shrugged. “She’s still trying to convince herself that there’s nothing going on between you two. Which makes you a dangerous subject to talk about.” 
 
    Kara pushed away from the doorframe, casually striding into the room. “Oh, I’m a dangerous subject, regardless,” she chuckled. She knelt next to him and took the gun that he’d just tried to steal. “When I was human, I was a Norse warrior. Also known as…a Viking. Do you know what a Viking is, Zach Foster?” 
 
    Zach seemed bored. “My sister is the geeky one, not me,” he muttered. 
 
    Kara laughed, “A Viking is basically an ancient pirate. We were thieves.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, suddenly interested in the conversation. “Really?” 
 
    “We were a lot of other things, too,” she assured him. “But yes. When we would raid a kingdom, our main objective was to take their stuff. We just also happened to kill people, fight a lot of wars, and get really drunk in the process.” 
 
    He snorted, “For the first time ever, I’m actually interested in history.” 
 
    Her lips curved into a sly, conspiratorial smile. “I was the best thief we had because I was the only one skilled in stealth,” she explained. She held up the gun, waving it casually, as if it weighed nothing and was not a dangerous weapon that could kill someone. “Let me give you some advice. First, don’t steal the gun. If it’s too bulky to hide in one hand, you’re more likely to get caught.” She lifted her other hand, twirling a thin dagger between her fingers—that she seemed to have produced out of thin air. “Choose something smaller and easier to disguise.” 
 
    He blinked several times, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Where were you hiding that? You’re not even wearing a jacket, and your shirt’s sleeveless.” 
 
    She winked. “I’m just really good at what I do,” she bragged. She stopped twirling the dagger and held it out, offering it to him. When he took it, she stood. “Your second mistake was stealing from a commonly-used room. People have been in and out of this room all night long. Someone was bound to catch you.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighed, resting his hands on his jean-clad thighs. “But when I tried to steal one from Kallias’s room, Rose caught me. I didn’t know where else to look…until I saw Audrey looking in here for the remote earlier today.” 
 
    Kara nodded thoughtfully. “You should’ve tried Erik’s room. He’d have plenty of weapons in there, and he wouldn’t have even noticed them missing.” 
 
    Zach tilted his head to the side, his bright blue eyes narrowing. “Why are you helping me?” he asked. “You know Rose would lose her shit over this, right?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “She just doesn’t want you to wind up back in prison.” 
 
    He nodded. “I get that. But at the same time, people were shooting at us last night. I mean, they did shoot Rose! A bunch of times. I need weapons.” 
 
    “I’ll give you some,” she said. “Come by my room later. I have plenty.” 
 
    “Really?” he said, blinking. “Huh. I guess I never thought of just asking.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Of course not. Because it’s not as much fun as stealing.” 
 
    Zach chuckled at that. Then, he glanced back at the television stand, his brows furrowing. “You’re the one who sent the car, aren’t you?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Her smile faded. “Yes,” she said slowly, wary of this line of questioning. 
 
    He nodded. “Because the Assassins of Light were going to kill me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara told him. “They believe that Rose will surrender, if they kill someone she loves. They know her personality, her tendencies. They assume that, if she loses someone she loves, she’ll feel guilty and sacrifice herself for everyone else. Audrey was first on their list. When Rose saved her, they went after you.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, frowning at her. “Why did you send someone for me?” 
 
    She shrugged her bare, lean shoulders. “It’s my job. I’m a spymaster.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “A spymaster?” 
 
    “I’m second-in-command at the Tomb of Blood. It’s a vampire colony,” Kara said. “I use my spies to help Aaron maintain power. Knowledge is power.” 
 
    “Second-in-command,” he repeated curiously. “What? Like…military?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said, smiling. “We’re more animalistic than all of that.” 
 
    He nodded. “But how does saving my life help Aaron maintain power?” 
 
    Her smile faded. “It doesn’t. As a matter of fact, it does the opposite.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Then, why did you do it? Because of Rose?” 
 
    Kara looked away, shifting her weight from one leg to the other. “I’m going to step outside,” she sighed. “Take what you want, but be quick about it.” 
 
    Zach watched her leave the room, a curious smile twitching at his lips, as he tried to figure out what the enigmatic vampire felt for his sister. He returned his attention to the cabinet, briefly, and snatched up a few more daggers. He stood and headed toward the door. He hid the daggers and stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    Zach noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that Kara was waiting for him, leaning against the wall, staring in the opposite direction, almost as if she were keeping watch for him. He smiled, surprised by the strangely considerate action. Not good, exactly. But definitely considerate. “You’re good to her, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kara looked at him, her eyebrows lifting. “If you knew anything about me, you’d know,” she said, her lips curving into a wicked smile, “I’m never good.” 
 
    He chuckled. He turned toward her and crossed his arms. “Yeah, but…I mean, the way she is when she’s with you,” he paused, frowning as he grasped for words. “She’s comfortable in a way that I haven’t seen her with anyone else.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head, squinting curiously at him, as she considered the way he’d said that. “You don’t think she’s comfortable with Kallias?” she asked. 
 
    He straightened, surprised by her observation. “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “A good rogue knows how to read between the lines.” 
 
    Zach sighed, “I mean…I haven’t watched them long enough to know what to think, honestly. I think Rose loves him, but…they don’t seem happy.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding that they were happy,” Kara said, “not long ago.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. Rose isn’t one to give up on anyone, no matter how hard things get,” Zach said. “Honestly, he seems like a great guy. He cares about her, for sure. But it seems like he wants to rein Rose in, to control her, in a sense. And I don’t blame him. She’s a handful. But…Rose can’t be controlled.” 
 
    “I think he just worries about her,” Kara admitted, surprising herself by actually defending him. “Fear can bring out the worst in people, and I think he’s let his fear get the best of him. Psychic abilities, like the power that your sister has and the power that he has, have roots in personality. Telepaths are usually smart, influential, and strategic. But they also have a tendency to be controlling. My ex-lover, Alana, took that defect to the extreme. I’m hoping that Kallias doesn’t.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “This is all a lot to take in—vampires, psychic abilities…” 
 
    “Well,” Kara said with a smile, “you’re handling it all surprisingly well.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, after five years of prison, I thought I’d seen it all,” he said, shrugging. “I guess I’m just glad to be proven wrong.” His smile faded, after a moment. He sighed, “And I guess I always believed in monsters, anyway.” 
 
    Kara looked away, her brows creasing with sympathy. “Yeah.” 
 
    “How much has she told you?” Zach asked. “About what happened?” 
 
    “Not much,” Kara said. “I try not to ask too much. I don’t want her to feel pressured to relive anything, if she’s not ready. But…I stumbled across some information, and I know more than I should.” She looked at him, and Zach was stunned by the pain and sincerity he saw in her eyes. “I’m sorry. About all of it.” 
 
    Zach didn’t know how to react. He barely knew this strange vampire, but there was an understanding in her eyes that he’d never expected to find in anyone, other than Rose. “Well, for the record,” he said, smiling, “I’m rooting for you.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “She’s a person, not a competition,” she said with a grin. “A competition—I’d win with no problem. People are a bit more complicated.” 
 
    “And Rose is very complicated,” Zach agreed. “She needs someone who can navigate their way through that weird, complicated mind of hers.” He lifted his eyebrows. “Not to mention—someone who can handle that smartass mouth.” 
 
    “I happen to love her mouth,” Kara joked, “if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Zach grimaced. “Ugh,” he muttered, but even then, he looked somewhat amused. After a moment, he fell serious, and a haunted look came into his eyes. “It used to get her in so much trouble,” he said, “that smartass attitude of hers.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and she looked away, her chest tightening. “Yeah.” 
 
    “My mom dated the worst men. I mean, I guess you have to be pretty bad to trade someone’s body for drugs,” he muttered. “But these guys—they were the ones who thought it was normal to beat children, to hurt people in order to get what you want, and our mom didn’t care enough to stop them. None of them liked us. Rose and I were just nuisances to them, but Rose—she didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut. She had a voice, and she was going to use it.” 
 
    A proud smile tilted at the edges of Kara’s lips. “And so she should.” 
 
    “I agree. Now,” Zach said slowly, “but back then, I didn’t get it. I just wanted her to keep quiet so they’d stop hurting her. She was so smart. I mean, unbelievably smart. Our schools didn’t know what to think. She was so far ahead of everyone. She absorbed information like a sponge. She read as many books as she could get her hands on, and she spouted out what she knew like some kind of encyclopedia. But in this one thing, I felt like she was being stupid. They were hurting her, and she kept giving them more and more reason to. But she refused to let them change her. Even when they abused her, even when they nearly killed her, she had her voice. She didn’t let anyone take it away. Until…” he trailed off. 
 
    “John Russel,” Kara provided, her voice suddenly quiet. “That was his name.” She looked up at him, noticing the shock in his face. “The information I stumbled across—that was in there. It talked about him and…what it did to her.” 
 
    “I never knew his last name, actually. My mom called him John. Others called him by a nickname. But yeah, that was him. He was the worst,” he sighed. He leaned against the wall, dragging his fingers through his blonde hair, visibly distressed by the memory. “There must’ve been something wrong with him. He liked to hurt people. To be honest, I think he got off on it.” Anger flashed in his bright blue eyes. “And he had this obsession with Rose. It was like the fact that he couldn’t control her drove him insane. Except…I think he was already insane.” 
 
    “A sadistic psychopath,” Kara provided. “That’s what he was.” 
 
    “I left home sometimes,” Zach said uneasily. “I’d stay gone for weeks at a time. This one time—it’s the one I’ll regret for the rest of my life. I still don’t know what he did to her while I was gone, but…I have ideas.” His entire body stiffened at the memory, as if it physically hurt to remember it. “I saw the bruises all over her body, the bloodstains on the floor, the scratch marks in the closet.”  
 
    Kara looked away, her entire face contorting with pain. “Fy faen.” 
 
    “She didn’t speak for months afterward,” he continued, his bright blue eyes flashing with pain, “but when she did, when she finally found her voice again, she never let anyone take it from her again.” He looked up. “And she never will.” 
 
    Kara looked up at him, meeting his gaze. “I wouldn’t want her to.” 
 
    “I know,” Zach said. “That’s why I like you. I think you respect her voice, and she needs that. She needs someone who appreciates her voice for what it is.” 
 
    “Her strength,” Kara said. “The part of her that refused to be beaten.” 
 
    He nodded. “And the part that rose from the ashes when she nearly was.” 
 
    Kara fell silent for a moment, while she considered that. “It’s for that reason—the fact that I respect her voice—that I must wait for her to admit it.” 
 
    Zach frowned curiously at her. “Admit what?” 
 
    “What she wants,” she said, “from me. And if she never does, then…” 
 
    He waited for her to finish, but she didn’t. But he thought he saw a brief flicker of pain in her light blue eyes before she hid it. “Are you in love with her?” 
 
    Kara pushed away from the wall. “Don’t push your luck, thief,” she said, turning to head upstairs. “I’ll help you steal, but talking about feelings is off limits.” 
 
    Zach laughed, “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kara leaned against the doorframe of Kallias’s room and crossed her arms, watching as Rose bent to place an armful of blue jeans in the bottom drawer of a wrought-iron dresser. She tried not to notice how the jeans Rose wore clung to the sensual, rounded curves of her backside, but…well…she didn’t try too hard. 
 
    Rose straightened, blinking. “I can sense you back there, you know.” 
 
    “Just enjoying the view,” Kara said with a flirty smirk. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, resisting the urge to smile, and spun around to pin Kara with a glare. She tossed something in Kara’s direction, and Kara caught it. 
 
    Kara lifted it up, raising an eyebrow at the thin, blue item of clothing that was dangling from her fingers. “Rose, did you just throw your underwear at me?” 
 
    “According to Erik, it’s a thing that women do,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Kara laughed loudly at that. She closed her hand around the underwear and lowered her hand, staring down at them, as she turned them over in her hand. 
 
    Rose marched over and snatched them out of her hand. “You don’t have to look at them that closely,” she muttered, as she took them back to the dresser. 
 
    Kara’s soft, breathy laugh followed her. “What’s wrong?” she teased, her voice in Rose’s ear. “Are you afraid I’m picturing you in them?” Her front pressed against Rose’s back. “Why would I do that when I could picture you out of them?” 
 
    Rose shuddered as Kara’s breath caressed her ear. “Oh my word,” she said as she spun around and pushed Kara away. She chuckled, “You’re so bad.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Come here, and I’ll show you how bad I can be.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “You really think those pick-up lines will work on me?” 
 
    “Not really,” Kara said, suddenly serious, “I just like to watch you laugh.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded, and a blush reddened her cheeks. She shifted from one foot to the other. “So, did you…umm…come in here for a reason, or…” 
 
    Kara’s gaze lingered on Rose’s blushing cheeks. “Your brother likes me.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Are you sure? Because my brother doesn’t like anyone.” 
 
    Kara leaned back on her heels, a cocky smirk tugging at the edges of her lips. “Well, he likes me. His exact words, I believe, were that he’s rooting for me.” 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “You helped him steal something, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Now, you know I can’t tell you that,” Kara said with a wink. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I want him to get out of crime,” she said with a playful glare, “not get better at it. I don’t want to lose him again, you know…” 
 
    She’d said it in that sassy tone of hers, but Kara sensed the pain hidden beneath it. Kara lifted her hand and tucked a strand of red hair behind Rose’s ear, watching her with a sympathetic frown. “You won’t lose him. We’ll protect him.” 
 
    “What if we can’t?” Rose said quietly. “What if something happens?” 
 
    Kara dropped her hand. She didn’t answer Rose. How could she? There was no guarantee that any of them would survive the coming days, and anyone connected to Rose was in the most danger of all. “Follow me,” she said suddenly, taking a step backward. “There’s something I need to show you. It’s in my bag.” 
 
    Rose followed Kara out of Kallias’s room, into the hallway, and then, into the guest room, where Kara had been staying. She watched as Kara closed the door behind them, more than a little aware of how this would look—the two of them alone in Kara’s room with the door closed. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Kara spun toward her and pressed her finger to Rose’s lips. “Shhh,” she whispered, her eyes bright and intense. “Don’t say anything. Someone will hear.” 
 
    Rose nodded, realizing that whatever it was that Kara was about to show her—it was something she didn’t want anyone else to know about. Kara dropped her hand and turned toward the dresser near the door. She unzipped the black, duffel bag on top of it and pulled out a sturdy, gray laptop. She carried it to the bed and sat down, folding her leather-clad legs in front of her. Rose stood behind her, watching over Kara shoulder, as she searched through a few untitled folders. 
 
    “I’m not too skilled at these yet,” Kara told her. “Computers, I mean.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “You mean I’m actually better than you at something?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “There are plenty of things that you do better than me.” 
 
    “Wow. Humility from a Viking?” Rose teased. “I think I might faint.” 
 
    That earned another laugh from Kara. “Like sarcasm, for instance.” 
 
    Rose smiled, amusement sparkling in her bright blue eyes. She watched as Kara’s fingers moved over the keyboard, opening up password-encrypted files. 
 
    “I may not be that great at this yet,” Kara said as she opened a file, “but I have people who work for me who are exceptionally skilled at this kind of thing.” 
 
    Rose watched as a scanned document on the screen—lines of notebook paper, filled with a scrawling handwriting that looked eerily familiar. “Hackers?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said. She lowered her voice, so that it’d be harder for anyone to overhear. “I have quite a few hackers on my payroll, and I asked them to look into some things…that we discussed recently.” She paused meaningfully, waiting for Rose to confirm that she understood. “You said that one of the people who attacked you was a professor at your university? The Head of your department?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Dr. Davidson,” she mouthed, so that no one would hear. 
 
    Kara nodded, too, and she turned toward the computer. “They found this on the computer in his office. It appears to be notes, written in pen, that he took while…observing someone. Then, he scanned them and e-mailed them to multiple people.” She looked back at Rose. “Do you see who he’s describing?” 
 
    Rose knew, as she read that first line. She remembered the day, even. 
 
      
 
    I met with her in my office today. She looked tired, but I suppose I would, too, if I were living in my car. It’s hard not to like her, honestly. She’s brilliant. I can ask her about the most obscure topics, and she tells me all about them, like a human encyclopedia. I couldn’t have asked for a better student. But don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten the monster she’ll become. 
 
      
 
    “Me,” Rose said numbly. “He’s describing the day he interviewed me.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “That’s what I thought,” she sighed. “For admission?” 
 
    “For a scholarship,” Rose corrected. “It was the summer before I started classes. I’d already moved out. My brother was in prison. And I was living in my car. But I never told him that. I never told him anything about my personal life.” 
 
    “Clearly, he knew more than you thought,” Kara said. She scrolled down the page, revealing the thousands of notes he’d scribbled—all about Rose. “This is just one of the many files we found on his computer…about you.” She looked back at Rose. “He’s talking to other people, though, exchanging information. We haven’t discovered who the others are yet, but…they’re all connected to you.” 
 
    Rose took a step backward, swallowing uneasily. Her heart raced as she tried to think of all of the people who might have been watching her, confusion and fear sinking in her stomach. The violation of trust felt thick in her throat. It felt filthy and disgusting. Even though she still didn’t know who had watched her. 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose, her brows creasing with concern, as she sensed Rose’s emotions. She quickly turned off the computer and stood up, taking a step toward Rose. “I shouldn’t have showed you. I just thought you’d want to see it.” 
 
    “I do,” Rose said, forcing a smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulders, her brows creasing with concern. “You don’t have to lie to me, love,” she sighed. She reached out and touched Rose’s face. Rose looked down, and Kara stepped forward, leaning in as close as she could. “I know all of this is hard to take in.” 
 
    “It’s just,” Rose paused, her breathing labored, “every time I come to terms with one part of my life being…violated or ripped apart, I find out someone else has betrayed me or stalked me. And…I don’t know who to trust, anymore.” 
 
    “You can trust me,” Kara whispered before she could stop herself. 
 
    Rose looked up at her, blinking in surprise. “Do you really mean that?” 
 
    Kara dropped her hands and stepped back, suddenly uncomfortable. “I mean, I don’t deserve your trust, but…” she trailed off, her chest heaving, as she tried to make sense of the emotions inside of her. Her piercing, icy blue gaze shifted up to meet Rose’s. “I would never hurt you, Rose. I’d never betray you.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t respond. Her heart raced inside her chest, light and rapid. But for different reasons, this time. It was no longer fear or pain that filled up her chest and tried to escape through her throat. Now, it was something…more. 
 
    Kara’s gaze darted toward Rose’s chest, her eyes widening, as she heard the quickness of Rose’s pulse, and then, she looked up, making eye-contact with Rose again. And whatever she saw there—in Rose’s eyes—must’ve affected her somehow. Because…before Rose realized what was happening, Kara was closing the space between them, taking Rose’s face into her hands, and kissing her.  
 
    With a soft moan of surprise, Rose wrapped her arms around Kara’s neck and leaned into the kiss, her lips parting, her tongue meeting Kara’s with a deep, tangible desperation. Rose felt the warmth of Kara’s hands moving down her body, tracing her curves, until finally, Kara grasped her hips and pushed her back. 
 
    Rose gasped as her back collided with the dresser, the gasp turning into a moan, as Kara trailed her lips down Rose’s neck, nipping lightly with her fangs. 
 
    Rose felt Kara’s fingers tracing her stomach and then trailing back up. 
 
    They separated, startled, as they heard the door suddenly swing open. 
 
    Kallias stood in the doorway, his eyes darkening and his nostrils flaring, as he stared at Rose. Rose leaned against the dresser, still breathless from the kiss that she’d once again let happen, even though she’d tried so hard to stop letting it happen. She knew without even asking, just from the intense look in his brown eyes, that he was reading her thoughts, and the shame rose up in her throat, thick enough to suffocate her. She watched as his narrowed gaze shifted toward Kara. 
 
    “Aaron wants you downstairs,” he told her, his voice surprisingly calm. 
 
    Too calm, actually. Almost as if he were trying to keep his voice even. 
 
    Kara studied him with a frown. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Just come downstairs,” he said stoically. His intense, light brown gaze shifted back toward Rose. “You’re going to want to come, too.” 
 
    The house was eerily quiet as they followed him downstairs, to the living room, where everyone had gathered. Even before they reached the room, Rose could feel a coldness in the air, a sense of doom, dark and looming, like a shadow. 
 
    Rose stopped in the doorway of the living room, one of her feet still in the foyer, because the living room looked overfilled already. Every vampire and human in the house had gathered around the television, wedged into every empty space of the living room, and the limited space caused her chest to ache with fear. 
 
    Kara glanced back at her, sensing Rose’s emotions. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose whispered. “Go ahead. I think I’ll just stand here.” 
 
    Kara nodded, but her brows were still creased with worry. She made her way through the crowd of people, slipping through the tiny spaces as effortlessly as a mouse. She took one glance at the television and pulled out her cell phone. 
 
    The vampires and humans alike cleared a path for Kallias as he pushed his way through the room, probably afraid that he’d run them over, if they didn’t. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time he’d run someone over, Rose thought to herself. 
 
    Rose caught a glimpse of Owen’s gelled, blonde hair, just a few feet in front of her, and she hissed to get his attention, “Owen.” Owen turned around, his brows furrowing, as he saw her, standing at the back of the room, too far away to see the television. Before he could ask why, she whispered, “What’s going on?” 
 
    Tom—who stood beside Owen, she realized now—turned to look at her as well. “Do you need to get through?” he asked. “Because I can get you through.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” she said playfully, sweeping her gaze over his tall, broad-shouldered build. “I know I wouldn’t want to be in your way.” Her smile faded. “But no, thank you. I’m good.” Her pulse fluttered quicker inside her chest. 
 
    Tom grinned at her remark. “If you change your mind, let me know.” 
 
    “There was an attack,” Owen said. “Some kind of explosion, I think.” 
 
    Zach came to stand beside her, and when Rose looked up at him, she saw empathy in his bright blue eyes. He knew the fear that welled up in her chest, at the moment, and he knew the reason for it. He leaned against the doorframe. “The story, according to the reporters, is that our government has—with the cooperation of several other countries—launched an attack on the terrorist organization that is responsible for the mass murder that happened in Europe.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But everyone who was responsible for that is dead.” 
 
    “Humans don’t know that,” Tom told her. “They were afraid. They were losing trust in their governments. I suppose this was meant to regain their trust.” 
 
    “The Assassins of Light are behind this,” Owen said. “They must be.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Kallias argued, his low, slightly accented voice carrying across the living room. Even though he’d replied to Owen’s comment, he seemed to be directing his argument at Aaron, who stood next to him, watching the television screen with dark, narrowed eyes. “We don’t even know that the Assassins of Light are involved. This could have been a manipulative move—a false attack. It wouldn’t be the first time humans did something like this. We don’t even know for sure that any vampires were killed in this attack.” 
 
    Aaron spun toward him, his face twisting with disgust. “Do you know so little about your own kind?” he asked, his eyes a deep, steely obsidian. “Don’t you care at all about your own species?” He practically spat the words at him. “There’s been a vampire colony in Tokyo for a quarter of a century, and you don’t know about it? There were hundreds of vampires that lived there!” He shook his head. “Perhaps you’d know that, if you weren’t so busy killing your own kind.” 
 
    Kallias laughed bitterly, “Oh, and you care? Is that what you expect me to believe? We all know you better than that, Aaron. The only person you’ve ever cared about is yourself. If you cared about our species as much as you claim to, you wouldn’t have killed off your own kind so mercilessly in your rise to power.” 
 
    Aaron stepped closer to him. “I left you alive. Have you forgotten that?” 
 
    “That wasn’t mercy,” Kallias growled at him. “That was cruelty.” 
 
    Kara returned her phone to her pocket and lifted her eyebrows at them. “Oh, fucking hell,” she groaned. “Either rip each other’s throats out already, or kiss and make up. If we have to watch this every day, at least make it interesting.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “I didn’t ask any of you to show up at my house.” 
 
    “No, but I’m not really the ask-for-permission type, am I?” Kara replied. “Especially not when it comes to protecting the woman I’ve sworn to protect.” 
 
    “You’re doing a little more than protecting her, don’t you think?” he said. 
 
    “Well,” Kara countered, “if you’re not satisfying her, someone has to.” 
 
    “Oh, dear God,” Rose groaned, banging her head against the doorframe. 
 
    “Do we have confirmation yet?” Aaron asked Kara, ignoring the lethal anger that was currently radiating from Kallias. “Is there hope for any of them?” 
 
    Kara looked at him, and her features softened with sadness. She shook her head. “My spy from that colony, Sakura—she sent a distress signal to one of my other spies while she was being burned alive.” She sighed, “No one escaped.” 
 
    “Then, we have no choice,” Aaron declared. “We must prepare for war.” 
 
    “No. We can’t,” Kallias argued. “Innocent people will die. I thought you were trying to prevent a war, not start one. That’s why we killed Alana, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “We didn’t kill Alana quickly enough,” Aaron said bitterly. His dark gaze shifted toward Kara, Erik, and then Rose. “You all let your feelings get in the way.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous because we still have feelings,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Aaron continued, “By the time Erik killed her, the damage was done. She gave the Assassins of Light what they wanted: a cause for war. War has already begun. Hundreds of vampires died tonight. We cannot stand by and do nothing.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me, without a doubt, that they’re dead,” Kallias told him, desperate to change his mind. He pointed at Kara. “The only proof you have is what she says, and she’s a liar. The only thing you can trust a liar to do is lie.” 
 
    “You can trust me to lie well,” Kara muttered. She waved a hand at the television. “I wouldn’t lie about something that you can see right in front of you.” 
 
    “See?” Kallias said. “She doesn’t even deny it. She knows she’s a liar.” 
 
    “I run a spy network,” Kara reminded him. “But if this is your argument, fine. Yes, I’m a liar. But why in Odin’s name do you think that I’d lie about this?” 
 
    “Same reason you do everything,” Kallias snarled. “For personal gain.” 
 
    Kara swept her gaze up his tall form, her eyebrows lifting at the tightness of his muscles, at the aggressiveness of his stance. “You’re a bit tense, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” Kallias asked. “With you lurking around, waiting to take what you want, regardless of the consequences? Are you even aware of the consequences, Kara? Have you ever stuck around long enough to find out?” 
 
    She looked away, her eyes flashing with pain. “No,” she admitted. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said, “because all you care about is what you want.” 
 
    Rose suddenly stepped in between them, her back to Kara, her front to Kallias, as if she were shielding Kara from Kallias’s words. She’d moved so quickly that they never even noticed her move. “Kallias, stop it,” she demanded. 
 
    Kara looked down, watching as Rose’s hands trembled, as her skin paled. She felt Rose’s panic. “Rose, you should’ve stayed where you were comfortable.” 
 
    Kallias just stared at Rose, his eyes wide. “You’re taking her side?” 
 
    “Her side?” Rose repeated. “Listen to yourself. There are no sides, Kallias, because no one’s fighting you. You’re so hostile and angry. This isn’t like you.” 
 
    “Of course it’s like me,” Kallias snarled. “It might not be like the person you believe me to be, but this is definitely like me. I’m sorry if that’s hard for you to accept, but I have news for you, Rose: we can’t all be as good as you are.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” Rose asked. “That I’m good? Because most of the time, I don’t feel good. I feel like a failure, usually. Sometimes, I think I’m a monster. And right now,” she paused, sadness glistening in her eyes, “especially right now, when I know I’ve hurt you, I feel like the worst person in the world.” 
 
    Kallias watched her with a frown. “Of course I believe you’re good.” 
 
    “Then, why can’t I believe in the good in you?” Rose asked. Her words came out soft and shaky—a whisper. “Why can’t I believe in the good in her?” 
 
    Whatever softness she’d briefly glimpsed in his brown eyes hardened in an instant, as if it’d never been there. “The good in her,” he repeated, scoffing at the idea. “There is no good in her! She’s a liar, Rose. Her entire life is built around evil. She’s a spy and an assassin. She’s killed people. Probably more than you can count. And she betrays everyone. You can’t trust her. She’ll end up hurting you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Rose said. “I don’t believe she would hurt me.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Yeah?” he said bitterly. His voice sounded so sharp, all of the sudden, so full of anger, that it actually hurt Rose to hear it. “I bet the first woman she loved believed that, too, and look at what happened to her.” 
 
    “Fy faen,” Kara breathed. She’d whispered the curse, barely loud enough to hear, but the pain in her soft voice seemed to echo throughout the room. 
 
    Erik glanced at her as he sensed her agonizing emotions. With a worried frown, he turned his attention toward Kallias. “What are you doing, Kallias?” 
 
    Rose felt the overwhelming shame and sadness that Kara felt, as intensely as she would have if it were own, and she didn’t know what to think. She didn’t know what to do. “Do you mean Alana? Alana manipulated and abused her.” 
 
    “She hasn’t told you, then,” Kallias said. “Of course she hasn’t. Because she’s a liar.” His voice had turned cruel now, and a small smile pulled at the edges of his lips. “No, it wasn’t Alana. Alana was the second woman she loved. There was one before her.” He looked past Rose, at Kara. “What was her name again?” 
 
    Kara trembled, her fair skin turning paler than usual, as she tried to fight his telepathy, as she tried to push him out of her mind. “Get out of my head.” 
 
    “Oh, there it is,” Kallias said darkly. “Hadleigh. Queen Hadleigh.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Erik said, “do yourself a favor and stop. Before it’s too late.” 
 
    Kallias looked at Rose. “Hadleigh trusted her, too, and guess what Kara did? She did what she does best: she betrayed her. For a conquest. She betrayed the woman she loved, just so she could conquer her kingdom. She killed her.” 
 
    Rose frowned, her stomach sinking with dread. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kara breathed. Her voice came out as a strained whisper, so full of guilt that Rose thought, for a moment, that she could feel the thickness of the guilt on the back of her neck. “I’m the one who lies, remember? Not him.” 
 
    Rose turned toward her, and it struck her speechless for a moment—the sight of Kara, so broken and ashamed, the ages of self-loathing visible in her light blue eyes. Rose felt as if everything she knew about Kara had been turned upside down. Because…above all else, Kara was confident and certain and unapologetic. 
 
    And yet, right now, she looked the exact opposite. She hated herself. 
 
    Rose refused to believe it. “There must be more to the story.” 
 
    “There’s always more to the story,” Kara said, shrugging helplessly. She stared at her boots, unable to meet Rose’s gaze. “It doesn’t change what I did.” 
 
    “That’s the reason, isn’t it?” Rose whispered. She tilted her head to the side so that she could see Kara’s face, beneath the curtain of sleek, blue and black hair. “You said that you wanted to die…the night Alana killed you. Is that why?” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” Kara said. Her voice cracked, as if she were on the verge of tears, but before even one tear could fall, she straightened. “I need to go upstairs for a moment,” she told Aaron. “I need to make some phone calls.” 
 
    Aaron, for once, didn’t challenge her—even though he knew that she’d lied, even though everyone in the room knew that she was lying. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Kara turned and left the room, leaving before the first tear could fall. 
 
    Rose waited until she heard the sound of Kara’s door closing, upstairs, before she spun toward Kallias. He took a step back, clearly taken aback by the anger that turned her eyes red, flashing like a spark of fire. “I know that I ripped open some wounds for you, especially when I died, so I’m trying to understand your anger, your frustration, your…manipulation, even. But this…was too far.” 
 
    Kallias laughed in disbelief. “You’re angry with me? For telling the truth?” 
 
    “It wasn’t your truth to tell,” Rose said, her brows creasing. “It was hers.” 
 
    “She was never going to tell you, Rose. Don’t you see that?” Kallias said. 
 
    “There are a lot of things that I don’t want people to know about me,” Rose said, her hands shaking, one of those memories very fresh on her mind at the moment. “And I sure as heck wouldn’t want someone telling those things to everyone in the freaking room!” She waved her hand wildly, gesturing at the silent crowd of vampires, who watched uncomfortably. “You told me that you believe very strongly in not abusing your power. Does that go out the window when you’re angry? Because if it does, well, that sounds a lot like Alana’s argument.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head angrily. “I’m just trying to protect you, Rose.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” Rose said sadly, “but I feel less and less safe with you every day.” With a sigh, she turned and headed toward the door. Surprisingly, she didn’t have to squeeze through this time. Everyone moved out of her way. 
 
    Kallias watched her with a worried frown. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Rose stopped in the doorway and glanced back at him. “To talk to her.” 
 
    “After what I told you?” Kallias said. “Don’t you see she’s dangerous?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Kallias, the only person I don’t feel safe with right now is you,” she said. “I thought I knew you, but…I can’t predict what you’ll do next.” 
 
    He straightened, his brows twisting with pain. He watched as she left the living room and trudged sadly up the stairs. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “You screwed up, you fucking idiot,” he snarled. 
 
    Kallias turned toward him. “You’re taking her side, too?” 
 
    Erik scowled at him. “I spent almost every second of my first hundred years around Alana and Kara, and do you know something? No matter how much Alana liked to humiliate and manipulate Kara, she never mentioned that night.” 
 
    Kallias just shrugged. “I don’t know what that has to do with me.” 
 
    “Well,” Erik said, “as your best friend, allow me to alleviate your idiocy. If Alana thinks that something is too cruel, then it’s probably safe to assume that it’s too cruel!” He sighed, “Look…if this is about your fear of losing Rose, you need to deal with it. Quickly. Because right now, you’re just losing her faster.” 
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 Kara’s Darkest Secret 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose quietly slipped into the room and eased the door closed behind her, sympathy burning in her bright blue eyes as she watched Kara. Kara sat on her bed, her back against the headboard of the bed, her long, leather-clad legs drawn up to her chest. Her face rested against her knees, and there was so much sadness in her body language that Rose would have been able to see it, even if she weren’t bound to Kara. “I’m so sorry, Kara,” she sighed. “He shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Her shoulders lifted in a sad, depressed shrug. “Why not? It was true.” 
 
    “It was your secret to tell,” Rose said, walking toward her, “not his.” 
 
    Kara looked up at her, and that sad, defeated look on her face stunned Rose. Because it felt so wrong to see Kara this way. The woman who was always confident, always strong, always resilient. This face—this weak, despairing face—looked like the face of someone else entirely. “Why are you still here? You know now. You know the worst thing I ever did. Why would you still care about me?” 
 
    Rose sighed, “I don’t know which is more astounding. The fact that Kallias thought this would change my mind about you, or the fact that you did.” 
 
    Kara shook her head in disbelief. “If you knew, if you really knew, you would never forgive me,” she mumbled. “I know I could never forgive myself.” 
 
    “Try me,” Rose said. She circled around the bed and climbed onto the empty side, sitting next to Kara, her arm brushing Kara’s arm, her thigh brushing Kara’s thigh. She watched as Kara’s gaze shifted toward her and darkened with hunger. It didn’t matter the situation. Blood bonds reacted to touch, regardless. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kara asked slowly, her voice soft and lilting. 
 
    “Tell me every terrible detail,” Rose said, “and see if I can forgive you.” 
 
    “I do love a challenge,” Kara said with a weak smile, “but I doubt I’ll like the consequences of this challenge.” She sighed, “But if you’re sure, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Rose reached out and slid her hand into Kara’s hand, feeling the warmth of Kara’s palm against her own, and then, she intertwined her fingers with Kara’s. 
 
    Kara stared at their joined hands, a surprised smile forming on her lips. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Rose told her, offering her an encouraging smile. 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “Okay,” she sighed. She stared at their joined hands as she spoke, as if she were afraid that this would never happen again, as if she were afraid that Rose would never touch her again once she knew the whole story. “I had a mission. We planned to raid a kingdom. It was said to be impenetrable because it was surrounded by a wall, which was consistently manned by skilled archers, and protected by soldiers. But I knew I could get in, and I had a plan—to take it over from the inside. First, I let their soldiers capture me. I made them think that they had bested me in battle. I made it convincing, and they fell for it.” 
 
    When Kara paused, sighing heavily at the pain building inside her chest, Rose squeezed her hand. “You don’t have to tell the story, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Kara looked at her. “No, I want you to know,” she stated. “You deserve to know. You’ve believed in me…in a way that no one ever has. I don’t want to keep wondering if that will change when you find out. I’d rather find out now.” 
 
    “I’ll still believe in you. I promise I will,” Rose said. The pain that she sensed in Kara broke her heart, and she wanted so badly to soothe that pain. So, she slid closer and rested her head on Kara’s shoulder. “I promise,” she breathed. 
 
    Kara closed her eyes and let out a soft, pleasant sigh, as if Rose’s action had eased her pain somehow, as if the sensation of Rose’s body against hers had mended her wounds in some small way. She tilted her face down and kissed the top of Rose’s head. “They imprisoned me in their dungeons,” she said, returning to her story. “When they stripped me of my armor, they realized I was a woman, which was quite a shock for them. Their laws forbid the execution of women, so they imprisoned me until they could figure out what to do with me. The king wanted to starve me to death. It technically didn’t violate the law, according to his weird logic, so he thought it would be a good solution. But his wife disagreed.” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, relishing the scent of Kara’s skin, the warmth of Kara’s body. Even as Kara revealed her darkest secret, Rose felt safe next to her. 
 
    “His wife, Queen Hadleigh, was so sweet and gentle,” Kara said with a fond—but sad—smile. She leaned her head against the top of Rose’s head, inhaling the scents of honey and vanilla that clung to Rose’s skin and hair. “Kind of like you,” she whispered into Rose’s hair. “She snuck down to the dungeons every night—and let me just tell you: those dungeons were no place for a queen—and she brought me bread and water. I might have died down there, if it weren’t for her. But I noticed the way she looked at me as she nursed me back to health.” 
 
    “She was attracted to you?” Rose assumed, her voice quiet and curious. 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Kara said with a weak smile. “So, as I regained my health, I started to flirt with her, charm her, maybe even turn her on a little bit. You know how I am.” She nudged Rose playfully, and Rose laughed and nodded. “She started to fall in love with me, and surprisingly, I started to fall in love with her, too. That wasn’t part of the plan.” She sighed sadly. “The thing is…I could have stayed there. She would’ve kept me alive somehow. She loved me, just as I loved her. I could’ve just forgotten about my mission. My father would’ve assumed that I’d died and went on home. It wouldn’t have been an easy life, imprisoned in that dungeon, but it would have been a happy one. Because I would have had her.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Kara, sympathy burning in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    “But my job was too important to me,” Kara growled softly, her fingers twitching around Rose’s, as if she were in physical pain, rather than just emotional pain. Self-loathing twisted at her beautiful features. “Or maybe it was my pride. I couldn’t…fail. And when she came to me and told me that she was pregnant with the king’s child, I saw my way out.” Her entire body trembled at the memory. “I betrayed her. She trusted me, and I…I used her to escape. I had created a knife, using fallen stone and a few things that I had stolen from the guards. And I placed it against her throat. I took her as a hostage. I knew that they would never let her die, not when she was pregnant with a possible heir to the throne. I used her to take over her kingdom, to open the gates for the rest of the warriors to come in and raid their belongings and kill their men. But…I never meant her any harm.” 
 
    Rose raised up, her brows furrowing, as she watched Kara hunch over and begin to cry. It was so strange to see such a tough, powerful person in such a vulnerable state. She reached out and pulled Kara into her arms, holding Kara tightly, as Kara lay her head on Rose’s shoulder and cried. “What happened?” 
 
    “I left her with my father,” Kara said, a sob catching in her throat. “He needed me to join the others in battle. I thought she’d be fine. I swear. I never expected them to kill her. We didn’t kill women. Most women weren’t trained in combat, so they weren’t a threat. They wouldn’t retaliate without their soldiers.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rose whispered as she began to realize what had happened. She locked her arms around Kara’s lower back, holding her as close as possible. 
 
    “But she was pregnant with a possible heir,” Kara said, her voice shaking. “In their eyes, a possible heir meant that the people might retaliate in the future. They would have a leader, a leader who would likely want vengeance. I should’ve known they’d see it that way. I should have thought about it. They wouldn’t have even known, if it weren’t for me. I betrayed her, and in doing so, I killed her.” 
 
    “You didn’t know,” Rose murmured in her ear, her voice as warm and soothing as ever. “You made a mistake, but you can’t punish yourself forever.” 
 
    Kara straightened, her light blue eyes wide. “How are you still like this?” she asked weakly, tears still streaming down her face. “You’re being so kind to me, still. Your voice is so…affectionate and compassionate. Didn’t you hear what I said? Don’t you understand how terrible it was? I betrayed the woman I loved.” 
 
    “I understand,” Rose said sympathetically. “But you clearly felt remorse.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” Kara said, looking away. “I never meant to hurt her. I suppose I knew, though, that it would ruin our relationship. But…I didn’t think anything would happen to her. I would have never done it, if I had known…” 
 
    “Then, you have to forgive yourself,” Rose said. She cradled Kara’s tear-soaked face in her hands, lifting Kara’s face until she could meet her gaze. “You have held on to this for fourteen hundred years, Kara. Don’t you think you’ve suffered enough? You made a mistake, but one mistake doesn’t make you evil.” 
 
    “Don’t be so naïve,” Kara said. “That wasn’t the last terrible thing I did.” 
 
    “I still believe in you, Kara,” Rose stated confidently. She ran her thumbs over Kara’s face, wiping away the tears. “My feelings for you…haven’t changed.” 
 
    For a moment, Kara just stared at her, confusion twisting at her brows, her icy blue eyes wider than Rose had ever seen them, but then, a soft breath fell from Kara’s lips. And she leaned forward, as if pulled by an irresistible force, and she lifted her hands to touch Rose’s face. Her fingers moved so lightly over Rose’s jaw that she trembled at the sensation. And then, Kara’s soft, warm lips met hers. 
 
    Usually, their kisses were all fire and heat, but not this one. This one felt more like water—fluid and powerful, drowning them in a tsunami of emotion. 
 
    As Kara kissed her, slowly and deeply, Rose felt the warm, wet tears on Kara’s face. She couldn’t have resisted this kiss, even if she’d wanted to. Not now. Not when she felt such a deep need to soothe Kara’s pain. Kara’s tongue moved gently against hers, coaxing a soft moan from her lips. It reminded her of the kiss they’d shared after Alana died—so full of emotion that her own eyes stung with tears, that the emotion seemed to bubble up in her throat, spilling out in a sob. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara murmured against her lips. She ran her fingers through Rose’s thick, auburn hair. “I…” she trailed off, too afraid to finish that sentence. 
 
    Too afraid to admit…that she was deeply, hopelessly in love with Rose. 
 
    The sound of someone knocking on a door startled Rose. But it didn’t sound like Kara’s door. It sounded further down the hall. Kallias’s door, maybe? 
 
    “Rose?” said a familiar voice. “Are you in there? I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “It’s Audrey,” Rose told Kara. She longed to stay here, beside Kara, but Audrey knocked again. She reluctantly climbed out of bed. “She must think I’m in Kallias’s room. She knows where I sleep.” She paused at the edge of the bed. 
 
    Kara just nodded. “I’ll see you later, sexy,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose stepped out of the room, frowning as she found Audrey in front of Kallias’s room, waiting for her. Audrey wore a white shirt with spaghetti straps and those short, blue, penguin-covered shorts that she usually wore to bed. Rose wondered what time it was, realizing that clearly, it must’ve been late. She tapped Audrey on the shoulder, stepping back when Audrey jumped, obviously startled. 
 
    Audrey covered her chest with her hand, her golden brown eyes wide, as she stared at Rose. “Where the hell did you come from? Dang sneaky vampire!” 
 
    Rose offered her an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” she laughed, amused by the murderous glare that Audrey was giving her. 
 
    “Yeah, you sound sorry,” Audrey muttered. She ran her hand through her messy brown hair. “There’s something I need to ask you. Something very private.” 
 
    Rose frowned. She glanced behind her, down the hallway, to make sure no one else was there, but based on the commotion she heard coming from the floor below, she figured it was safe to assume that all of the vampires were still in the living room. She returned her gaze to Audrey. “You can ask me anything.” 
 
    Audrey twirled a strand of frizzy brown hair around her finger. “Umm, okay. Here it goes,” she said with a grimace. “Do you have a pregnancy test?” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Uh…a pregnancy test?” she repeated. Audrey shushed her, so she stepped closer and lowered her voice. “You think you’re pregnant?” 
 
    “No!” Audrey hissed. But then, she winced. “Maybe? I don’t know?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “You know that vampires are sterile, right?” 
 
    A puzzled frown twisted at Audrey’s face. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “We can’t have kids,” Rose said. “Our reproductive systems don’t work.” 
 
    Audrey just stared at her, as if she couldn’t believe that. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said, shrugging. “I suppose…because we died. It’s possible that death sterilizes us. We’re not human. Our bodies have changed.” 
 
    “Ah,” Audrey said with a frown. “That sucks. Don’t you want a family?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to die,” Rose said, “but it happened anyway. Now, I think I just have to accept what is. Besides, there are many different kinds of families.” 
 
    “Huh,” Audrey muttered, nodding. “Why are you telling me this again?” 
 
    “I was letting you know that Erik can’t…” Rose trailed off meaningfully. 
 
    Audrey’s eyes widened. “Oh! Oh, you think I’m worried about Erik? No, no, that’s not…” She shook her head. “Uhh, so, do you remember that party we went to a couple of weeks ago? Where I may or may not have had emotional, unplanned sex with Levi?” She winced in anticipation of Rose’s reaction. 
 
    “Levi? The guy who’s in love with you?” Rose said, her brows creasing with concern. When Audrey nodded, Rose sighed, “You didn’t use protection?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged regretfully. “It’s Levi. He’s only ever had sex with me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose muttered, “because he’s head-over-heels in love with you.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “Okay, Rose-who-has-feelings-for-two-different-people,” she said dryly, “you really don’t have room to lecture me right now.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Yeah. You have a point,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “He didn’t have a condom, and we never use them anyway…because it’s just us,” Audrey muttered, “and…you know me. I’m irresponsible. I can’t be left alone. And…I also may have forgotten to take my birth control…for a month.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “A month? How do you forget something for a month?” 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “You always remind me when I need a refill, but you left to go play save-the-world with Kallias,” she complained, waving her hands. 
 
    “When it’s empty, you need a refill,” Rose said. “It’s not that difficult.” 
 
    Audrey narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a pregnancy test or not?” 
 
    “I don’t have sex, usually, so…” Rose trailed off, shrugging. “Besides, like I said, I’m a vampire. We don’t…” She frowned worriedly. “Are you late?” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m late. Why else would I be asking?” 
 
    Rose nodded. She stared at the gray, stone wall, noticing the various sizes and shapes of the stones, as she considered the problem. “You could talk to Erik or Kallias and ask if someone less…fragile…than a human could run to the store.” 
 
    “No,” Audrey said quickly. “I’m not telling anyone about this. I only told you because I had to ask someone, and…we tell each other everything. Or, well, we did. Before. Vampire or not, you’re the only person I trust with stuff like this.” 
 
    Rose smiled, relieved to know that Audrey still trusted her. “Okay.” 
 
    A door creaked open, suddenly, and they both turned to watch as Kara stepped out of the room. She leaned against the wall beside them, crossing her arms across her chest, causing her black shirt to cling tighter to her lean muscles. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said with a guilty smile. “I overheard. But I think I can help.” 
 
    Audrey glared at the enigmatic vampire. “You were eavesdropping?” 
 
    “Not intentionally,” Kara assured her, “and I won’t repeat a word of it.” 
 
    “Our senses are so hyper-sensitive that voices in the hall can sound just as loud as they would if they were inside the room,” Rose explained to Audrey, “especially when it’s quiet in the room. If there’s something else to distract us, it’s easier to tune it out, but Kara was alone in her room. I’m sure it was an accident.” 
 
    “It was. Of course,” Kara said. She tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder, as she studied Audrey. Her icy blue eyes lacked that mischievous gleam that they usually had, and Rose couldn’t help but notice how strange it was to see them so full of seriousness. Kara’s piercing, blue gaze shifted down to Audrey’s stomach. “How long has it been since you had sex with a man?” 
 
    Audrey blinked. “Wow. Nosy question. And…I only have sex with men.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Yes, I can tell you’re straight. You’d be fawning over me, if you weren’t,” she said as that flirty smirk tilted at her lips again. “What I should have asked, I suppose, is: How long has it been since you had sex with a human?” 
 
    “Ah,” Audrey said, frowning. “Two weeks? Give or take a few days.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Then, it’s too early to tell,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Rose turned to look at her. “What do you mean?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Kara waved her hand toward Audrey’s stomach. “In a few weeks, if she’s pregnant, we’ll be able to hear an extra heartbeat. But right now, it’s too early.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at that. “Hear it with what?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “With our noses,” Rose said sarcastically. “We’d hear it with our noses.” 
 
    Audrey turned to glare at Rose. “Sometimes, I hate you,” she grumbled. 
 
    Kara watched them with a smile. “Those hypersensitive senses that Rose told you about,” she told Audrey, “they’re especially attuned to the heartbeat and bloodstream. So, yes, even when a baby is still in the womb, we can hear its pulse.” 
 
    “You know this from experience?” Audrey said. “You’ve tried it before?” 
 
    “Not intentionally,” Kara said. “But yes, I have been with women before who were pregnant but not far enough along to know. And I heard the heartbeat.” 
 
    “That’s…weird,” Audrey mumbled. “So, what if I don’t want to wait a few weeks for you to do your creepy hearing thing? What if I want to know now?” 
 
    Kara watched the worry that flashed in Rose’s bright blue eyes. She tilted her head back against the wall, her light blue gaze shifting back toward Audrey. “You can’t leave the house. But tell me what you need, and I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    Rose glanced curiously at her. “You’re sneaking out of the house again?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Would you sneak out with me again, if I were?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said. “Maybe. I’d worry about you. I know that.” 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened, and her intense, blue eyes burned with affection. 
 
    Audrey shifted her gaze from Rose to Kara and then back to Rose again. Her eyebrows lifted. “You call this ‘not a relationship?’” she whispered to Rose. 
 
    Rose straightened, blushing. “I’m with Kallias,” she told Audrey. 
 
    Audrey laughed, as if that meant absolutely nothing to her. “Anyway,” she said, looking at Kara, “I need a pregnancy test. Can you get that for me?” 
 
    Kara nodded and pulled her phone out of the back pocket of her leather pants. She typed something into the phone. “I’ll ask someone to deliver it to me, tomorrow night, in an inconspicuous box, and then, I’ll bring it directly to you.” 
 
    Audrey blinked. “Umm…wow. That’s perfect. Do you need money?” 
 
    Kara grinned wickedly. “I run a network of spies. I never need money.” 
 
    Audrey shot a questioning look at Rose. “So, you grow up in a family full of felons, become a vampire, and decide to date the woman who runs the mafia?” 
 
    “She doesn’t run the mafia,” Rose said, “just…a network of spies.” She winced. “Which, now that I’ve said it, I realize, that doesn’t sound much better.” 
 
    “I did date a woman in the mafia once,” Kara muttered. “It didn’t work out.” She smiled when she saw their expectant looks. “Clashing personalities.” 
 
    Audrey looked at Rose. “I am actually impressed by your ability to date people who are not as boring as you,” she said, smiling, as if she’d just given Rose the nicest compliment ever. She stepped away from them. “I’m going back to bed because it’s an ungodly hour, and Erik will probably wake me up soon for sex.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Eww.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Audrey said to Kara, “and…please, don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I am an excellent secret-keeper, I assure you.” 
 
    Audrey waved tiredly at them and headed back toward her bedroom. 
 
    Rose laughed and rolled her eyes. “She still thinks we’re dating,” she told Kara, after Audrey returned to her room. With her attention on Audrey, Rose hadn’t noticed that Kara had stepped away from the wall, that she’d taken a step toward her, but she noticed now, as the scent of leather and violets filled her senses. She looked at Kara, her heart racing, her blood reacting to their closeness. 
 
    “I wish we were,” Kara said softly. Her piercing, blue eyes darkened with desire. She took Rose’s hand with her own, her fingertips warm and soft against Rose’s skin, and she lifted Rose’s hand to her mouth, placing a soft, affectionate kiss on the back of Rose’s hand. Rose shuddered at the softness of Kara’s lips, at the way her blood reacted to Kara’s touch. “I’d take you to see beautiful things—things that would make those gorgeous eyes of yours light up with curiosity and awe,” Kara murmured. She stepped closer and slid her arm around Rose’s waist, pulling Rose’s body against hers, smiling as Rose gasped. She tilted her face closer to Rose, until their lips almost touched. “We’d kiss afterward, and I’d make you want me. Again and again.” She released Rose, suddenly, smiling wickedly at her. 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, puzzled by what had just happened, breathless from the longing that pulsed through every part of her body. “What did you just do?” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “I made you want me,” she answered, “didn’t I?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Only like,” she said, trying to think of a lie, “a lot.” 
 
    Kara laughed softly, “But you’ll still turn me down, won’t you?” 
 
    Rose shrugged sadly. “You know I can’t hurt him,” she breathed. “Even if he’s acting like a total jerk right now. I can glare very angrily at him, though.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “Just make sure you’re not melting his insides with that glare,” she teased with a wry smile, “like you did to Osiris. That might get messy.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I…melted Osiris’s insides? That’s a little…gruesome.” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with concern. “You mean you don’t remember?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I can’t remember much about it at all, actually.” 
 
    “Does that usually happen,” Kara asked, “when your eyes change?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rose said as she considered it. “I mean, it’s usually kind of fuzzy. It’s like I’m all emotion, and the power just…fills up every part of me and explodes outward. So, it’s hard to pinpoint when and why I decided to do things. But…I do usually remember it, if I think about it long enough. But with Osiris, it’s different. It’s like I disappeared for a moment. It’s like I…fell.” She shivered as the memory of her nightmare flashed through her mind: falling into Darkness. She looked up at Kara, her brows furrowing. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kara shook her head, her eyes wide and full of worry. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Rose looked away, staring at the stone wall, as her gut twisted with dread. “Thank you,” she said, changing the subject, “for what you’re doing for Audrey.” 
 
    “I’m doing it for you,” Kara corrected, her intense blue eyes shining with a vulnerability that stunned Rose. “I can see how much you worry about her.” 
 
    Those words bounced around in Rose’s head, throwing her mind into total chaos. “For me? That’s…” she trailed off. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    Kara stepped forward, once again closing the space between them. She’d moved with purpose and certainty before, but this time, she moved slowly, every movement hesitant. She watched Rose, as if she were afraid of something, which bewildered Rose, since nothing intimidated Kara. Her chest rose and fell quickly as she opened her mouth to speak. “Maybe,” she said slowly, hesitantly, “I trust you in a way that I’ve never trusted anyone else.” She lowered her voice, speaking in a breathy whisper, “Maybe you’re the one person that I don’t want to lie to.” 
 
    Rose felt her blood rushing faster in her veins, her heartbeat rattling her entire body. “Are you?” she breathed. “Are you still lying about something?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, much to her disappointment. “There is one thing.” 
 
    Rose nodded. It surprised Kara to see that there was no judgement or anger in Rose’s bright blue eyes. Just a hint of sadness. A hint of sadness that Kara wished to soothe. “Is there any way I can persuade you to tell me the truth?” 
 
    Kara felt an unfamiliar rush of fear in her veins. “You could say it first.” 
 
    “Kara,” Aaron said suddenly, startling them. He stood near the end of the hall, at the top of the stairs, his dark form outlined by the light behind him. His tennis shoes squeaked against the hardwood floor as he approached them. 
 
    Kara turned toward him, and the emotions that had been visible to Rose, just a moment ago, disappeared from Kara’s face, hidden behind an expert façade. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he said. His dark gaze shifted toward Rose. “Alone.” 
 
    Kara nodded and gestured toward her room. 
 
    “Say what first?” Rose called after her. “What do I need to say?” 
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose. “Nice try,” she said softly. Then, she followed Aaron into the guest room, leaving Rose in the hall, wondering what she’d meant. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    By the time Rose returned to the living room, most of the vampires had dispersed, but Tom, Erik, Owen, and Zach lounged on the sofas, still, watching some kind of crime drama on the television. Erik, Owen, and Zach shared a pizza, its box lying open on the coffee table, while Tom drank a beer that carried a faint scent of blood. Rose couldn’t help but notice that Owen’s hazel gaze kept darting toward Tom every now and then, as they watched the show. “Where’s Kallias?” 
 
    Erik glanced up at her, his eyebrows lifting. “From the sounds of it,” he said, listening to the harsh, rapid thudding, coming from somewhere within the house, “beating the hell out of one of our poor punching bags. I don’t know how many more we have down there. He’s already busted about eighteen of them.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “I was afraid he’d be angry.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “I can feel the waves of rage that are radiating off of him.” 
 
    Rose winced at that. “All the way up here? That’s so encouraging.” 
 
    Zach’s bright blue gaze shifted toward her. “Is he always this…angry?” 
 
    “Only when I do literally everything he asked me not to do,” Rose said. 
 
    “In other words,” Erik said as he grabbed another slice of pizza, “yes.” 
 
    Rose leaned against one of the sofas. “Speaking of,” she said, grimacing, “sorry for…” She waved her hand as she tried to come up with the right words. “The…thing…you all saw earlier. I’m not the airing-dirty-laundry type, usually.” 
 
    Zach shrugged. “I like watching people fight. It reminds me of prison.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “A house full of vampires reminds you of prison?” 
 
    Owen agreed. “It was refreshing, actually. After being cooped up in this house all week, I needed a little bit of drama. Not to be insensitive or anything…” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Yeah. Totally not insensitive,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Tom grinned at her as well. “I work in a bar. A vampire bar. With drunk, aggressive vampires. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen before,” he assured her. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you guys enjoyed it,” Rose muttered, “because I didn’t.” 
 
    Erik tilted his head back so he could look up at Rose. “How is Kara?” 
 
    Rose watched him for a moment, surprised by the genuine concern in Erik’s bright green eyes. But then, she supposed, she shouldn’t have been. Kara and Erik had been as close as Kallias and Erik, once upon a time. “Better, I hope.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “I hope so, too. She’s tough, but she’s soft, too, you know.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know,” she sighed. She jumped as she heard a loud snap. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “He just broke another one,” he grumbled irritably. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Should I…uh…go down there to talk to him?” 
 
    Erik scowled. “You have to be the only person in the world who hears someone beating the hell out of something and says, ‘I think I’ll go talk to them.’” 
 
    She laughed, “I’m not afraid of a little anger.” 
 
    “Rose,” Owen called as she started to leave, “before you go, I was wondering,” he paused, and Rose couldn’t help but notice that Tom’s gaze darted toward him, “do you have a computer I can use? I have a paper due tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Rose said sympathetically, glancing at the clock on the wall. “Yeah. You need to get started, then. My laptop is in Kallias’s room.” 
 
    “You could use mine,” Erik said. “Just don’t look at my browser history.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Ugh,” she complained. She looked at Owen. “I wouldn’t touch Erik’s computer with a ten-foot-pole. Just use mine.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Owen said nervously. He stood, loosening the collar of his button-down shirt, as he walked past her, toward the foyer. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose typed the passcode into the security system and stepped down into the cold, dark basement. She winced as a loud snap echoed throughout the room. 
 
    Kallias didn’t even glance down at the punching bag he’d just split open before going to get another from the storage room. “You know,” he called as he headed into the other room, “I come here to be alone. Hence the passcode.” 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t have given me the passcode, then,” Rose said. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her as he stepped out of the storage room, carrying a massive punching bag in one hand, as if it weighed nothing. “I didn’t. Erik did.” 
 
    Rose met him in the middle of the concrete floor and took the punching bag out of his hand, ignoring his frustrated glare. “So, tell me,” she said playfully as she set up the bag for him. “Is the punching bag supposed to be me or Aaron?” 
 
    His scowl deepened. “What kind of question is that? I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “Ah. So it’s Aaron, then,” she said with a cute smile. “That’s a relief.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Move,” he told her before he punched the new bag. 
 
    She stepped aside as he took his rage out on the poor bag of sand. He’d taken off the black, button-down shirt he’d been wearing and dropped it in the floor, behind him. She watched the way his muscles shifted as he punched the bag with perfect form and total control—until, of course, the inevitable punch that would bust the bag. Normally, he had too much self-control to ever make a mistake like that, so just the fact that he kept doing it said quite a deal about his anger at the moment. “Do you want to talk? Or keep busting punching bags?” 
 
    Kallias stopped, dragging his hand across his forehead, wiping away the sweat that glistened on his golden skin. “I never want to talk, Rose. That’s your thing,” he grumbled. He wasn’t using gloves—he never did—so his hands looked reddened and raw from all of the punching. “Is that why you came down here?” 
 
    “No, I came down here to arrange the funerals for the punching bags you murdered,” she said sarcastically. She smiled. “Of course it’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I just figured your girlfriend wasn’t in the mood.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Don’t be like that.” Sadness pulled at the corners of her eyes. “I’m in love with you. This thing with Kara and me—it’s the blood bond.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Rose,” Kallias snarled. Fury burned in his light brown eyes, and he took a large, threatening step toward her. She felt an instinctual urge to step back, but she didn’t. She planted her feet in place and stood her ground. “I don’t care if you kissed her or slept with her,” he growled, “but don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “Would you rather me tell you I have feelings for her?” she asked sadly. 
 
    “If it’s the truth?” he said, his voice quieter now—pained, even. “Yes.” 
 
    Rose looked away. “The truth is…I don’t know what I feel for her.” 
 
    “Now, you’re lying to yourself,” Kallias sighed. “You don’t want to know what you feel for her. You’re afraid to admit it. I can see it in your thoughts: fear.” 
 
    “I would never intentionally hurt you, Kallias,” Rose said. “I love you.” 
 
    Kallias stepped back, clenching his jaw in frustration. “For once, could you just stop worrying about everyone’s feelings and figure out what you want?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I want you. I love you. Are you…doubting my love?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “I’d never doubt that. No one has ever loved me like you do. But Rose, loving someone and wanting to be with them are two different things. I know you love me. What I don’t know is whether I’m the one you want.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she said. “You’re the one who keeps pushing me away.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “And why do you think that is?” he snapped. “I was fine before you came along, Rose. I was cold and distant, and I liked it that way.” 
 
    Rose stepped back, now, as those words pierced her heart, like a knife. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d hardened myself. I was full of anger and hatred, and my heart was encased in ice. But it didn’t hurt anymore, Rose,” he growled. “But then, you came along and broke down all the walls around my heart and made me feel again. And then, what did you do? You died. You broke me all over again. Like Phoebe.” 
 
    Her vision blurred with unshed tears. “I’m sorry. You know I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why fix me, if you’re just going to break me again?” he asked brokenly. 
 
    “I had to save you. I couldn’t let you die,” she said…again, even though she knew he’d never listen. “And I never tried to fix you. I loved you. That’s it. You opened your heart to me because you wanted to, not because I made you.” 
 
    “Well, I made a mistake,” he said. “I’d rather feel nothing than be afraid.” 
 
    Rose tried to touch his hand, but he pulled away before she could, which only cut her deeper. “What are you afraid of? I’m a vampire now. I’m immortal.” 
 
    “You can still die, and you know it,” Kallias said, “and you don’t care.” 
 
    “I do care,” Rose said, taking him by surprise. “When Alana tried to kill me, I…wanted to live. I was surprised by how much I wanted to live. I begged her to let me live, and I think there was a moment when she actually considered it.” 
 
    He watched her curiously. “If you wanted to live, why did you go alone?” 
 
    “Because you could’ve died, Kallias,” Rose said. “Because thousands of people could’ve died. I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing while people died.” 
 
    Kallias breathed out a defeated sigh. “And that’s why you’ll do it again.” 
 
    She noticed the way his broad, muscular shoulders slumped with defeat, the way his lips turned downward, the way sadness softened his light brown eyes. “Do you,” she paused, mustering up the courage to ask, “want to be with me?” 
 
    He turned to leave, unable to meet her gaze. “I don’t know anymore.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Desperation and fear welled up inside of Rose’s chest, filling every part of her body before spilling out in a scream. She grasped frantically at the cold air around her, hoping against all hope that at some point, her hand would connect with something. But it never did. Because there was nothing in the cold, shapeless abyss. No end. No beginning. No warmth or happiness or hope. Only Darkness. 
 
    The thing about falling is that in the first few moments—which feel like hours—you fight with everything inside you. Adrenaline floods the bloodstream. The fight-or-flight response is activated, and the need to survive becomes all that you know. But eventually, the energy fades, and you stop screaming. You stop fighting. You stop hoping. And you wait. You wait for the end. For your death. 
 
    Rose screamed until her lungs felt as if they’d been filled with lead, until her voice faded out, along with the last ounce of hope inside her. And then, only then, did she stop falling. It happened so abruptly that she almost screamed again. 
 
    The dark abyss didn’t end. She didn’t reach her inevitable demise with a crash. No. Her body simply stopped, suspended in darkness with no explanation. 
 
    Rose found the strength to sit up, somehow, despite the heavy, weakness of her muscles. A heart-wrenching sob spilled through her lips as she realized that it was happening again. The nightmare. The Darkness she would never escape. 
 
    “Aww,” said a familiar, lilting voice. “I preferred the temple nightmare.” 
 
    Rose sighed and turned to look at the woman behind her. Since she had yet to stand up, she found herself at eye-level with a pair of pale blue, high-heeled shoes, attached to smooth, shapely legs. She looked up, her eyebrows lifting, as she finally made eye-contact with the dark blue eyes that watched her. “Alana.” 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair spilling over her lace-covered shoulders, as she smiled. “It’s a bit of a double-edged sword, isn’t it? Either I’m still alive, manipulating your dreams, or you’re losing your mind.” 
 
    “I’m losing my mind. Obviously,” Rose said. “Hence our surroundings.” 
 
    Alana swept her gaze around the dark vacuum. “Yes. It is quite morbid, isn’t it?” she said, as shapes began to form in the darkness, the nothingness slowly morphing into the blood-soaked bodies of the vampires that Rose had killed. She giggled, “Oh, darling. You do have some skeletons in your closet, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at the dead telepath. “You’re one to talk.” 
 
    “But I never felt the need to hide mine, love,” Alana reminded her. She glanced up at the endless darkness that stretched above them. “Or bury them so deep.” She looked down at Rose again and raised an eyebrow. “In that position, you could see right up my dress, if you wanted. Do you…want, Rose?”  
 
    Rose rolled her eyes and climbed unsteadily to her feet. She swayed a bit, unnerved by the sensation of nothing beneath her feet, but somehow, she stood. 
 
    Amusement danced in Alana’s dark blue eyes. “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms, shivering at the cold. “You’re not even real, and you’re still trying to seduce me,” she complained. “What sense does that make?” 
 
    “Maybe you just have a good memory,” Alana said. She stepped closer, the scent of her perfumed lotion invading Rose’s senses. “Or maybe…I meant more to you than you’d like to admit.” Her lips curved into a seductive smile. 
 
    Rose frowned. “What?” she asked quietly. “What did you mean to me?” 
 
    “You understood me, remember?” Alana said. “You’re the only one who did. Now, what kind of Darkness must lurk within you for you to understand me?” 
 
    “Boundless, apparently,” Rose said dryly, waving her hand at the endless darkness that surrounded them. She turned around, pain unfurling in her chest, as she saw the truly horrific creation of her nightmares—the corpses. The death and destruction that Rose was responsible for. She began to wander in the dark abyss, searching for an escape from the nightmare, knowing, of course, that she wouldn’t find one. She would be trapped in this Darkness until it released her.  
 
    Alana’s shoes made no sound in this abyss, but Rose could feel that Alana was following her. “I see you decided to steal my girlfriend, now that I’m dead.” 
 
    “How can I steal anything from you, if you’re dead?” Rose muttered. She tried to keep her eyes straight ahead, but the horrific scene—the memories of the horrific things that she’d done—seemed to follow her, appearing in front of her, even when she tried to walk in the opposite direction. Her stomach lurched with guilt and pain each time it moved into her line of vision. “And even if I could steal her from you, I haven’t,” Rose continued, desperately trying to stay calm, despite the fear that crawled up her throat, like cold, slimy fingers, threatening to choke the life out of her. “I’m in love with Kallias, not Kara, and I won’t betray him.” 
 
    Alana’s soft, lilting voice followed her, no matter where she went. “Your heart betrayed him the moment you met Kara,” she taunted, “and you know it.” 
 
    Rose froze, nervousness fluttering in her chest. “What? That’s not true.” 
 
    Alana circled around her, advancing on her, like a predator closing in on its prey. “You can’t lie to me, Rose,” she murmured. “I’m in your head. I know you better than you know yourself. She’s all over you. You know that, right?” She tilted her face closer, sniffing Rose’s neck. “She’s on your skin, in your blood, in your head.” She stepped back, a wicked glint in her dark blue eyes. “You have a connection with her, and no matter how much you resist, you’ll always end up in her arms. It’s funny, isn’t it? You try so hard not to hurt anyone, and you always fail. Because that’s what you are, Rose. A failure. A disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “I can’t decide which part of my nightmares I hate worse: the falling, the corpses, or you,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I’m only voicing your insecurities, Rose,” Alana said in a sickeningly sweet voice. “If you hate what I’ve said to you, then it’s not me you hate. It’s you.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me something I don’t know,” Rose complained bitterly. 
 
    “Aww, listen to how depressed you sound,” Alana pouted. She leaned in close and whispered, “It’d hurt less if you just surrendered to it. Like I did.” 
 
    “I just want to wake up,” Rose said tiredly. “Will you let me wake up?” 
 
    Alana smiled. “Of course, darling. But there’s only one way to be free.” 
 
    Rose heard a strange shuffling sound, and she turned, her eyes widening, as she realized that the corpses—burnt corpses, blood-soaked corpses, corpses with holes in their chest where their hearts should have been, corpses without heads—they were all on their feet now, shuffling toward her, like a scene from a zombie movie. Except this didn’t feel like a movie. This felt real. And terrifying. 
 
    Alana whispered in her ear, “You have to surrender to the Darkness.” 
 
    Rose spun around and tried to run, but the imaginary floor that had been holding her upright seemed to dissolve beneath her feet. And once again, she fell. 
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    Rose could never remain in bed in the hours after a nightmare. To do so would risk falling back to sleep, falling back into the dark, horrible prison of her own mind. On this particular day, she found her solitude downstairs, far away from the vampires sleeping upstairs and the humans who hung out in their rooms, which were also upstairs. With the residual fear still crawling underneath her skin, she sat on the sofa and drew her knees up to her chest. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force the images out of her mind—of blood, death, and Darkness. 
 
    “You have them every day, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, exhaling slowly, as her blood responded to that soft, lilting voice, a voice so familiar and soothing that it could break through the traumatic state of her mind. She let her legs fall to the floor, feeling the cold wood beneath her feet, and turned around to face the doorway. She found Kara behind her, dressed in nothing but a white sleeveless shirt and navy blue boxer shorts, leaning tiredly against the doorframe. “Kara,” she whispered, “you’re awake.” 
 
    Despite the purplish-black circles beneath her blue eyes, Kara managed to smile, still—a tired smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Observant, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rose nodded, appreciating the sarcasm, even as her chest opened up with pain. “I’m sorry if I woke you. I’m fine, though. You didn’t have to come down.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kara repeated. She tilted her head to the side, studying Rose’s movements. “It’s the only lie you can tell without fidgeting or stammering. Your pulse doesn’t even increase when you say it. Do you know what that tells me?” 
 
    Rose swallowed, unnerved by how easily Kara saw through her. “What?” 
 
    “It tells me you have a lot of practice with that lie,” Kara told her gently. 
 
    Rose turned, glancing down at her hands, as emotions welled up inside her throat, suffocating her. She heard Kara’s bare feet padding softly across the hardwood floor, the sound coming closer to her and then retreating away, as Kara crossed the room and sat down on the other sofa, directly across from Rose. It seemed as if Kara were trying to give her space…but without leaving her alone. 
 
    Kara leaned back languidly, draping her arm across the back of the sofa and propping her legs on top of the coffee table in front of her. She looked as if she could sleep, right there in the living room, except her eyes were open and pinned on Rose. “When was the last time you slept without having a nightmare?” 
 
    Rose shrugged uneasily. “I can’t remember,” she admitted. “I suppose there were times…before I died…but ever since that night, it’s all gotten worse.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” Kara said softly. Sympathetic pain flashed in her eyes. “I felt it…because of the blood bond. Your fear, your pain, your despair, your anguish, your…darkness.” Her brows creased. “I’ve never felt anything like it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose said. “You could break the bond, if you…wanted to.” 
 
    “Why would I want that?” Kara asked, her voice barely loud enough to carry across the room. “Do you think I would run from your pain, Rose? Do you think that’s enough to turn me away? It’s not. I don’t scare away that easily, ást.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise, her head ringing with the sincerity of Kara’s words, whirling with the emotions that those words unleashed inside of her. “I went to therapy, you know,” she said suddenly—because she wasn’t sure what else to say, “and I took medication, like I was supposed to.” She looked down at her hands, her mind suddenly far away. “When I was human. But it didn’t stop the nightmares. My psychiatrist said that it was a normal symptom of PTSD.” 
 
    Kara nodded understandingly. “Alana had them, too. Every day. Until she figured out how to control dreams. Honestly, I think that was the reason she became so obsessed with that aspect of her power.” She sighed, “But then, once she learned to create and manipulate illusions, she started using that power to manipulate me. And later, she used it on everyone else, too. It started, though, with her just wanting to end the nightmares, and I could never fault her for that.” 
 
    Rose’s chest felt tight, overwhelmed with sympathy for Alana’s suffering and anger for what she’d put Kara through, all at once. She tried to lighten the mood. “I have more in common with your crazy ex-girlfriend. How comforting.” 
 
    Kara chuckled at Rose’s sarcasm. “What are you afraid of?” she asked, her lips tilting into a flirty smile. “That you’ll become my crazy ex-girlfriend, too?” 
 
    “Well,” Rose quipped, “now that you’ve put the thought in my head…” 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara said with a seductive smile, “to become my crazy ex-girlfriend, you have to be my girlfriend first. But you keep insisting that you’re not.” 
 
    “Because I’m not,” Rose said defensively. She sank a little lower into the soft, leather cushions, her face reddening. “You and I are just…friends. Right?” 
 
    Kara lifted an eyebrow at the uncertainty in Rose’s voice. “Do you usually kiss your friends, Rose?” she asked. “Do you want them the way you want me?”  
 
    “W-what?” Rose stammered, blushing. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward, resting her elbows on her mostly bare thighs. Her lips quirked up at the edges. “Audrey and Owen are your closest friends, aren’t they?” she asked, her voice dropping to a low, sensual purr. “Do you want them the way you want me? Do you think about them the way you think about me?” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “No,” she muttered. “That would be…really weird.” 
 
    “Then, clearly,” Kara said with a smirk, “I must be more than a friend.” 
 
    Rose felt cornered, caught in a lie that was so pathetic that no one could have possibly believed it. “You’re…a different kind of friend,” she tried again. She shrugged nervously. “People have friends like that, right? That they kiss?” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Are you suggesting that I’m a fuck buddy, Rose? Because I’ve had plenty of those before, and if that’s what this is, you’re not doing it right.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “No, of course not,” she mumbled, mortified by the idea. “I don’t do that. I couldn’t. That kind of thing isn’t…casual to me.” She looked up at Kara, her chest fluttering with nervousness. “We’re not…casual, are we?” 
 
    “You tell me, sexy,” Kara said. Her icy blue eyes sparkled with curiosity and excitement. “You’re the one who’s too afraid to admit your feelings for me.” 
 
    “That’s hardly fair,” Rose muttered defensively. “We’re on the precipice of an apocalyptic war. We could die at any moment. It wouldn’t make sense to…” 
 
    “But of course it would,” Kara said. “Everyone confesses their feelings before a battle. No one wants to die, still holding on to those words, out of fear.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “You’re being a little hypocritical, don’t you think? You’re accusing me of being too afraid to admit my feelings for you, but you haven’t admitted your feelings for me, either. Maybe you’re the one who’s too afraid.” 
 
    Kara straightened. “Is that a challenge?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Rose froze, feeling her heart dance anxiously inside her chest, feeling the curiosity rise within her. Part of her feared what Kara might say—and how she might react to it—but the other part of her desperately wanted to know. “Yes.” 
 
    Kara unfolded herself from the couch so quickly that Rose instinctually leaned back, startled. She rounded the coffee table, her long, lithe legs taking sure, determined steps, toward Rose. She placed her hands on either side of Rose’s hips and bent at the waist, leaning over Rose. Her dark, silky hair fell forward, over her sleeveless shirt, enticing Rose’s senses with the scent of Kara’s shampoo: the wild, sweet scent of violets. “I’ll tell you,” Kara said, “if you want to know.” 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara, afraid to even breathe, for fear of giving into the desire and hunger thrumming through her veins. A spark of defiance and intrigue flashed in Kara’s piercing, blue eyes, and Rose realized that Kara was challenging her as well. Kara was daring her to hear the truth and be unchanged by it. Rose’s heart beat faster and harder, and a nervous thrill shot through her, but if Kara thought that Rose would back down in fear, she had another thing coming. “Yes.” 
 
    Kara’s lips parted in surprise, and a shaky breath escaped her mouth. But then, a smile began to tug at the edges of those thin, pale lips—the lips that Rose couldn’t tear her gaze away from, the lips that Rose ached to kiss. “The truth is, Rose,” Kara whispered, her eyes burning with intensity, “I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Rose’s mouth fell open. For several moments, she couldn’t speak. She could only listen to the rapid cadence of Kara’s heart and to her own heart, which seemed to have stopped entirely. “That’s a bit…more than I expected you to say.” 
 
    A smug smile pulled at Kara’s lips. “The ball’s in your court now, sexy.” 
 
    Rose sat as still as possible, her bright blue eyes wide, her heartbeat so fast and harsh that her chest ached with each beat. She chewed on her bottom lip anxiously as she tried to think of an appropriate response. “You know,” she rambled nervously—because that’s what she did when she was this nervous: she rambled, “you’re probably the only person in the world who would call me sexy right now. I mean, I’m awake during the day, which means I probably look half-zombified, and I’m wearing these pajamas, and everyone hates these pajamas.” 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched up on one side, and her light blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “You’re so cute when you’re nervous,” she murmured, somehow managing to make that mostly-innocent statement sound sensual and seductive. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Even in these pajamas?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Kara’s intense gaze darted down toward the oversized flannel that Rose had worn to bed. “Especially in those pajamas,” she said with an amused smile. 
 
    Rose gave her a skeptical look. “Everyone else hates them,” she repeated. 
 
    “Everyone else lacks imagination,” Kara murmured. She leaned back on her heels and slid her gaze over Rose’s red-and-black flannel-clad body, her gaze darkening with desire as it trailed over each of Rose’s curves, even though those curves were currently hidden by the oversized pajamas. Rose could practically feel Kara’s gaze sliding over her, undressing her, and that sensation left her overheated and breathless. Kara smiled seductively at her. “My imagination works perfectly.” 
 
    Rose just sat there, slouched on the sofa, staring up at the incredibly sexy vampire who leaned over her, as she tried to remember how to breathe. Her body felt about three thousand degrees hotter, all of the sudden, and an intense, pulsing desire ached throughout her entire body, her head rattling from the intensity of her pulse. “Oh,” Rose sputtered, her eyes wide. “I can feel…what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Kara pressed more of her weight onto her hands, and a lock of blue hair fell over her face as she leaned over Rose, their bodies so close, yet still not touching. Her breath warmed Rose’s face as she whispered, “Intense, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rose dug her fingers into the sofa cushion as an incredibly painful wave of desire rushed through her. “What are you thinking?” she heard herself say. 
 
    Kara smiled. “Do you want me to tell you,” she asked, “or show you?” 
 
    The painful intensity of the desire that rushed through Rose’s body in that moment caused her to moan. Without thinking, she whispered, “Show me.” 
 
    Kara didn’t hesitate. She instantly closed the space between their bodies, straddling Rose’s hips, and capturing Rose’s lips in a deep, aggressive kiss. Rose moaned against her lips, their hands clutching each other’s faces, as their lips and tongues met. Kara smiled at Rose’s reactions to her kiss—the way she moaned into her mouth, the way she arched her back, pressing her curves against Kara’s. 
 
    “I want you so badly, Rose Foster,” Kara groaned against her lips. 
 
    Rose didn’t think—couldn’t think. She could only feel. “Take me, then.” 
 
    With a low, hungry growl, Kara devoured her, kissing her so hard that her head spun from the intensity. Kara pulled away sooner than Rose wanted, but only so that she could trail warm, wet kisses along the curve of Rose’s neck. Rose tilted her head back, gasping for breath, as Kara teased her with her lips and fangs. 
 
    Kara leaned back, pressing herself harder against Rose’s thighs, grinding her hips. Rose watched, so mesmerized by the slow, sensual movement of Kara’s hips, so overwhelmed by the tension that sizzled and snapped between them. She reached out and touched Kara’s hips, feeling them move beneath her hands, her gaze shifting up to meet Kara’s. Kara closed her eyes, moaning softly at Rose’s touch, and then, she tilted her face forward, her breath warm against Rose’s lips. 
 
    Her piercing, blue eyes, dark with lust and hunger, watched the pink flush of Rose’s skin as she trailed her fingers over it—over Rose’s jaw, along the curve of her neck, down to the collar of her pajama shirt. With quick, graceful fingers, she unbuttoned Rose’s shirt, her intense gaze following the path of her fingers, trailing over Rose’s soft, bare skin. She paused, though, when the shirt opened over the scar in the center of Rose’s chest. Rose noticed her reaction and glanced down at her scarred skin, to the worst of the scars—the one left by the stake. 
 
    “It healed,” Rose sighed, “but not fast enough to prevent the scarring.” 
 
    Kara bent her head and pressed her soft, warm lips against the scar, her gaze shifting up toward Rose’s face. Rose’s breath caught in her throat, a fluttering warmth spreading throughout her body, as she watched Kara, as she saw the love and affection that burned in Kara’s light blue eyes. Kara moved to kiss her lips, once again, and there was something communicated in that kiss—something so poignant and genuine that Rose felt it in every part of her soul, cracking open her heart and seeping into it, making its home there, blossoming inside of her. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose breathed, her heart racing, “what are you doing to me?” 
 
    Kara’s lips curved against Rose’s, into a soft, grateful smile that Rose felt with her lips. “Same thing you’ve done to me, I hope,” she whispered. But then, she pulled back, and that smile tilted mischievously. “And…maybe a little more.” 
 
    Rose felt the remaining buttons of her shirt coming free beneath Kara’s fingers. Kara’s light blue eyes darkened with pure, undiluted lust—so much so that they seemed to become an entirely different shade of blue—when the soft curves of Rose’s breasts came into view. Kara quickened her pace, stripping off Rose’s shirt in a matter of seconds, smiling at the sight of Rose’s bare breasts. 
 
    Kara’s smile widened, becoming…hungry. “I really love your breasts.” 
 
    Rose might have had a retort for that, but she didn’t have time to use it because Kara had already begun to move. Her fingers closed around Rose’s hips, pushing her back against the couch, as she bent her head toward Rose’s breasts. 
 
    Kara covered one of Rose’s breasts with her hand and the other breast with her mouth, licking and sucking at Rose’s nipple. Rose arched her back at the intense sensation, pressing more of her breasts into Kara’s hand, into her mouth. 
 
    Rose moaned as Kara moved her mouth to the other breast. “Is that why,” Rose paused, gasping as Kara ran her tongue around Rose’s nipple, “you love me, then?” She offered Kara a cute, playful smile. “Because of my breasts?” 
 
    Kara smiled at Rose’s teasing. She raised up, putting herself at eye-level with Rose again. “No,” she said with a wicked smile. “They’re just a perk.” 
 
    Rose watched her, desire and curiosity burning in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    Kara offered her a wolfish smile. “Get it?” she said playfully. She ran her thumb over Rose’s nipple, laughing as Rose moaned at the sensation. “Perk?” 
 
    Rose tilted her head back and giggled, “Oh my word. You’re so terrible!” 
 
    Kara smiled. Every time Rose called her terrible, she always made it sound so sweet, as if she found Kara’s terribleness endearing, rather than annoying. And that sweetness in Rose’s voice and eyes made Kara smile. “You like me, anyway.” 
 
    Rose looked at her, a gentle, hesitant smile curving at the corners of her lips. “Yeah, I do. Very much,” she confessed. Desire still burned through every part of her body, leaving a bright pink flush on her skin, but now, another warmth blossomed inside of her—a feeling that terrified her and delighted her at the exact same time. “Kara,” she breathed, “did you mean it? Do you really…love me?” 
 
    Kara smiled warily. “It’s not really something you can take back, is it?” 
 
    “You can take it back, if you want,” Rose said, “if you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Every time I have ever loved someone, it turned out badly,” Kara said quietly, her pulse racing. “Very badly. So, what I feel for you—it terrifies me.” 
 
    Rose watched her, stunned that Kara was admitting something like this. 
 
    Kara exhaled shakily. “But you wanted the truth. So, I gave it to you.” 
 
    “And the truth is,” Rose said hesitantly, “that you’re in love with me?” 
 
    Kara offered her an apologetic smile. “Hopelessly.” 
 
    For a moment, they just stared at each other, feeling the tense, crackling, sexual electricity that filled the air between them, feeling the powerful, emotional connection that threaded them together, feeling the fear and love they both felt. 
 
    Kara straightened. “Fy faen,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    With a quick glance at the stairs, Kara started to pull Rose’s shirt closed. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Kallias said gruffly. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Kara climbed off of Rose and took a step back, watching Kallias warily. 
 
    Rose just closed her eyes and finished buttoning her shirt, as the sadness and guilt began to close around her throat and sting the back of her eyelids. 
 
    “Her breasts, I mean,” Kallias added, “not you two fucking each other. I hadn’t seen that before.” He sounded calm but cold—a dangerous combination. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “We weren’t…” 
 
    Kallias held up his hand, cutting her off. “Don’t,” he growled with a cold, deadly glare. “I wouldn’t believe a word that came out of your mouth anyway.” 
 
    Rose stood up and turned toward him. She shrugged sadly, knowing that nothing she could say would help. “I’m sorry. I know that’s not enough, but…” 
 
    “I know you’re sorry,” Kallias said. “I can see the sincerity in your mind. And you’re right. It’s not enough.” He sighed, “Get your stuff out of my room.” 
 
    And with that, he turned and left the living room, his footsteps echoing through the mostly silent house, as he trudged up the stairs, back to his bedroom. 
 
    Kara started to follow him. “I’ll talk to him,” she told Rose as she passed. 
 
    Rose watched her with a frown. “What? Why?” she asked bewilderedly. 
 
    Kara turned back toward her. “Maybe I can get him to reconsider.” 
 
    “Not likely,” Rose muttered. She stared at the hardwood floor, feeling its cold roughness beneath her bare feet. The edges of her vision blurred with unshed tears. “After what I did, I’ll be lucky if he ever speaks to me again.” She looked up at Kara. “Besides, why would you want my boyfriend to take me back?” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with sympathy as she watched Rose, as she felt the agony of Rose’s emotions. “Because…I don’t want you to hurt like this.” 
 
    Rose shrugged sadly. “I hurt him. I deserve to hurt like this.” 
 
    “No,” Kara argued, shaking her head. “No. I don’t think you do.” 
 
    Rose smiled at her, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. As a matter of fact, the smile only seemed to cause the unshed tears in her eyes to shine brighter. 
 
    Kara watched with a frown as Rose turned slowly and walked over to the long, practically floor-to-ceiling cabinets and opened them. Rose gathered a stack of sheets and blankets into her arms. “What are you doing?” Kara asked curiously. 
 
    “Making a bed on the sofa,” Rose said in a tired, sad tone. “All of the guest rooms are full right now. I’ll have to sleep in here. I mean, I assume Kallias doesn’t hate me enough to kick me out of the house in the middle of the day.” 
 
    Kara walked toward her. “Rose,” she sighed as she closed in beside her. 
 
    “Maybe that’s too optimistic,” Rose mumbled to herself. “Maybe he does hate me that much. I wouldn’t blame him. I hate myself that much sometimes.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said again. She cradled Rose’s face in her hands, leaning in close, until Rose met her gaze. “Put the blankets back. You don’t need them.” 
 
    Rose nodded numbly. “You’re right. I don’t deserve blankets.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Kara snapped, startling Rose. “Stop doing this to yourself.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose mumbled, too surprised to think of another response. 
 
    Kara sighed. She took the blankets out of Rose’s arms and returned them to the cabinets. Then, she turned and slipped her arms around Rose’s lower back, resting her head on Rose’s shoulder, embracing her tightly. She felt Rose soften in her arms, and then, she felt Rose’s warm tears on her shoulder. “Please, don’t do that to yourself,” Kara whispered. “I care about you so much, and I can’t stand the thought of you hating yourself like that…especially when it’s my fault.” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, her voice muffled by Kara’s shoulder. She stepped back and held Kara at arm’s length so that she could look at her. Rose’s face was already soaked with tears. “I’m not Alana. I can take responsibility for my own decisions.” 
 
    Kara nodded, acknowledging that. “Still,” she sighed. 
 
    “I don’t blame you for this,” Rose said, her brows furrowing, as if she couldn’t believe Kara would think that she would. “I screwed things up with Kallias before you ever came along. I did it to save his life, and I don’t regret it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t regret a moment that you and I have had together,” Kara confessed. “I go after what I want—no mercy, no apologies—and I wanted you. I still want you.” Guilt twisted at her face. “But I still feel like shit right now.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Rose said softly. “I did this to myself. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Kara just sighed, “Do you remember which room I’m staying in?” 
 
    Rose blushed as the memory of what they’d done in that room rushed back into her mind. “Of course,” she said with a shy smile. “How could I forget?” 
 
    Kara winked at her—transforming from Sad-Kara to Flirty-Kara in less than a second. “Go to that room,” she told her seriously. “I’ll get your things.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “I don’t know if we should…” 
 
    “We don’t have to sleep in the bed together, if you don’t want to,” Kara assured her. “But you’re not sleeping on a sofa. You’ll sleep in the bed. I insist. I can sleep in the floor.” She tapped the cold floor with her bare foot. “I’ve slept in caves and in the stone floors of dungeons. Hardwood doesn’t sound that bad.” 
 
    Rose’s frown deepened. “Dungeons?” she sputtered. “More than one?” 
 
    “I was imprisoned seven times when I was human,” Kara explained with a cocky smirk. “How do you think I got so good at sneaking in and out of places?” 
 
    “Ah,” Rose said with an amused—yet still sad—smile. “That explains it.” 
 
    Kara reached out and took her hand, squeezing it lightly. “Go on, love. I’ll get your things from Kallias’s room, and then, I’ll meet you back in my room.” 
 
    “You’re sweeter than people give you credit for,” Rose said with a smile. 
 
    Kara winked at her. “Don’t tell anyone. It would ruin my reputation.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing in my room?” Kallias snarled as he stormed out of the bathroom with his razor still in hand. He glared murderously at the deceptive vampire who had just waltzed into his room like she owned the place. 
 
    Kara raised her eyebrow at the sight of his shaving-cream covered jaw. “Relax, big guy. I’m just here to get Rose’s things. That’s what you wanted, right?” 
 
    Kallias sighed and nodded. He gestured toward one of the dressers with his razor. “All of her clothes are in the drawers. She never hangs anything up.” 
 
    “That’s because she’s afraid of closets,” Kara said as she walked over to the dresser that Kallias had pointed out. She started pulling out stacks of clothes. 
 
    Kallias had turned to head back into the bathroom, but he froze when he heard Kara’s comment. He turned back toward her. “Wait. What?” he asked. 
 
    Kara cast a curious glance in his direction. “You didn’t notice?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I knew that small spaces made her uncomfortable, but…” 
 
    “Uncomfortable?” Kara repeated with an incredulous laugh. She turned toward him, her eyebrows lifting in disbelief. “She has panic attacks, Kallias. That’s not just uncomfortable. That is terrified. That’s…trauma. She’s traumatized.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, stunned. “What happened?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “She hasn’t told me. But…it’s not hard to guess,” Kara said sadly. 
 
    He looked away, his face twisting with sympathetic pain as he once again realized how horrific Rose’s childhood had been. “How did you figure it out?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “I paid attention.” 
 
    Kallias glared at her. “Are you trying to say I don’t pay attention to her?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at his defensiveness. “I’m not trying to say anything, Kallias,” she sighed. She turned back toward the dresser and pulled out a stack of folded blue jeans and placed them on the top of the dresser with the stack of folded T-shirts. She looked back at him. “If it makes you feel any better, part of the reason I recognized it so easily is that I’d seen it before. Alana was like that, too. Slaves were usually transported in the bottom of ships, chained up so that they wouldn’t escape or…kill themselves. Alana spent weeks locked up in that small compartment in the bottom of Lafi’s ship. Even fourteen hundred years later, she was still terrified of small spaces. I figured it out because…on that first night, in that elevator, I saw the same fear in Rose’s eyes that I saw in Alana’s.” 
 
    Kallias ran his hand over the tattooed flames on his neck. “How is it that one person can have this many horrible things happen to her?” he muttered under his breath. He’d asked the same question back when he first met Rose, and back then, he hadn’t even known half of what she’d experienced. “It’s like the world is out to get her. To destroy her, specifically. And somehow, she keeps surviving.” 
 
    “She survives because she’s strong,” Kara said quietly, “and wonderful.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Yeah,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    “If you think that,” Kara said, stepping closer, “why are you giving up?” 
 
    He looked at her. “Are you serious? Are you really asking me to take her back?” he said incredulously. He let out a short, condescending laugh. “What’s wrong? Is she not enough of a conquest for you without the competition?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Kara snarled. The anger that flashed in her light blue eyes, that caused every muscle in her body to tighten, that caused her chest to rise and fall quickly, as if she were out of breath—that sudden, dangerous anger shocked Kallias. Out of all of the reactions that he’d expected from Kara, this wasn’t one of them. Kara looked away, squeezing her hands into fists at her sides as she tried to regain control of her emotions. “She was never just a conquest to me. Never.” 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, his brown eyes wide with shock, as he tried to make sense of this reaction. He returned to the bathroom so that he could wash the shaving cream off of his face—since he apparently wouldn’t be able to shave any time soon—and then, he walked back into the bedroom, his brows furrowing. “I apologize,” he managed to say. “Clearly, I jumped to conclusions about you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” she sighed, “but I appreciate you apologizing for it.” 
 
    “But why?” Kallias asked. He studied her with a confused frown. “You wanted her. Now, you have her. Why would you want me to change my mind?” 
 
    Her piercing, blue eyes flashed with pain. “Because you’re hurting her.” 
 
    “Her?” he repeated, laughing in disbelief. “What about me? She hurt me!” 
 
    “She never wanted to hurt you,” Kara told him. “You know she didn’t.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” Kallias said. He shrugged and shook his head. “And it’s not just about her feelings for you. She hurt me before you even came along.” 
 
    “Right. She died to save your life. Let’s crucify her for that,” Kara said. 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her sarcasm. “You have no idea how it felt.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was terrible,” she conceded, “but isn’t she worth the pain?” 
 
    “I don’t know anymore,” Kallias said bitterly. “And even if she is, what am I supposed to do? I’ve watched her fight her feelings for you ever since she met you, and she still keeps going back to you. No matter how hard she fights it.” 
 
    “What do you want? What if I backed off? Would that change your mind?” Kara asked. On the surface, she looked so nonchalant—her arms hanging by her sides, her weight resting mostly on her right leg—but her hands trembled when she asked that question, betraying the fear and pain that she truly felt. 
 
    “I want her to choose,” he corrected. 
 
    Kara laughed at that. “She chose you, Kallias.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only because she won’t be honest with herself.” 
 
    “So, that’s it, then?” she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You’re just giving up. If you love someone, then you should be willing to fight for them.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her. “I shouldn’t have to fight for her,” he snarled. 
 
    Kara sighed, throwing her hands up in defeat. She turned back toward the dresser and gathered the rest of Rose’s things into her arms, balancing each stack of clothing on top of the other. “Is there any way to change your mind?” 
 
    Kallias watched her as she gracefully balanced the clothes in her arms and turned back toward him. “No,” he answered. “I just… I can’t do it anymore.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed in disbelief. “Is it really so bad to love her?” 
 
    Kallias leaned against the wall and crossed his arms as he considered that. “Falling in love with Rose is an amazing experience. It’s like…being rescued. She comes in at the exact right moment, and she makes you believe in things, and she makes you want to be better. She swoops in like a train and scoops you up out of your situation. She saves you. But what you don’t realize at the time—and what Rose doesn’t realize herself—is that Rose is a derailed train. Eventually, she’s going to crash, and if you don’t get off soon enough, you’ll crash with her.” 
 
    Kara considered that. “Then, I’ll crash,” she decided. “She’s worth it.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You’re in love with her,” he realized. 
 
    “Why else would I be here, asking you not to break her heart?” Kara said. 
 
    “Well,” he said with a bitter smile, “congratulations. She’s yours now.” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “This will hurt her.” 
 
    “But luckily, she has you to lick her wounds,” Kallias said coldly. 
 
    Kara just sighed in disappointment. “Goodnight, Kallias.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kara closed the door with her foot and set the tall stack of clothing on top of the nearest dresser. She turned and looked at Rose, sympathy glistening in her icy blue eyes. Rose barely reacted to her presence. She remained curled up in the chair, her knees drawn up to her chest, her arms wrapped tightly around her legs, her face pillowed on her knees. When she felt Kara’s gaze on her, she lifted her reddened, tear-soaked face and watched Kara with a sad, resigned expression. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask me what he said?” Kara asked softly. 
 
    Rose shrugged tiredly. She looked so depressed. So defeated. “I already know,” she sighed. “When Kallias was human, his wife cheated on him with Theron—the vampire who killed him. I told him that I would never hurt him like that. Then, I was with you. Kallias hates liars, which means…now, he hates me.” 
 
    Because of their blood bond, Kara felt Rose’s agonizing emotions—her guilt, her sadness, her pain—and the intensity of those emotions overwhelmed her. She crossed the space between them in just a couple of steps, her bare feet padding quietly against the hardwood floor, and then, she crouched down in front of Rose, kneeling on one knee. She stared into Rose’s bright blue eyes, watching as they glowed with unshed tears. “He said…he wants you to choose,” she sighed. 
 
    “I did choose,” Rose said quietly, practically whispering. “I chose him.” 
 
    “I told him that,” Kara said, “but…he thinks you’re lying to yourself.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “What? What the heck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I think he’s just paranoid. I mean, he’d have to be…to think that you would ever choose me over him,” she said with a soft, sad laugh. “You love him. You would never give up the person you love for a possibility.” 
 
    “The person I love,” Rose mumbled to herself, her frown deepening. 
 
    Kara reached out and slid her hand into Rose’s. “I’m really sorry, ást.” 
 
    Rose pulled her hand away suddenly and looked away as tears began to well up in her eyes. She watched out of the corner of her eyes as Kara stood up. 
 
    Kara watched her with an understanding—but still hurt—expression. “I think I’ll go take a shower. You seem to want to be alone right now,” she sighed. 
 
    Rose nodded but didn’t look at her. “I just…need to think for a minute.” 
 
    “Whatever you need,” Kara said before slipping into the bathroom. 
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 Choosing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara closed her eyes and tilted her head back as the hot water poured over her, rinsing the violet-scented shampoo out of her hair, causing suds to snake down her back. Just as she reached out to grab the bottle of conditioner, she heard the creaking of the door as it opened. She recognized the scent immediately. Honey, vanilla, and…power. And the salty scent of tears. Kara stepped out of the water and opened the sliding door of the shower. “Rose?” she said worriedly. 
 
    Kara watched, her eyes widening, as Rose began to unbutton her shirt. Rose stared back at Kara, a mixture of nervousness and curiosity burning in her bright blue eyes, as she undressed, her fingers trembling as she fumbled with each button of her shirt. Her eyes were still swollen from the tears, but no tears fell from her eyes now. Rose dropped her shirt in the floor and began to pull off her pajama pants. Kara suddenly felt hot all over, and it had nothing to do with the warm water running over her skin and everything to do with the beautiful woman standing in front of her in nothing but pajama pants and underwear. She swept her gaze over Rose’s soft curves, noticing the gruesome scars that broke her heart and the strength of the woman who had survived them. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Choosing,” Rose said as she stepped out of her pajama pants. 
 
    Kara’s mouth fell open in surprise. That word, that one word, unleashed a plethora of emotions inside of her. Powerful, overwhelming emotions that left her speechless for the first time in her life. She prided herself in always knowing what to say, what to do, but now, in this moment, she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t react. She stepped back, as Rose—now naked—stepped into the shower with her. 
 
    “Rose,” she murmured, her voice low and breathless with longing. 
 
    Rose stepped forward and raised her hands to touch Kara’s face, feeling the warm, wet skin of Kara’s cheeks under her fingers. Then, she captured Kara’s lips with her own, kissing her slowly and deeply. Rose poured all of her emotions into the kiss—her pain, her sadness, her passion, her desire, and finally, her love.  
 
    The kiss jolted Kara back into action. She threaded her fingers in Rose’s thick, auburn hair, deepening the kiss, sliding her tongue into Rose’s mouth, and she stepped forward, backing Rose toward the wall of the shower. Rose gasped as Kara pressed her up against the wall, her bare, wet skin sliding against Rose’s. 
 
    The sensation of Kara’s skin against hers—even as cold and wet as it felt under the water—was unlike anything Rose had imagined. Her heart—which had already been racing since she made the decision to do this, since she accepted her feelings for Kara, once and for all—beat even harder and faster against her chest. 
 
    And she felt the erratic flutter of Kara’s heartbeat, too, as her breasts pressed against Kara’s, as her fingertips traced the pulse in Kara’s neck. The drops of water on their skin felt colder and colder the longer they kissed in that small shower, but Rose hardly noticed it because she focused her attention, instead, on the heat of the desire that poured through her body and the heat of Kara’s mouth against hers. That heat seemed to grow, pulsing outward, until it enveloped every part of her, until all she could think about was the sensation of Kara’s hands on her skin, and the softness of Kara’s skin beneath her lips. She pressed her lips against Kara’s neck, showering Kara’s skin with gentle, affectionate kisses. She moaned as she felt Kara’s hand moving between them, her palm sliding over the softness of Rose’s stomach, down to her wet, aching center. Rose caught Kara’s wrist in her hand, just before she could touch her. “No,” she gasped. “Wait.” 
 
    Kara stopped and pulled back. She watched Rose worriedly, afraid that Rose had changed her mind, that she had decided she didn’t want Kara, after all. 
 
    “There’s something I’d like to do,” Rose said softly, “if that’s all right.” 
 
    A relieved smile curved at the edges of Kara’s lips. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    Rose reached out and pressed her hand against Kara’s shoulder. She guided Kara back a step, and then, she turned and pushed Kara against the wall. 
 
    Then, with a nervous smile, Rose sank to her knees in front of Kara. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Rose,” she murmured. “Always surprising me.” 
 
    Rose smiled shyly at that. She ran her fingers over the leanness of Kara’s thighs, delighting in the sound of Kara’s increased heart rate, in that quick catch in Kara’s breath, in the knowledge that Kara wanted this as much as she did. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against the inside of Kara’s thigh, kissing it with a gentleness that caused Kara to shudder. She parted her lips and licked the soft skin of Kara’s thigh, tasting the water on her skin. She traced the intricate lines of Kara’s tattoo with her tongue, running her tongue over the vines and roses that encircled the sword, that led upward, toward the center of Kara’s legs. 
 
    Kara arched her back, her fingers sinking into Rose’s hair, as she moaned at the feel of Rose’s warm, gentle tongue. She watched Rose, her chest heaving, a pink flush spreading over her skin, as her body flooded with painfully hot desire. 
 
    Rose could feel what Kara felt—their emotions and feelings intertwined, threaded together by the blood bond—and knowing how much Kara wanted this, how much she enjoyed every second of it, reassured Rose and melted away the anxiety that she’d felt about it. With her lips and tongue, she followed the path of the tattooed vines, until she reached her destination: Kara’s warm, wet center. 
 
    “Fuck,” Kara breathed, as Rose began to lick, slowly at first, then faster. 
 
    Rose moaned at the taste of Kara, at the way Kara’s body reacted to her, arching, bending, and trembling. It was all so arousing, and the blood bond only intensified those feelings. Rose felt overheated, desire burning under her skin, even as the water from the shower grew cold. She traced the curve of Kara’s hip with one hand, feeling the lines of the flower tattoo beneath the pad of her thumb, and she ran the other hand up, tracing her palm over Kara’s flat, lean stomach. 
 
    Kara moaned deeply, a slight whimper in her voice, at the sensation of Rose’s touch—on her hip, on her stomach, and then, on one of her breasts. She bent forward slightly, her knees buckling at the sweet torture of Rose’s tongue. 
 
    Rose felt Kara’s skin warming beneath her touch. She heard Kara’s heart pounding faster and faster. She heard the blood rushing in Kara’s veins, in the femoral artery in Kara’s thigh. Her hunger burned in her stomach and throat, urging her to feed, to sink her fangs into Kara’s thigh and feed. But Rose couldn’t stop what she was doing, not yet, not when she could already feel Kara trembling. 
 
    Kara sank her fingers deeper into Rose’s hair and arched her back as every muscle in her body suddenly tightened. She tilted her head back against the cold, wet tile wall and cried out as intense, overwhelming pleasure poured through her veins, exploding and burning in every cell of her body. “Oh, Rose,” she cried. 
 
    Rose waited until Kara stopped trembling before she stopped. Then, she climbed to her feet, smiling shyly at Kara. “So,” she said awkwardly, blushing as Kara pinned her with a dark, lustful stare, “that means…I did okay…right?” 
 
    Kara reached out and wrapped her trembling fingers around Rose’s arm, pulling Rose against her with a gentle tug. Their faces tilted closer, their lips nearly touching, as they panted for breath. She grasped Rose’s face tightly, holding her close. “I love you,” Kara growled, still breathless and shaking, “so much.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that because I made you…” she trailed off, blushing. 
 
    “No,” Kara said. She stepped forward, sliding her warm, shaky hands down to Rose’s hips. Rose gasped as Kara turned and pushed her up against the wall. A flirty smile tugged at the edges of Kara’s lips. “I did love that, and I plan on repaying you for it. Over and over. Until you beg me to stop,” she murmured as she kissed Rose, not giving Rose a chance to respond to that. Rose moaned against her lips, melting into the kiss, but then, Kara pulled back, pinning her with the most serious look Rose had ever seen. “But I mean it. I love you, Rose.” 
 
    Rose just smiled. “I love you, too, Kara.” 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes widened in shock. “Wait. You do? Truly?” 
 
    “Obviously,” Rose teased. “What did you think all of this was about?” 
 
    Kara smiled, and the brightness and warmth of that smile was easily the most beautiful thing that Rose had ever seen. Kara lifted her hands and cradled Rose’s face in her hands, her palms warm against Rose’s cheeks. Then, she leaned forward and pressed her lips against Rose’s lips. She kissed her slowly, indulgently, passionately, as if they had all the time in the world, as if they never had to stop. 
 
    Emotions—overwhelming, indescribable emotions—bubbled up in Rose’s throat, flooding every part of her mind, drowning everything in their wake. The kiss felt like a song—a beautiful, evocative song that brought its listeners to tears, just from the sheer intensity of emotions, the emotions that seemed to come from nowhere. This kiss was like that for Rose. So full of emotion. So full of love. 
 
    “Would you mind terribly if we stayed like this forever?” Kara asked. 
 
    Rose smiled. “Well, not terribly,” she teased, “but the water is a little cold.” 
 
    Kara pulled back, her light blue eyes darkening with pure, unadulterated lust. “Really?” she said with a mischievous smile. She ran her hands up the soft, wet skin of Rose’s stomach, up to Rose’s soft, heavy breasts. She cupped them in her hands, lightly squeezing them. “Because…I’m burning up. Practically on fire.” 
 
    Rose moaned as Kara lowered her head and began to kiss Rose’s breasts. Rose tilted her head back against the wall, unable to suppress the soft, breathless moans that spilled from her lips as Kara traced the curve of Rose’s breasts with her tongue. “Yeah,” Rose squeaked. “Yeah…I think…I know what you mean.” 
 
    Kara’s piercing, blue gaze shifted up, meeting Rose’s gaze, as Kara circled Rose’s nipple with her tongue. A smirk tugged at her lips as she saw the longing in Rose’s bright blue eyes. She stepped back, suddenly, and turned off the water. 
 
    Rose didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her heart raced against her chest. Desire burned beneath her skin. Arousal pulsed and ached between her legs. And she was pretty sure that the only thing keeping her in an upright position was the wall. 
 
    Kara returned to her. She reached out and gently grasped Rose’s hand, lifting it to her mouth and planting a soft, gentle kiss on the back of Rose’s hand. 
 
    It was such a sweet, affectionate action. So innocent. 
 
    Until she began to lick each one of Rose’s fingers, slowly and sensually. 
 
    Rose’s mouth fell open, her breath coming out in fast, shallow pants. 
 
    Kara smiled at Rose’s reaction and stepped backward, leading Rose by the hand. She walked backward, pulling Rose out of the shower, leading Rose toward the door of the bathroom. She pushed open the door with her shoulder and pulled Rose into the bedroom, leading her toward the bed. Cold water dripped onto the bedroom floor, sliding over their skin, dripping from their hair. 
 
    Rose laughed nervously, “What? No towels?” 
 
    “No,” Kara told her. She tugged Rose closer, moving her hands to Rose’s hips, as their cold, damp bodies collided. She grinned wolfishly. “I like you wet.” 
 
    Rose tried to roll her eyes at the double entendre, but the sensation of Kara’s lips and teeth on her neck made her forget about her need to be sassy. 
 
    Because another need was feeling a bit more…dire, at the moment. 
 
    When Rose felt the bed hit the back of her legs, she separated from Kara, just long enough to crawl backward onto the bed. But Kara barely let any distance form between their bodies before she was leaping onto the bed, closing the space between their bodies and lips. She straddled Rose’s legs and grabbed her hips, tugging her down, until she lay flat on her back with Kara hovering over her. 
 
    Kara tilted her face toward Rose’s, as if she were going in for another kiss, the warmth of her breath dancing across Rose’s lips, but she stopped just shy of kissing her, teasing a kiss but not giving it. She watched Rose for a moment, her light blue eyes full of promise and longing. “Do you trust me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said breathlessly. “Yes. I trust you. I want this. I want you.” 
 
    Rose raised up, trying to kiss her, but Kara pressed a finger to Rose’s lips, stopping her. With that sly, mischievous smirk that Rose had grown to love, Kara tilted Rose’s head back with her finger. “Lie still,” she whispered before moving her lips to Rose’s neck. Rose moaned at the warmth of Kara’s lips, the gentleness of her tongue, the sharpness of her fangs, and the relentlessness of her kisses. 
 
    Kara moved on her hands and knees, crouched over Rose like an animal, as she crawled down Rose’s body, her lips moving over Rose’s skin. She explored Rose’s body slowly, kissing every inch of her soft, fair skin, watching her all the while, studying the way she reacted to certain things, learning what she liked most. 
 
    By the time Kara reached her waist, Rose felt as if her head might explode from all of the longing building up in her body, fizzing just beneath her skin, like a shaken drink waiting for release. She gasped as she felt Kara’s hands on her thighs, spreading them so that she could kneel between them. She tilted her head to the side, meeting Kara’s piercing blue gaze. Kara smiled at her, and that smile—full of warmth and longing—melted any part of Rose that hadn’t melted already. 
 
    Kara bent her head and kissed the inside of her thigh. Rose gasped at the sensation, stunned by how intense it felt—desire shooting through her like a bolt of electricity. She felt Kara’s lips and tongue moving along her thigh. Kara pressed her fangs against the inside of Rose’s thigh, just over the femoral artery, and froze. 
 
    Rose realized that Kara was waiting for permission. “Yes. Yes. Please.” 
 
    Kara sank her fangs into Rose’s thigh, her sharp teeth sinking deeply into the soft flesh. Rose tilted her head back and clenched her jaw at the initial pain, but like always, it subsided quickly, as Kara covered the wound with her mouth and began to feed. The endorphins flooded Rose’s body with pleasure and desire, and the blood bond they shared—connecting their bodies, their minds, and their emotions—grew stronger, unbelievably. Rose wouldn’t have thought it possible. 
 
    Kara took her fill of Rose’s blood, until her hunger was sated, until Rose could wait no longer. She sensed Rose’s building need, the tension that was wound up too tightly inside of her, the painful desperation that begged for release. 
 
    Kara pulled back for the briefest of moments, licking her lips lightly, and then, she moved, trailing her lips up Rose’s thigh, moving closer and closer to the place that ached most for her, until, finally, her mouth found its destination. 
 
    Rose cried out immediately, her back arching, as Kara swept her tongue over Rose’s center. Kara’s mouth felt so warm and wet, so gentle…but also so…intense. Rose had never felt anything more intense in her life. Her eyes slid closed, and her fingers clawed at the sheets, as Kara’s tongue tormented her. 
 
    It didn’t take long. The blood-sharing had already brought her so close, and Kara knew exactly what she was doing. Rose could think of nothing other than the warmth of Kara’s arms against her thighs, the persistence of her tongue, and the need that climbed higher and higher inside her, pulling tighter and tighter. 
 
    Until, finally, it shattered. 
 
    White-hot pleasure exploded inside of her, blinding her, consuming her, shooting through her body like electricity, bursting in every cell of her body like tiny, exploding stars. It was all too much, too powerful and too cataclysmic to contain. She couldn’t contain the pleasure, the moans that spilled from her lips, or the power that radiated from within her, shattering the lamp on the nightstand next to them. When the energy was spent, an afterglow of warmth and peace spread throughout her body, soothing the same nerves that it had just set on fire. 
 
    Kara crawled back up Rose’s body, the muscles of her arms flexing as she held herself over Rose, their bare skin almost touching. She watched Rose with a smile, enjoying the pink flush of Rose’s skin, the peaceful smile on her lips. 
 
    When Rose opened her eyes to look at Kara, that smile deepened. She lifted her hand to trail over Kara’s bare arm, her fingers still trembling from the intensity of the orgasm. Her eyes glowed crimson-red, still, her body still bathed in potent, radiating power. Rose kissed Kara slowly, tasting herself on Kara’s lips. Then, she lay back, her thick, red hair curling around her head, bright against the white pillowcase, and stared up at Kara, watching the enticing curve of Kara’s lips as they curled into a deeper smile. “So, that’s why people like sex,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kara nearly collapsed on top of Rose, as she dropped her head to Rose’s shoulder and burst into hysterical laughter. Rose smiled, amused by her outburst, and ran her fingers along the soft curve of Kara’s back. Kara’s body shook with laughter for a good sixty seconds, at least, before she finally pushed herself up on her hands and knees again. “I take it you liked it, then?” she said with a smile. 
 
    Rose widened her eyes playfully. “What gave you that idea? Was it the involuntary reaction of my body, which only happens when it really, really likes something? And I mean: really, really likes. Or was it the fact that I’m still shaking?” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Keep sassing me, and I might just make it happen again.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Is that supposed to discourage me or encourage me?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I’ll let you decide that.” She turned her head to the side, her long, dark hair tickling Rose’s shoulder, as she noticed the shattered glass on the nightstand. She reached out and picked up a piece of the lamp. “Hmm,” she said with an amused smile. “I can’t say I’ve ever made a woman do that before.” 
 
    Rose grimaced at what used to be a pretty, pale blue, glass lamp. “Yeah,” she said slowly, “uhh…I have no idea how I’m going to explain that to Kallias.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “I’ll have it replaced before he notices.” She turned the shard of glass over between her fingers, wincing a little as the jagged edge sliced her fingertip. She dropped the glass and watched as blood surfaced on her finger. 
 
    Rose grasped Kara’s wrist before she could stop herself. She stared at the blood on Kara’s fingertip, the crimson-red haze in her eyes glowing brighter. She felt Kara’s gaze on her—heated and lustful—as she tried to control her instincts. 
 
    “It’s been two nights since you fed,” Kara said. “You must be hungry.” 
 
    Rose tried to act nonchalant about it. “Nah. I’m just a little…ravenous.” 
 
    Kara bent her head toward Rose’s, her lips brushing against Rose’s lips, almost kissing her, and yet, not quite. “Then, ravage me, sexy,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Afterward, Rose and Kara lay in bed together, curled up in each other’s arms, for a long time. It must have been hours, and yet, it felt as if no time were passing at all. As if they’d found this place outside of time and space, outside of the terrifying, miserable world that they lived in—a place so peaceful and so sweet, where no time passed and the problems of the world couldn’t touch them. 
 
    Rose wrapped her arms tighter around Kara’s middle, feeling the muscles of Kara’s stomach against her skin, feeling the rough outline of Kara’s scar against her skin. The steady drumbeat of Kara’s heart echoed in her ear as she rested with her head against Kara’s chest. She felt Kara’s fingers sliding absently through her long, red hair, and she relished that soothing, peaceful sensation. Rose tended to scoff at the sappy, cliché idea of romance and soulmates, but she couldn’t deny, as they lay together—finally actually together—that nothing had ever felt this right. 
 
    Rose heard Kara murmuring something softly, her voice barely louder than a whisper, but she couldn’t understand the words. She listened for a few moments, smiling at how beautiful and musical the words sounded. Kara’s voice had a sexy, melodic lilt even when she spoke in English, but when she spoke in her native tongue—Old Norse—it sounded even softer and breathier. Beautiful. 
 
    When Kara finished, Rose asked, “What were you saying just now?” 
 
    Kara bent her head and kissed the top of Rose’s forehead, her soft, warm lips lingering longer than necessary. “It was a poem,” she sighed, “in Old Norse.” 
 
    Rose shifted so that she could look at Kara. “Translate it for me. Please?” 
 
    Kara’s lips curved into a gentle, adoring smile. “Promise not to laugh?” 
 
    Rose flashed a cute smile at her. “If I must,” she said, feigning reluctance. 
 
    Kara just smiled at her for a moment, and there was so much emotion there, in her intense, light blue eyes, that it momentarily stunned Rose. “Okay,” she whispered. She rested her head against the pillow and closed her eyes, sighing pleasantly at the softness of Rose’s wavy, red hair sliding through her fingers. Then, she began to recite the Old Norse poem, translating each word to English: 
 
      
 
    “Oh, gods. Oh, gods. 
 
    What have you done to me? 
 
    I was strong. So strong. 
 
    What have you done? 
 
    I was without weakness, 
 
    Until you sent her. 
 
    She, oh, she, 
 
    Is so lovely, so gentle. 
 
    One look at her, 
 
    And I am undone.” 
 
      
 
    When Kara finished reciting the poem, she opened her eyes and looked at Rose, and the vulnerability and adoration that shone so brightly in her piercing, blue eyes struck Rose speechless. So, Rose did the only thing she could do in that moment. She crawled onto her hands and knees, over Kara, and kissed her. 
 
    Kara moaned at the taste of Rose’s lips, at the softness of her mouth. She grasped Rose’s face in her hands, deepening the kiss, and wrapped her legs around Rose’s hips. Rose gasped as Kara flipped their position so that she was on top of Rose, instead. Then, Kara began to rock her hips gently against Rose’s. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Kara murmured against Rose’s lips. “You clearly like poetry.” 
 
    Rose giggled at her teasing, “Me? You’re the one who was reciting it!” 
 
    “But you’re the one who kissed me for it,” Kara said with a grin. She trailed her tongue down Rose’s jaw to her neck, smiling as Rose moaned at the sensation. “I think I’m going to have to keep this in mind. Poetry equals foreplay.” 
 
    Rose just shook her head, unable to suppress the bright smile that spread across her face. “I liked the poem, but only because it came from your mouth.” 
 
    Kara’s smiled tilted wickedly, and her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled with mischief. “You like a lot of the things that I do with my mouth, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose squeezed her eyes shut as she giggled loudly. “You are so terrible!” 
 
    “But you love me, anyway,” Kara said with a smile. There was something about the way she said it…as if it were a question, instead of just a playful taunt. 
 
    Rose glanced up at her, a soft, affectionate smile pulling at her lips—a smile that melted everything inside of Kara. She ran her fingers over Kara’s face, feeling the soft, fair skin beneath her fingertips. “I do,” she confessed, “so much.” 
 
    Kara breathed out a deep sigh, full of happiness and adoration. “I meant every word of that poem, Rose,” she said, watching Rose with a hesitant, worried expression. “You are the loveliest person I’ve ever met—inside and out—and no one has ever made me feel like this before. I feel…wonderful…and vulnerable.” 
 
    Rose stared at her speechlessly for several moments. “Not even Alana?” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “I loved Alana, but she never loved me back. She never gave anything of herself to me. She only took. But you—you captivated me from day one. Because…when you didn’t even know me, you put yourself in danger for me. You revealed your power to those vampires, just to spare me from a little pain and hardship. I glimpsed your bravery, kindness, and selflessness the night I met you, and I think…I must have started falling in love with you then.” 
 
    Rose offered her an adorable smile. “Love at first…bullet?” she teased. 
 
    Kara laughed. “You’re such a nerd,” she teased back, “and I love it.” 
 
    Rose moaned softly and pleasantly as Kara kissed her again, Kara’s warm, naked body pressing against hers, her weight pressing Rose into the soft mattress. 
 
    “I don’t want this day to end,” Rose confessed between kisses—slow, sweet kisses. She watched as Kara lifted herself up on her arms to look down at Rose, curiosity burning in her light blue eyes. “It feels like…there’s so much happiness surrounding us right now, protecting us from all of the crap that’s going on in the world. And once we leave this room, reality will crash through.” 
 
    Kara offered her a mischievous smirk. “Well, we could lock ourselves in here all night tomorrow night as well and just keep fucking until the world ends.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “The world is going to end a whole lot sooner if we don’t save it, and I don’t think our…sexual intercourse…is going to help.” 
 
    Kara’s lips pulled to one side as she considered that. “I’d still risk it.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes and pushed Kara off of her. “Oh, hush,” she giggled. 
 
    Kara rolled onto her side and propped her arm beneath her head, a smile curving at the corners of her lips as she watched Rose laugh. “Seriously, though,” she said softly, “things might get bad soon, but…if anyone can save us, it’s you.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded. “I wish I could believe that,” she sighed, as worry settled in her stomach, “but it’d help if I didn’t have such a bad feeling about it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You don’t believe me,” Jared said, his dark eyes flashing with anger. 
 
    His father leaned back in his office chair, bracketing his hands on his stomach. “Now, I never said that, and you know it,” he said in that patronizing tone that Jared hated so much. “I just think that maybe you could’ve done better.” 
 
    Jared leaned forward, his dark, curly hair falling forward over his face, as he grasped the desk tightly. “If it weren’t for my relationship with Owen. Right?” 
 
    “Don’t you talk to your father that way,” said a familiar voice, suddenly. 
 
    Jared straightened, his dark gaze shifting toward the doorway. “Sorry,” he said quickly, watching as she stepped into the office with them, “Commander.” 
 
    She walked past him and picked up a red folder from the desk, not even looking up at him as she flipped through the papers inside. Her black suit jacket hung open, unbuttoned, revealing the Assassins of Light emblem that was sewn into the black shirt beneath. She swept one of her black curls behind her ear and looked up at him, smiling. “There’s no one else around. You can call me Mom.” 
 
    Jared nodded. “Sorry. Habit,” he muttered. “Look, I did my best. I came to you as soon as I knew about Rose, when I overheard her talking at the party.” 
 
    His mother nodded, but she continued to flip through the folder, reading the papers inside. “Did you add the new information?” she asked her husband. 
 
    He spun his chair toward her. “Yeah. I updated it about two hours ago.” 
 
    Jared rolled his eyes, frustrated by their inattentiveness. “I tried to kill my boyfriend,” he said between clenched teeth, “and you don’t think I did my best?” 
 
    His father held up his hands. “I never said that,” he said again, shrugging his broad shoulders. “I just think you might have been too emotionally involved.” 
 
    “I shot a fucking bullet at my boyfriend,” Jared snarled. 
 
    His mother slammed the folder back onto the desk with so much force that it might as well have been a heavy object, the sound echoing throughout the silent office. She rounded the desk, her dress shoes clacking against the tile floor, as she came to stand in front of him, her dark eyes narrowing. “Fix your tone.” 
 
    Jared lowered his head and stepped back. “Sorry, Mother,” he said softly. 
 
    “You’re relieved of your duties,” she told him, her lips twisted into a dark scowl, “until you can prove that your mind is in the right place.” Then, her gaze softened, just a little, and she placed her hand on his jaw, lifting his face until his gaze met hers. “Owen lived with us for a few years. Don’t think that we don’t care about him, too. But he made his choice. You must set your emotions aside.” 
 
    “I already have,” Jared tried to explain. “Just…let me prove myself.” 
 
    “I’ve made my decision,” she said. “You’re relieved of your duties.” 
 
    Jared stepped back, his lip curling in anger. “I’ll prove it,” he muttered, as he spun around and walked toward the door. “My emotions are not involved.” 
 
    After the door closed, his father said, “You forgot to take his weapons.” 
 
    His wife, the Commander of their base, turned back toward him, her full, red lips curving into a wicked smile. “No, I didn’t,” she said easily. She swept a loose curl behind her ear and rounded the desk again, picking up the red folder. 
 
    He watched her curiously. “You meant for him to keep his weapons?” 
 
    She chuckled, “He can’t prove himself, if he’s not armed, now can he?” 
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    Rose awoke with a smile on her lips. She felt so comfortable and content, so warm and sated, with the warmth of Kara’s arms around her. As she became increasingly aware of Kara’s bare skin against hers—the softness of Kara’s breasts against her back, the heat of Kara’s breath on her neck, their loosely entangled legs—the events of the day came rushing back to her. Her face grew warm as she remembered their hours and hours of making love before they finally fell asleep. 
 
    Her pleasant reverie was interrupted when someone cleared their throat. 
 
    Rose’s eyes popped open, and she squeaked in surprise as she saw a dark form at the edge of the bed. She instinctively tried to jolt upright in bed, but the strength of Kara’s arms held her in place. Her face turned the color of a lobster. 
 
    “Uhhh,” she stammered, her eyes wide, “this isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    Aaron raised a thick, dark eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure it is.” 
 
    Her face grew even hotter. “What are you even doing in here?” 
 
    Unlike Rose and Kara, who were still trying to make up for their many missed hours of sleep during the day, Aaron was already dressed. He wore his usual, tight jeans and T-shirt that made him look more like a college student than an ancient, homicidal vampire, and he stared at them impatiently, his arms crossed across his chest, as if they had insulted him by not being awake. “I need to talk to my second-in-command,” he said irritably, “not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him, her eyebrows raised. “You couldn’t knock?” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose, as if she’d just asked him to put on a goat costume and do the cancan. “I don’t knock,” he said slowly, frowning bewilderedly at her. 
 
    Rose tried to check the time, but the fragments of the pale blue lamp that she’d shattered earlier that day blocked her view of the clock. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Seventeen minutes until sunset,” he muttered, “not that it matters.” 
 
    Rose sighed and tugged the blankets higher over her chest, ensuring that they wouldn’t slip any lower, and then, she turned in Kara’s arms. She blushed as the movement caused their curves to press together in all of the right places. Or…well…wrong places, in this particular circumstance. Kara, still asleep, moaned and pressed herself harder against Rose. “Oh my word,” Rose said, mortified, as a jolt of desire shot through her body. “Kara? Kara, I need you to wake up.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, pinning Rose with her piercing, ice-blue gaze. “Rose,” she murmured, pleased to find that their earlier activities hadn’t just been a dream. She immediately captured Rose’s lips in a slow, indulgent kiss. Her hands trailed along the curve of Rose’s back, down to her butt. She pulled Rose closer. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose gasped, pulling back. “Umm…Aaron wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Kara moved her lips to Rose’s neck, kissing and sucking. “He can wait.” 
 
    “Uh,” Rose squeaked, desperately trying not to moan at the sensation of Kara’s lips on her neck. “You don’t understand. I mean…he’s here. In the room.” 
 
    Kara pulled back for a moment, just long enough to shift her gaze toward the edge of the bed, where Aaron stood, tapping his foot impatiently. She glared at him, obviously annoyed by his intrusion. “Well, if it bothers him, he can leave,” she said, kissing Rose’s neck. “He came in uninvited. He’s not my first priority.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Aaron balked. “Since when am I not your first priority?” 
 
    Rose blushed as Kara kissed her shoulder. “But…what if it bothers me?” 
 
    Kara immediately froze, her gaze shifting up to meet Rose’s. “Does it?” 
 
    Rose offered her an apologetic smile. “I mean…it’s just…he doesn’t seem to be leaving,” she rambled nervously. “And it’s kind of…embarrassing.” 
 
    Kara stared at her, blinking in surprise. “Oh. Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Rose.” 
 
    Rose hadn’t expected an apology at all, much less the concern and guilt she saw in Kara’s eyes now. “It’s okay. Can you just…find out what he wants?” 
 
    “I’ll do better than that,” Kara told her with a smile. “I’ll get rid of him.” 
 
    Aaron’s dark skin had turned such a dark red that Rose was pretty sure, if he’d been a cartoon character, there would have been steam pouring from his ears. “You’re going to get rid of me?” he repeated, as Kara climbed out of bed. 
 
    Kara straightened, not the least bit embarrassed by her nudity. “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” she said, crossing her arms. “So? What do you want?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I really don’t have the patience for your attitude.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad,” Kara laughed, “because I have plenty of attitude.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “What information do you have for the mission?” 
 
    Kara glanced at the dresser, where she’d left an outdated, black phone unplugged. “I’ll have to charge my phone, but I’ll write it all out for you as soon as it’s charged. I only have about half of what we need. It’ll take one more night.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I know,” he sighed. “Have you spoken to Talulah yet?” 
 
    Kara winced a little. “Maybe…er…someone else should contact her?” 
 
    His black eyes narrowed. “I don’t care about your history. Contact her.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between them curiously. “Who is Talulah?” 
 
    He turned toward her. “How is that any of your business, baby vampire?” 
 
    “Oh, great,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “We’re back to calling me that.” 
 
    “I want to see that information within an hour,” he told Kara. “You’re my second-in-command. I need your focus.” He shot a meaningful look at Rose. 
 
    Kara waved him toward the door. “Yeah, yeah, I’m absolutely focused.” 
 
    He scowled suspiciously at her, but he left the room, anyway, grumbling under his breath about being shooed out of the room by his second-in-command. 
 
    Kara closed the door behind him and turned toward Rose. She bit her lip as she stared longingly at Rose, tracing her heated gaze over Rose’s soft curves, outlined beneath the thin, white sheets. “Last night,” she growled lowly, “was…” 
 
    “Amazing,” Rose finished, a bright smile spreading across her face. 
 
    Kara’s lips lifted into a mischievous smile as she prowled toward the bed. She hopped onto the bed and crawled up Rose’s body, capturing Rose’s lips in an intense kiss. “I’m sorry for embarrassing you,” she whispered against Rose’s lips. 
 
    “It’s fine. I know how shameless you Vikings can be,” Rose teased. 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Kara murmured, her lips twitching into a smile as she kissed Rose again. “Still…” She ripped the blanket away from Rose’s body, her piercing, blue eyes darkening with lust, as she trailed her gaze over Rose’s fair, freckled skin. She lowered her lips to Rose’s breasts. “You must let me apologize.” 
 
    Rose moaned as she felt Kara’s lips close around her nipple. “It’s really not…necessary,” she grunted, barely able to put words together into sentences. 
 
    “I insist,” Kara growled as she trailed kisses down Rose’s body, pausing at her waist. She grasped Rose’s thighs and looked up at Rose, grinning wickedly. 
 
    Rose watched her with wide, bright blue eyes. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Apologizing,” Kara said before burying her face between Rose’s legs. 
 
    Rose gasped, clawing at the sheets beneath her, as Kara began to torment Rose with her tongue. “This isn’t,” Rose squeaked, “how most people apologize.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey spun around, frowning bewilderedly at her humming friend—that she’d never seen hum before. She elbowed an equally puzzled Owen. “What’s up with Rose?” she whispered. “She’s humming. Since when does Rose hum?” 
 
    Owen lifted his eyebrows and shrugged. “I guess she’s in a good mood.” 
 
    Audrey watched as Rose danced around the kitchen, gathering up empty pizza boxes and tossing them into trash cans. “But why is she in a good mood?” 
 
    An amused smile twitched at Owen’s lips. “Rose,” he sang, drawing out her name. She stopped and glanced at him warily, her bright blue eyes wide, like a deer caught in the headlights. He laughed. “Did you, by any chance, get laid?” 
 
    Rose bit her lip to suppress the embarrassed smile that was threatening to break through, but unfortunately, she couldn’t prevent her face from turning sixty-two different shades of red. “What?” she laughed nervously. She shook her head too quickly, her lips pressed tightly together. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Holy freaking Picasso! She totally did!” Audrey shrieked in delight. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, and she sprinted over to them, waving her hands frantically. “Okay, okay! Shhhh!” she hissed. “Goodness gracious, I don’t need everyone knowing my personal business.” She crossed her arms across her chest. 
 
    Audrey nudged Owen with her shoulder. “She’s trying to be angry at us, and she’s still smiling. It must have been some really good sex,” she whispered. 
 
    Rose sighed irritably. “Would you two act your age?” she complained. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us know how to do that,” Audrey said, shrugging. 
 
    “So, uh,” Rose mumbled awkwardly, “what is the news showing today?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, no,” Audrey drawled, shaking her head. “You’re not getting off that easily.” She grabbed Rose’s arm and dragged Rose into the empty chair beside her. “You have to give us details! Like…what was it like? How big is he?” 
 
    That word—he—sent a shockwave of emotion and awareness into her mind, shattering the post-coital bliss that had temporarily disoriented her mind. And before Audrey could figure out what had happened, Rose stood and headed toward the door. Audrey called after her, but she didn’t respond. She just left. 
 
    Erik nearly collided with her as she wandered tiredly out of the room. He turned and watched her with a frown, as he sensed her agonizing emotions. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Audrey mumbled. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    Owen shrugged and picked up a breadstick. “Well, you did ask for a pretty private detail about her boyfriend. Maybe that offended her,” he suggested. 
 
    Audrey gave him a skeptical look. “She’s not that uptight,” she muttered. 
 
    Erik closed the door behind him and headed over to the table in the middle of the room. He leaned over Audrey and Owen so that he could grab a slice of pizza. Then, he leaned against the counter behind him, his half-buttoned shirt falling open to reveal some of the black ink of his tattoo. “What exactly did you say?” he asked as he bit into his pizza. “Right before she started acting weird.” 
 
    Audrey leaned toward him conspiratorially. “Rose had sex last night.” 
 
    He snorted. “It’s about time,” he said with a mouthful of cheese pizza. 
 
    Audrey nodded. “But then, I asked for details, and she just freaked out.” 
 
    “She didn’t just ask for details,” Owen corrected. “Apparently, that’s not nosy enough for Audrey. She had to go for broke and ask for Kallias’s penis size.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Audrey said defensively. “Rose knows how I am. She wouldn’t get offended by that. I’ve been way more inappropriate than that before.” 
 
    Erik stopped eating and stared at her as he connected the dots in his head. He sighed and set his half-eaten slice of pizza down on an empty plate—a plate that must’ve been Audrey’s, if the glare she gave him were any indication. He wiped his greasy fingers on his shirt. “She didn’t get upset because Audrey was nosy,” he told Owen. “She got upset because Audrey mentioned Kallias.” 
 
    Audrey threw her hands up. “Why the heck would that bother her? Why wouldn’t she want to talk about the guy she just had sex with?” she complained. 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “Because it wasn’t him that she had sex with.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “It was Kara,” he explained to a very confused Audrey. 
 
    “Oh!” Audrey exclaimed, her eyes widening. “Oh, shit. That’s…wow.” 
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” Erik told them, as he headed toward the door. 
 
    Erik found her in the living room. She sat on the sofa, on the edge of her seat, and she leaned over the coffee table, her thick, red hair falling forward and hiding her face, as she scanned the newspaper. He sat down beside her, watching her brows furrow as she studied the news headlines. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “An apocalyptic world war could start at any moment,” Rose said dryly, her eyebrows lifting, “and you’re asking me why I’m reading the newspaper?” 
 
    So, Erik decided to skip the small talk. “Who broke up with whom?” 
 
    Rose didn’t even ask how he knew. Erik could see through her almost as easily as Kallias and Kara could. “Kallias broke up with me, and I…deserved it.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “And you and Kara,” he pried, “you’re together now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said softly. “I mean, I think we are, but I didn’t really ask.” 
 
    “Did she confess her feelings for you?” Erik asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said, unable to hide the small smile that tugged at the corners of her lips. “She told me that she loved me, and I confessed my love for her, too.” 
 
    “Then, I’m pretty sure you’re together,” Erik laughed. “Are you happy?” 
 
    For the first time since he’d sat down beside her, Rose tore her gaze from the newspaper. When she looked at him, he was surprised to find that there were unshed tears glistening in her bright blue eyes. “I don’t know,” Rose said quietly. “I mean, I was earlier, when we were…” she trailed off, a blush creeping up her neck. A smile tugged at her lips. “To be honest, I was happier than I’d ever been.” 
 
    Erik flashed a wicked grin. “I bet you were,” he said suggestively. 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Rose groaned, and then, she threw her newspaper at him. 
 
    He laughed as he caught the papers and crumpled them in his hands. 
 
    Her smile faded. “When I think about her, I’m immensely happy,” she confessed. Erik fell serious as he listened. “But then, I think about Kallias, and the guilt and sadness and loss comes flooding back into my mind. I still love him.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik said sympathetically, “and I’m sure he still loves you.” 
 
    “I hurt him,” Rose said tiredly, “I’ll never forgive myself for that.” 
 
    Erik patted her on the back with his hand—except it felt more like a slap than a pat. “Ah, give yourself a break, babe,” he scoffed. “Kallias wasn’t innocent in this whole thing either. Ever since you died, he’s been pushing you away.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Yeah, but that was because of something I did, too.” 
 
    “If you could go back and just save yourself,” Erik asked, “would you?” 
 
    “And let all of you die?” Rose said, her eyes wide. “No! Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Erik said, spreading out his hands. “So, stop beating yourself up about it. You did what you thought was right. Kallias is blinded by his pain. He doesn’t understand because he doesn’t want to understand. He wants to hold a grudge. He loves grudges. Look at how long he held on to the Theron-thing.” 
 
    “Theron tortured him,” she said. “I think he gets a pass for that one.” 
 
    “The point is,” Erik continued, “I’m not going to sit here and listen to you blame yourself for everything. Not when I know the blame isn’t all on you.” 
 
    Rose leaned back in her seat. “I just feel bad for feeling happy.” 
 
    “Complicated emotions,” he said with a smirk. “My realm of expertise.” 
 
    She looked over at him. “Okay, expert. Then, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “You said that you’re happy when you think about Kara?” Erik asked. 
 
    Rose smiled, filled with thoughts of the previous night. “Immensely.” 
 
    “Then, think about her,” Erik told her. He waved his hand toward the crumpled newspaper that set between them on the sofa. “Like you said, at any moment, an apocalyptic world war could start, and when it does, we could all die. You don’t have time to dwell on the bad emotions. If Kara can make you happy, let her. Be happy together, while you still can. It’s all you have time for right now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rose said with a grateful smile, “for talking to me.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “If you were really grateful, you’d give me all of the details.” 
 
    She shot a murderous glare in his direction, and then, without taking her eyes off of him, she used her telekinetic abilities to send the remote control flying, off of the coffee table and straight toward Erik’s head. He ducked before it could hit him, and the remote hit the wall with a loud clack before falling to the floor. 
 
    Meanwhile, Erik burst into hysterical laughter. “I knew you’d do that!” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “How do you manage to simultaneously be the most disrespectful jerk on the planet and the most genuinely good friend?” 
 
    Erik stood and started walking toward the door. “I don’t know, but I’ll ponder it while I’m sympathizing with you and having sex with your best friend.” 
 
    Rose covered her ears with both hands. “Ahhh! I don’t want to know!” 
 
    He chuckled at her as he left the living room, returning to the kitchen. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Rose noticed the presence of someone else—the loudness of the heartbeat, the sweet scent of vampire blood, the harsh scent of cologne. “It’s so hard to find solitude in this house these days,” she said loudly. 
 
    The intruder, who had been watching her from the hallway, stepped into the living room, through the hallway door. The tall, thin vampire stood, just inside the room, watching her with narrowed, greenish-brown eyes. For a vampire, he was terribly unkempt, wearing that wrinkled, pale green, button-down shirt with all of its missing buttons, and his messy, unwashed, light brown hair. He looked as if he barely rolled out of bed each night. It didn’t make him any less attractive. His beauty still would have captured a human’s attention. No. What made him unattractive was his unpleasant personality and that permanent sneer on his face. 
 
    “Isaac, isn’t it?” Rose said politely. When he didn’t respond, she said the first thing that came to her mind. “There are showers here. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Why would I need to shower?” he said. “Vampires have no body odor.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at the odd answer. “I think, usually, cleanliness is the motive,” she muttered under her breath, “but you know…to each his own.” 
 
    Isaac didn’t react to her snarky remark. “I’ve been thinking about you.” 
 
    She blinked. “And…you just keep getting creepier and creepier.” 
 
    “I want to know why Aaron lets you get away with things that he doesn’t let other vampires get away with,” he continued, as if she’d never said anything. “There must be a reason. You’re not old or strong. You don’t have any kind of special ranking, like Kara. You’re not even a member of the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Rose watched him warily. “Have you always been this…obsessive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Isaac said, proving that he could, in fact, hear her. She’d begun to wonder. “Anyway, I think I’ve figured it out. You see, I’ve noticed that your blood smells appealing to me, despite the fact that I am thoroughly disgusted by you.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rose said, blinking in shock, “please, don’t spare my feelings.” 
 
    He ignored her interruption. “Which must mean…you have power.” 
 
    Rose flashed a sassy smile at him. “Oh, look at you,” she praised. “Now, you’re putting two and two together and getting four. It took you a while, but you know what they say: it doesn’t matter how slow you go, as long as you get there.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “But what is your power? Why would Aaron be more interested in you than Kallias of Athens, the ancient telepath? What psychic ability could be more powerful than telepathy?” he said, his voice low and monotonous. 
 
    “Okay, so, I totally sympathize with insatiable curiosity,” Rose muttered, “but even I am a little weirded out by how much thought you’ve put into this.” 
 
    “And then, I realized: you’re the one we were warned about,” Isaac said. 
 
    She looked up at him. “Wait. What?” she said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “The monster from the stories,” he said. “You’re the one, aren’t you?” 
 
    He officially had her attention. “What stories?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “The Assassins of Light,” Isaac stated, as if that answered her question somehow. “We weren’t just preparing for a war with vampires. We were also preparing for you—the darkest monster of all, the one who will end the world.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Do your eyes change? Like in the stories?” he said, taking a step toward her. “I want to see it. How do I make them change? Do I need to scare you?” 
 
    She straightened. “Why don’t you just stay right where you are, okay?” 
 
    He continued to approach her. “I want to know what happens if I don’t.” 
 
    Before Rose could respond to that bewildering statement, Isaac froze. 
 
    “Do you, really?” Kara said as she pressed a dagger against his back. 
 
    His entire body stiffened. “Don’t threaten me. I’ve harmed no one.” 
 
    “Threaten?” Kara scoffed. She walked around him, purposely dragging the sharp tip of her dagger over his skin as she circled him. A cocky smirk pulled at the edges of her lips. “I’m not threatening anyone. I was just showing you my new dagger,” she laughed. She dragged the tip of the dagger up his body and then over his face, until the sharp edge rested just beneath his left eye, nearly slicing into his skin. “It’s beautiful, don’t you think? I just sharpened it a few days ago.” 
 
    He glared murderously at her, but he didn’t move, for fear of accidentally causing the dagger to slice into his face. “You’re obviously threatening me.” 
 
    “Nah,” Kara said with a smile, “I just want to make sure you can see it.” 
 
    “It’s right underneath his eye,” Rose muttered. “I’m sure he can see it.” 
 
    “If you’re not interested in my beautiful blade,” Kara growled at Isaac, her smile suddenly fading, “please, feel free to get the hell away from Rose.” 
 
    As soon as Kara lowered her dagger, Isaac spun on his heels and left. 
 
    “You really don’t do anything halfway, do you?” Rose sighed at Kara. 
 
    Kara spun toward her, a smirk tugging at her lips, as she returned the dagger to the belt around her waist. “Of course not. It’s all or nothing, baby.” 
 
    Rose suppressed a smile. “I was fine, you know,” she assured Kara. “If he had tried to hurt me, I could’ve just used my telekinetic abilities to stop him.” 
 
    Kara braced her hands on the sofa cushion, on either side of Rose’s hips, and leaned over Rose, her soft, violet-scented hair falling between them. “I’m your warrior, Rose. I swore to protect you. And fucking me won’t change that.” 
 
    A short, surprised laugh escaped Rose’s lips. “I never thought it would.” 
 
    “Good,” Kara said, her thin, pink lips curving into a seductive smile. She tilted her face closer, until those lips touched Rose’s. “Then, let me do my job.” 
 
    With Kara’s lips so close and her warm breath caressing Rose’s lips, Rose couldn’t resist the urge to kiss her. All other thoughts in her mind melted away as she clutched Kara’s face to hers and claimed Kara’s lips in a slow, passionate kiss. 
 
    “Kara, for the last time,” Aaron said suddenly, “stop threatening Isaac.” 
 
    Rose pulled back suddenly, stunned by Aaron’s sudden interruption. She peered around Kara’s tall, lean form, and found Aaron standing in the doorway. 
 
    Kara turned to frown at Aaron. “He snitched on me? What a crybaby!” 
 
    When Kara straightened and turned to face Aaron, Rose found herself at eye-level with Kara’s lean hips, and the soft, leather pants that clung so perfectly to her muscular backside. Not that Rose was looking or anything… She blinked and shifted her gaze toward Aaron, cringing a little at the anger in his dark eyes. 
 
    “Kara, I’m tired of having this conversation with you,” Aaron snarled. “You can’t just terrorize every bigot you meet. You have to follow the rules.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Aaron,” she said with a playful smile, “in the fourteen hundred years that you’ve known me, have I ever followed your rules?” 
 
    His black eyes flashed with frustration. “No. Which is why my patience is wearing thin,” he growled. “If I ever find anyone who can do what you do, I won’t hesitate to rip your head off of your shoulders. Even I have limits, Kara.” 
 
    “You’re four thousand years old, and you have all the power in the world. Your patience is always wearing thin. I have nothing to do with that,” Kara said dismissively, “and as for your hypothetical situation, it won’t ever happen.” She flashed a cocky smirk at him. “No one will ever do what I do as well as I do it.” 
 
    “No one will ever be as cocky as you are, either,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kara collapsed onto the sofa beside Rose and slid her arm around Rose’s shoulders. “You can pretend not to like it all you want,” she teased, her lips near Rose’s ear, “but I’ll get you to admit the truth later, when my tongue is on your…” 
 
    Rose clasped her hand over Kara’s mouth before she could finish that sentence. “Kara,” Rose whispered, her eyes widening, “we…are…not…alone.” 
 
    Kara pressed a flirtatious kiss against Rose’s hand and winked at her. 
 
    Aaron didn’t seem the least bit phased by Kara’s distracting comments. Clearly, he was used to it by now. He leaned against the coffee table, tapping an agitated rhythm against his jean-clad thigh. “I don’t like him either,” he told Kara. “As a matter of fact, I hate him. He’s an Assassin of Light. He should be dead.” 
 
    “Why isn’t he dead, by the way?” Rose said. “Didn’t you kill all of them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said, as if he were offended that she even had to ask. “But apparently, someone came along after I killed him and gave him vampire blood.” 
 
    “It would’ve had to have been immediately after we left the monastery,” Kara told Aaron. “Once the body starts decaying, vampire blood will do nothing. There’s only that brief window of time where the dead person can be turned.” 
 
    “Someone must have been watching us,” Aaron said, nodding, “waiting.” 
 
    “Did you ask him?” Rose asked. “Did you ask him who turned him?” 
 
    “Of course we asked him,” Aaron muttered. “He doesn’t remember.” 
 
    “He says he doesn’t remember,” Kara corrected. She played absently with Rose’s hair as she spoke, twirling the soft, red strands around her fingers. “I don’t believe him. He’s hiding something, and I think it has something to do with that.” 
 
    “I watched for signs of dishonesty,” Aaron told her. “There weren’t any. His answers were consistent, and his heart-rate remained steady the entire time.” 
 
    “That just means he’s a good liar,” Kara said dismissively. “I can keep my pulse steady when I lie. You just have to know what you’re doing. He does.” 
 
    “He’s a monk, Kara,” Aaron said. “I doubt he’s a master of deception.” 
 
    “He’s also an Assassin of Light,” Kara reminded him. “It’s an intricate organization that’s woven itself into the fabric of every human government in the world. Don’t underestimate them.” She waved her hand absently. “I watched him, too, and I know that he’s hiding something. I saw that…defiant gleam in his eye.” 
 
    “Defiant gleam,” Aaron said slowly. “That’s your proof?” He sighed, “I want to believe you, but I think you’re judgement is clouded. You don’t like him.” 
 
    “I work with assholes all the time,” Kara said. “I might scare the hell out of them sometimes, just to pass the time, but I still work with them. I’m telling you: Isaac is playing you. I know because I wrote the book on playing people.” 
 
    “You wrote a book?” Rose asked playfully. “I’d totally read it, if you did.” 
 
    Kara grinned at her. “Well, now, I’ll have to write one, just to see.” 
 
    Aaron ignored their flirtatious banter. “What is your opinion, Rose?” 
 
    Rose looked up at him, blinking in shock. “You want my opinion?” 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t have fucking asked, if I didn’t.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Have you ever tried anger management classes?” 
 
    “Just answer the question,” he snarled. “What is your opinion of Isaac?” 
 
    “Sorry. You have to give me time to recover from the shock,” Rose said with a sassy smile, “that you want my opinion. It’s just…I seem to have this vague recollection of you saying something about…” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, I remember! You don’t make decisions of war based on the feelings of little girls.” 
 
    Aaron raked his fingers back through his unruly, black hair and growled in frustration. “You were right. I was wrong. I get it,” he said, his words vibrating with potent rage. “If you keep rubbing it in my face, I might just rip your face off.” 
 
    “Who even thinks of a threat like that?” Rose sassed, earning a second deadly growl from Aaron. “Like I said, you need to work on that anger problem.” 
 
    “You’ve already given me plenty of reasons to kill you,” Aaron warned, his dark, tawny skin turning purplish-red with anger. “Don’t give me another.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’re such a homicidal person,” Rose complained. 
 
    Aaron took a step toward her—a dangerous, deadly step—his terrifying growl echoing through the room, but he stopped when Kara held up her hands. 
 
    “In order to hurt her, you’d have to kill me, and I don’t think you want to do that,” Kara reminded him. She dropped her hands and leaned back, draping her arm across Rose’s shoulders again. “Just let her be sassy. What is it hurting?” 
 
    “It’s hurting my desire to keep her alive,” Aaron hissed, glaring at Rose. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s sexy,” Kara said, her lips tilting into that flirty smirk. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Of course you do,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Rose blushed under Kara’s seductive gaze, and then, she glanced back at Aaron. She shrugged and sighed, “My opinion of Isaac is…he reminds me too much of Osiris and Theron. Because of that, I don’t think I can be objective.” 
 
    “Intelligent answer,” Kara said, her lips curving into an impressed smile. 
 
    Rose continued, “But he did say some odd things. I think Kara’s right.” 
 
    Aaron considered that. “Do you have any evidence that Kara’s right?” 
 
    “If I had evidence, don’t you think I would’ve led with that?” Rose said. 
 
    “She has an eye-witness,” Kara offered. “I overheard what Isaac said. It was…strange, but it definitely sounded like he knew something about Rose.” 
 
    That seemed to pique Aaron’s interest. “Like what?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I don’t know. It was all too vague to understand.” 
 
    Rose watched Aaron with narrowed eyes. “He kept saying something about the stories. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?” 
 
    Aaron’s dark gaze darted toward her. “No,” he grunted. “Why would I?” 
 
    Kara straightened. “You’re lying,” she realized. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I’m not hiding anything,” he said between clenched teeth, “and I’m not lying, either. Don’t question me, Kara. You know better.” 
 
    “And you know better than to lie to a liar,” Kara countered. “If you know something about the woman I’ve sworn to protect, I want to know what it is.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her, frustration burning in his obsidian eyes. His pride compelled him to threaten her, to make her regret questioning him, but mentally, he’d already admitted defeat. He couldn’t intimidate Kara. He could only kill her, which was something he wasn’t willing to do yet. “It’s not important,” he grunted. 
 
    “Your new Assassin of Light friend seems to think so,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Isaac Attwood isn’t my friend,” Aaron said with a sullen glare. “I’d like nothing more than to kill him, and I will…as soon as we no longer need him.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced we need him now,” Kara muttered under her breath. 
 
    When he noticed that Rose was still stubbornly waiting for an answer to her question, Aaron sighed, “The stories are just…stories. Legends passed from one culture to another. They mean nothing. You’re just…a peculiar coincidence.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “It’s not the first time I’ve been called that,” she said dryly. 
 
    Kara chuckled at her. “Legends of what, exactly?” she asked Aaron. 
 
    “A vampire with red eyes,” Aaron answered reluctantly. He clenched his jaw, clearly frustrated that he was even repeating the ridiculous tales. “According to the legend, the red-eyed vampire would be a new breed of vampire—a darker and more powerful breed.” He studied Rose with those cold, dark eyes of his. “She’d be Destruction in the flesh, and her power would rip the universe apart.” 
 
    Rose straightened, her heart racing with anxiety, as she recognized those words. She’d heard them somewhere before, but she couldn’t remember where. 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose, her brows creasing with concern, as she watched Rose’s reaction. “Do you think that’s why the Assassins of Light are so interested in Rose?” she asked Aaron. “They believe that Rose is this…red-eyed vampire?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged irritably. “I suppose she does fit the description.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kara muttered. “Rose is the opposite of Destruction.” 
 
    Rose wished that she felt as certain of that, but as she considered Aaron’s words, certain images came flooding into her mind—the blood-soaked corpse of Theron, the burnt flesh of the vampires she’d burned to death, the corpse of her teacher, the gory mess that was left of Osiris after she killed him…somehow… 
 
    She couldn’t remember killing him. Why couldn’t she remember that? 
 
    And then, she heard Alana’s soft, lilting voice in her head—delicate and seductive—repeating those terrible words that she’d said to Rose the first night they met, when she’d tried to kill Rose’s friend, Riley, and they cut Rose as deeply now as they did then: “You leave a trail of corpses behind you everywhere you go, Rose.” 
 
    “Baby?” Kara murmured from somewhere nearby, and yet, her voice felt so far away. Kara’s warm, lean body pressed against Rose’s side as she leaned closer to Rose. She gently curled her fingers over Rose’s jaw and turned Rose’s face toward hers. “Where have you gone, ást?” she whispered. She watched, her brows furrowing, as pain filled Rose’s bright blue eyes. “Come back to me.” 
 
    Rose blinked slowly. “I’m sorry. I was just thinking about something.” 
 
    Kara traced the soft curve of Rose’s cheek with her thumb. Her piercing, icy blue eyes burned with sympathy, but there was something else there, too—an understanding of some kind—it made Rose feel as if Kara knew what she’d been thinking about, as if Kara recognized the scars that Alana had left in Rose’s mind. 
 
    “It’s just a story,” Aaron said, staring at the hardwood floor beneath his tennis shoes. If Rose didn’t know better, she’d think he was trying to give her a sense of privacy by looking away, but that kind of consideration simply wasn’t Aaron’s style. “I haven’t heard it in ages. It’s odd that the Assassins of Light would even know it, much less believe it. You’re powerful, but…ripping the universe apart? What does that even mean?” He shrugged. “Every culture tries to predict the end of the world. None of them have been right yet. This won’t be, either.” 
 
    Rose fell silent, those words blaring in her head—the end of the world. 
 
    “So,” Aaron said abruptly, his low, accented voice interrupting the brief, unsettling silence, “Kara tells me that you’ve agreed to participate in the mission.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Of course,” she said. “If I can help in any way, I will.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. He leaned back on the table, resting his weight on his hands. “I had hoped that you would be easy to persuade. Because we need you.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at that. “Why, exactly? Why do you need me?” 
 
    “The why doesn’t matter,” Aaron said sharply. “Just do as you’re asked.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness!” Rose gasped, clasping her hand over her chest. “I’m so sorry! You’re right. I’m just a robot that follows command prompts, not a person! Oh, wait.” She tilted her head to the side and flashed a sassy smile at him. 
 
    He just stared at her, the coffee table cracking as he gripped it too tightly. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Umm…why are you breaking Kallias’s coffee table?” 
 
    “Because I can’t break you,” he said. “Not until after the war, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, lifting her eyebrows at the wooden table that splintered beneath his grip. “That’s…comforting.” She turned toward Kara. “It’s just…out of everyone at the Tomb of Blood, you chose ten. They all have a purpose, right?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Each one of them has a different skill-set that we need.” 
 
    “Except for Isaac and Nina,” Aaron said, “who are here because of their knowledge of the Assassins of Light. Not that they’ve been much help so far.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’d be more concerned if Isaac was helpful,” Kara muttered. She turned back toward Rose. “But yes, to answer your question, everyone is here for a reason. Tom, for instance, excels in a different style of combat than I do.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d call that combat,” Aaron muttered under his breath. 
 
    Kara smiled. “He’s a brawler, essentially,” she provided. “He wouldn’t harm a fly on a good day, but if you ever make him angry, he’s…quite the force.” 
 
    Rose laughed nervously, “Yeah…I know the feeling. Unfortunately.” 
 
    Kara chuckled at that. “Then, there are also the ones you haven’t met. Like Bradley, who was once a soldier. He has a lot of skill with guns. Whereas I happen to find guns boring.” She flashed a playful smile at Rose. “Then, there’s Cassius, who was once a knight. He’s pretty good with a sword.” She leaned back, frowning thoughtfully. “Then, of course, there’s Isolde. Have you met her yet?” 
 
    “I don’t…think so,” Rose said. “I’ve probably passed her in the hallway.” 
 
    “She’s the only other redhead in the house,” Aaron provided. 
 
    “Right. I should’ve realized,” Rose said. “After all, us redheads do have that inner redhead radar so we can locate each other in a house full of vampires.” 
 
    Aaron stared blankly at her, his black eyes steely and unfeeling. “That’s the sixth time in the last hour that I’ve fantasized about killing you,” he told her. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “You have some serious anger issues.” 
 
    Kara laughed at them. “Isolde was a Celt, and she’s an incredible archer.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And Elise? I assume she has some kind of skill-set, too?” 
 
    “Elise is here to help with my side of things,” Kara explained. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, surprised, “I didn’t realize she had any skills in stealth.” 
 
    “She doesn’t,” Kara chuckled, “but she is good at trickery.” She smiled. “You may not know this, but when Elise was human, she was a marvelous actress.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kara, a surprised smile pulling at her lips. “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” Kara said lowly. “You should see her do Shakespeare.” She tilted her face closer to Rose’s ear and whispered, “It’s better if she’s naked.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Why would anyone perform Shakespeare naked?” 
 
    “Because it’s sexy,” Kara laughed, winking slyly at her, “obviously.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “That is definitely not how I usually watch Shakespeare.” 
 
    “In all seriousness, though,” Kara laughed, “there are a lot of times when I need someone to play a certain role convincingly. Elise can help me with that.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Then, that leaves me. Why would you need me?” 
 
    “Plenty of reasons,” Kara said dismissively. “You’re brilliant, for one.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “But that’s not why you need me. Is it?” 
 
    Kara sighed and waved her hand at Aaron. “He wanted you involved.” 
 
    Rose nodded. She’d assumed as much. She looked up at him. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Aaron said unapologetically. “You’re powerful.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “You need telekinesis for this mission? What? Do you need someone to turn on the lightswitch for you? Or knock over a lamp?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You can do more than that,” he said with a cruel smile. “I know exactly what you’re capable of.” He stepped away from the coffee table, moving closer to her. “I kept an eye on Kallias, you know. I had to. He’s a telepath. He’s one of the few threats to my power that still exists. That’s how I found out about you. Imagine my shock when I realize that Theron—the fucking idiot, Theron—stumbled upon a human with telekinetic abilities. He didn’t even know what he’d found. But I thought, ‘She’s just a human. What harm could she do?’” 
 
    The memories came, unbidden, to her mind, and her pulse skyrocketed. 
 
    “I told no one, of course,” Aaron muttered, looking away. “I didn’t even tell Kara. I couldn’t let anyone know that someone like you existed, after all. Not when you could be a threat to my power. But at the same time, a human isn’t worth my time to kill. It made more sense to let Theron do all the work for me.” 
 
    Rose stared at the hardwood floor, pain flashing in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    “Do you know what Theron did to her?” Kara asked, her voice low. 
 
    Aaron looked at Kara and shrugged. “I know what he did to Kallias and the hundreds of other people he killed. I assume he did the same to her,” he said unsympathetically. “His recreational activities weren’t really any of my business.” 
 
    Rose felt Kara stiffen beside her, every muscle in her body suddenly tight with anger, but Rose reached out and placed her hand on Kara’s leg, hoping to soothe that anger before Kara did something dangerous. Kara glanced down at her hand in surprise, and then, her piercing, blue gaze shifted up to meet Rose’s. 
 
    Aaron watched them curiously. “He was going to kill her for his own reasons. No one would ever find out what she could do. Why would I stop him?” 
 
    “No reason,” Rose said, looking at him, “except…you know…decency, morality, or empathy. But don’t worry. No one expects any of that from you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I hate to break it to you, sweetheart, but no one gets to where I am by caring,” he sneered. He looked away. “I never thought you had a chance, honestly. A human against vampires?” He laughed bitterly. “So, imagine my surprise—again—when I realize that you killed fifty vampires with your mind.” 
 
    Rose tried to force her hands to stop shaking. “I had to save my friends.” 
 
    “You killed them. All at once,” Aaron said. “Like some kind of bomb.” 
 
    “I burned them alive,” Rose said under her breath, her bright blue eyes burning with pain and sadness. “I think a bomb would’ve been more humane.” 
 
    Kara stared at her, her brows creasing with sympathy, as she felt her pain. 
 
    “More humane, perhaps,” Aaron said with a smile. “But less selective.” 
 
    Rose looked up, her eyes narrowing at that impressed smile that curled at his lips. Out of all the things he could’ve been impressed with, it was this? “I don’t know how I did what I did that night,” she growled, leaning forward. “I don’t even know how I kept myself alive long enough to do it. I remember being somewhere cold and dark and wondering if I’d died already. I don’t know if I was unconscious or in a coma, but I know I was dying. I know I was ready to let go.” 
 
    Rose looked down. “But I realized my friends were in danger, and I knew I had to save them. I knew I had to use my last breath to save them. So, I forced my heart to keep beating. I forced my lungs to inflate and deflate. I forced my eyes to open and my body to move. And I stretched that last breath as long as I possibly could…until I knew, without a doubt, that the people I loved were safe. I didn’t have time to feel guilty. I didn’t have time for mercy. I didn’t have time to ask myself what kind of monster I had become. I had one breath, and I used it to save them. And if I could go back, I’d do it all over again. Because I love them. But understand this,” she growled, her gaze—now a dark, glowing red—shifting toward him, “that does not mean I am proud of the monster I became.” 
 
    Aaron took a step back, clearly a little wary of those terrifying, red eyes. 
 
    Kara, on the other hand, leaned forward and slid her hand into Rose’s. 
 
    Rose’s blood-red eyes shifted toward her, and as soon as they met Kara’s gaze, the red flames flickered out, leaving behind Rose’s normal, bright blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure, if you asked a bomb if it enjoyed being what it is,” Aaron said, “it might also have objections. But humans would still arm themselves with it.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “You don’t understand how unpredictable my power is,” she sighed. “Trust me. If I’m a bomb, you don’t want me to be set off.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he agreed. “But you have to fight like your enemy, Rose. And right now, whether we like it or not, our enemy is the human race. Hopefully, we can stop the war before it turns into an us-or-them, but we are fighting humans. Which means we have to fight like them. As a baby vampire, I’d expect you to understand how they fight. Humans arm themselves with weapons, including what they call nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons are dangerous and devastating, and I don’t think that, when humans go to war, they ever plan to use them.” His eyebrows lifted. “But you better believe they always have access to the button.” 
 
    Rose nodded slowly. “And that’s why you want to keep me close?” 
 
    He smiled. “If anyone’s going to have access to it, it’s going to be me.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said, “you don’t have to do this, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Aaron shot a peeved glare at his second-in-command. “Yes, she does.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Rose said quietly, before Kara could argue with Aaron. “I am what I am, regardless of where I am. If I’m a weapon, I might as well be useful.” 
 
    A smug smile pulled at the edges of his lips. “I’m glad you see it my way.” 
 
    Rose jumped to her feet, suddenly. “But let me make one thing clear,” she said, pointing at him. “The only person who has access to my button…is me.” 
 
    Aaron watched her with an amused smile. “You know,” he said slowly, “when I’m not thinking about the many ways I’d like to kill you, I almost like you.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at Kara. “Was that his idea of a compliment?” 
 
    Kara grinned and nodded. “For Aaron, that was very complimentary.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Aaron and shrugged. “Then, almost…thank you?” 
 
    Kara straightened, suddenly, her gaze darting toward the door. “Rose,” she said. “Do you know if any of your friends were expecting visitors tonight?” 
 
    Rose shrugged, her brows furrowing. “Just the pizza delivery people.” 
 
    Kara closed her eyes, listening to the sounds outside. “On a motorcycle?” 
 
    “I would assume that they drive cars, usually,” Rose said hesitantly. That bad feeling that she’d been feeling for days suddenly became more pronounced, twisting deeper in her stomach. “Kara,” she said slowly, “is something wrong?” 
 
    Kara didn’t have time to answer. 
 
    Because…at that moment, someone fired a gun. 
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 Owen’s Mistake 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose straightened as she heard the gunshot, echoing through the night. She didn’t even hear Kara warning her to wait as she turned and raced outside, toward the scent of human blood. She caught Owen in her arms, supporting his weight easily as he staggered. He clutched his stomach, watching his blood seep through his fingers, his eyes wide with shock. Rose held him for a moment, too stunned to react, and then, her gaze, which was now blood-red, shifted upward. 
 
    Jared stood in front of them, watching his boyfriend bleed to death with a pained expression. But then, his gaze hardened, and he pointed the gun at Rose. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Owen said. “He said he wanted to apologize. I’m so stupid.” 
 
    Rose kept her arms wrapped tightly around him, even as the salty scent of his blood overwhelmed her senses. “How could you?” she whispered to Jared. 
 
    “You did this. Not me,” Jared said. “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been put in this position.” The wind ruffled his curly, black hair as he stared at her, but not a single other part of his body moved. His hand remained completely steady as he held the gun, pointed directly at her head. “I didn’t want to hurt him.” 
 
    “You could’ve said no,” Rose tried to tell him. “You can always say no.” 
 
    Shadows danced across the ground, cast by the light of the doorway, as the others came to the door to see what happened. Rose vaguely recognized their voices—Audrey’s gasp, Kallias’s yell—but she kept her blood-red eyes on Jared. 
 
    The lights suddenly went out. 
 
    It happened too quickly for them to realize what was happening—a small object rushing past them at an unnatural speed and landing perfectly in the center of the headlight of Jared’s motorcycle. As Jared turned to glance at the shattered headlight, the door of the house slammed closed, cutting out the last bit of light. 
 
    It was a new moon that night, so without his headlights and the lights from the house, they were left in total darkness. And since the nocturnal vision of vampires allowed them to see without light, Jared was at a severe disadvantage. 
 
    He panicked and tried to shoot blindly at Rose, but before he could pull the trigger, Kara leapt at him, restraining him with one arm, and using her other hand to twist his arm into a painful, dangerous position, until the gun pointed at his own head, rather than Rose’s. He trembled as the gun pressed against his chin. 
 
    “I imagine it’s hard to control your hand when it’s in that position,” Kara said, “especially when you had your finger pressed against the trigger already. So, if you don’t want to accidentally shoot yourself, I’d suggest you drop the gun.” 
 
    Jared opened his hand, his fingers trembling from the pain, and let the gun fall into the grass. Aaron walked past Rose, as soon as Jared was no longer a threat, and bent to pick up the gun. Jared obviously couldn’t see who held him or who had approached him, but he stiffened as he heard Aaron move closer to him. 
 
    Rose felt Owen’s grip on her shirt loosen, and she glanced down at him, her eyes widening with alarm, as she noticed that his eyes were closed. “Owen?” 
 
    She noticed someone appear at her side, but between the paralyzing fear that filled every vein in her body and her horror at what Jared had just done to her friend, she couldn’t bring herself to look at the person. She felt a warm, strong hand curl around her arm, and then she heard Tom’s deep voice in her ear, saying, “Lay him on the ground so I can look at the wound. I might be able to help.” 
 
    Rose knelt on one knee and lay Owen’s unconscious body in the grass. 
 
    Tom knelt beside her, the scent of his cologne mingling with the scent of Owen’s blood. He folded up the gray sweater and undershirt that Owen wore, leaving it bunched around his ribs, as he examined the bullet wound in Owen’s stomach. “It looks like a clean wound. If I give him my blood, he should heal.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him. “Really?” she breathed, her voice shaking. 
 
    “Wait,” Aaron said, just as Tom started to sink his fangs into his wrist. Aaron stepped closer to Jared and pressed the gun against his forehead, watching as sweat glistened on his dark, flushed skin. “What kind of bullets are these?” 
 
    Kara still held Jared in that painful position, his wrists and arms twisted to their breaking points, and his teeth chattered as he answered, “Poisoned.” 
 
    Tom immediately dropped his wrist to his side and leaned back. 
 
    Rose looked back and forth between them—between Tom, Aaron, Kara, and finally, Jared. “What does that mean?” she asked, even though she already knew. “I mean…he can be saved, right? There must be a way.” She jumped to her feet, approaching Jared, even as she heard Kallias’s deep voice behind her, telling her to stay away from him. Kara watched her worriedly as she approached. “Please,” she pleaded desperately with Jared, “tell me how to save him. Please!” 
 
    Jared’s dark eyes watched her. “You’d have to drain his blood. All of it.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “But he’s human. He’d die of blood loss before…” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jared said before she even finished. “You’d have to turn him.” 
 
    Rose looked back at Owen’s unconscious body, watching as he struggled to breathe. She could already smell the death on him. “Is that what you wanted?” she cried, spinning toward Jared. “Did you want to turn him into what you hate?”  
 
    “No,” Jared said. “I want you to drain his blood in order to save him.” 
 
    “He wants you to kill yourself, Rose,” Kara explained, her brows creased with worry. “There’s poison coursing through Owen’s bloodstream. If you drain him of blood, that poison will kill you. That’s what he’s wanting you to do.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her heart racing with fear. “Would it work?” 
 
    “Rose, no,” Kara pleaded. Her voice shook with desperation. “Please.” 
 
    “I can’t let him die,” Rose said, taking a step back. “Not because of me.” 
 
    Kara released Jared, racing after Rose without a second thought. He fell to the ground and immediately grasped for another gun that he had hidden in his jacket, but before he could point it at anyone, Aaron shot him with the first gun. 
 
    Rose stopped to glance back at Jared. He collapsed on his back, blood soaking his shirt. Realizing that she probably didn’t have time to waste, she turned back toward Owen. But instead, she found her view of her friend blocked by the muscular tower, also known as Kallias. “Kallias,” she whispered, “please, move.” 
 
    “No,” he growled, his brown eyes dark with anger. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    By this point, Kara had caught up with Rose, and she slid in beside them, desperate to change Rose’s mind. She held Rose’s face in her hands, gently turning Rose’s face toward hers. “Please, Rose,” she whispered softly, leaning in closer, her breath warm against Rose’s face. “Please, don’t do this. You can’t do this.” 
 
    “I have to,” Rose sighed. “I have to do something. I have to save him.” 
 
    “You can’t save everyone,” Kallias told her. He stood on the other side of her, still, between her and Owen. “How many times do I have to tell you that?” 
 
    “I will always try,” Rose said without looking at him. She couldn’t look at him at the moment because she was too paralyzed by the glistening tears welling up in Kara’s icy blue eyes. “You know,” she said, her voice softer, “I have to try.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Kara told her. “If it must be done, you can let me do it.” 
 
    Rose recoiled instantly, pain unfurling throughout her entire body, her stomach turning at the mere thought of something so terrible. “No,” she gasped, “You can’t do that,” she trailed off, choking back a sob. “I…I can’t lose you.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, tracing the softness of Rose’s face with her thumbs. “Then, you see why you can’t do that to me, don’t you?” she sighed. “I can’t lose you, either, Rose. I’ll give my own life before I watch you give yours.” 
 
    “In that case,” Isaac said suddenly, trotting outside, toward them, “you’re going to want to be really nice to me, for once.” He stopped just a few feet from them, wearing a smug smile, even as Kallias and Kara glared suspiciously at him. 
 
    Rose turned toward the former Assassin of Light. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know of a way to save him,” he told her. His thin shoulders slumped lazily as he explained himself to her. He clearly wasn’t concerned for her friend, which made Rose wonder what his true motive was. “I have a way to drain his blood without anyone having to bite him. I can save his life, if you want my help.” 
 
    Kara watched him with a worried frown. “This doesn’t make sense,” she told Rose quietly. “Isaac hates vampires, even though he is one. He also hates you, apparently. He hates me more than anyone.” She cast a curious glance in his direction. “He hates everyone and everything. He’s homophobic, sexist, and…probably racist as well. There is no one on the planet who’d be less likely to help your friend than him.” She looked at Rose. “I’m just saying…it’s suspicious.” 
 
    Rose nodded. She agreed with that, but at the same time, she didn’t really have any other options. And…she’d do anything, if it would save her friend’s life. 
 
    “I could call Geoff,” Erik offered, calling out to them from the doorway. “He has all kinds of science equipment, right? Maybe he could help somehow.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “He’d never get here in time. Owen would die before he arrived, and once his blood was drained, it’d be too late to turn him.” 
 
    “My way’s quick,” Isaac reminded Rose. “All you have to do is ask.” His smile turned snide—almost malicious, even. “And maybe say please. For my ego.” 
 
    Rose watched him, her stomach twisting and plunging with dread. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Aaron said when Kara directed a questioning look at him. “If you ask me, you should let him die. He told an Assassin of Light where he was and got himself shot. He’s obviously an idiot, and as the vampire who has to keep the idiotic vampires in line, I’d rather not have another one to deal with.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze immediately shifted toward him, once again overtaken by that glowing, red haze. “He’s my friend, you heartless jerk!” she growled. The ground trembled beneath their feet. The trees groaned, and the limbs creaked, as a dark, volatile power emanated from her, swirling around them like a whirlwind. 
 
    Aaron stepped back. “Kara, calm her down. Before I have to kill her.” 
 
    Kara reached out and touched Rose’s arm, her hand warm and gentle, as it curled around her upper arm. “We’re going to save him, all right?” she assured Rose, and that did seem to soothe Rose a little. But as soon as Kara noticed Rose’s eyes fading to their usual blue color, she turned to Aaron, her eyes narrowing. She lowered her voice, speaking in a dangerous growl, “You won’t touch her.” 
 
    Aaron straightened, his black eyes flashing with a mixture of shock, rage, and bewilderment at the implied threat. He couldn’t even think of a response. 
 
    “So, what will it be?” Isaac asked Rose. “Do you want my help or not?” 
 
    Rose looked at him and nodded. “Yes,” she said tiredly, “please.” 
 
    Isaac smirked, and then, he spun around and ran back into the house, disappearing in an unseeable blur as he raced up the stairs to get the equipment. 
 
    As Rose watched him head into the house, she noticed all of the vampires outside, watching them. She caught Erik’s gaze and mouthed, “Audrey? Zach?” 
 
    “They’re in the kitchen,” Erik told her, his green gaze soft with sympathy. “Elise is with them. They don’t know about Owen. Only that someone was shot.” 
 
    Rose nodded gratefully. “That’s probably best,” she sighed, “for now.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Tom gathering Owen’s cold, pale body into his arms. His body hung limply in Tom’s arms, his eyes closed and his clothes soaked in blood. His blood smelled strange to her now. She wondered if the odd taint that she smelled was the poison. “I’m taking him upstairs,” Tom told her. “He might want privacy…whenever it comes times to…” he trailed off. 
 
    Rose nodded, knowing exactly what he meant, even if he hadn’t said it. She feared that Owen wouldn’t forgive her for this—for letting someone turn him into the same creature that had killed his parents. “It’s the only way, isn’t it?” 
 
    “He’ll either die from the poison or the blood loss,” Kara confirmed. “You can’t prevent his death, but you can give him another chance at life.” 
 
    “A different kind of life, though,” Kallias added. “He might hate you.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose said. She looked at them. “Am I doing the right thing?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Kara muttered. “You’re the good one, remember?” 
 
    Kallias didn’t answer her. He just continued to stare at her, his brown eyes wide with frustration. Finally, he shifted his gaze toward Kara. “Do you see what I mean? She nearly gets herself killed at every turn. It’s as if she wants to die. Are you prepared to deal with that? Because this is what it’s always like with her.” 
 
    Rose watched in silence as he spun around and marched back into the house, his boots pounding much-too-harshly against the ground. “We’re not even together, and I’m still pissing him off,” she muttered. She cast a worried glance at Kara, not sure how Kara would react to what Kallias said, but to her surprise, Kara offered her a gentle smile. “He’s right,” Rose said. “I’m the worst girlfriend.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I dated Alana, remember? She already took that title.” 
 
    Rose noticed the sound of footsteps—autumn leaves crunching beneath tennis shoes—and turned to find Aaron approaching them, a homicidal gleam in his black eyes as he glared at Kara. With a guilty smile, Kara turned to face him. 
 
    “I need to speak to you,” Aaron said, “in the room with the television.” 
 
    Rose frowned at his vagueness. “You mean…the living room?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Aaron doesn’t get out of the tombs much.” 
 
    Rose wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Aaron suddenly looked even more murderous than before. “You have one hundred and eighty seconds,” Aaron snarled at Kara before turning to head into the house, along with the others. 
 
    “I guess three minutes didn’t sound threatening enough,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Kara laughed. She widened her eyes playfully. “I think I’m in trouble.” 
 
    “What else is new?” Rose quipped. But then, her smile faded, and the unease settled in her stomach again. “He said it was my fault. Did you hear him?” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and the lines of her face softened, sympathy burning in her intense, blue eyes. “Yes, I heard him,” she sighed, her gaze darting briefly toward Jared’s lifeless body. “But it’s not true, Rose.” She lifted her hand and swept a lock of red hair out of Rose’s face. “He decided to join the Assassins of Light. He let that hatred take hold of him. And he decided to kill his lover, just for the chance of killing a vampire. That’s…insane. Like Alana insane.” She lifted her eyebrows. “And you’re not to blame for his insanity. The ones to blame are his family and the organization that brainwashed him and manipulated him.” 
 
    Rose smiled weakly, grateful for Kara’s reassurance, even if it didn’t ease the feelings of guilt that were opening up inside of her like a gaping hole, ready to suck her in. “Your three minutes are almost up,” she said with a false lightness. 
 
    The frown on Kara’s face told her that Kara saw through her attempt to mask the pain, but she felt relieved when Kara didn’t press her on it. “I’ll meet you upstairs afterward,” she sighed. “Your friend is going to be okay. I know it.” 
 
    Rose nodded, cold fear rushing through her veins. “Will he forgive me?” 
 
    Kara grimaced. “Now, that,” she said regretfully, “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose knocked on the door, her chest fluttering with anxiety, as she waited for an answer. She heard the creak of the bed, and then, the door opened to reveal Owen, wearing nothing but jeans and a blood-soaked bandage over his stomach. 
 
    He turned his head, groaning in pain, as the light from the hallway shone into his room. “Come in. Hurry,” he grunted, clutching the doorknob tightly. 
 
    Rose stepped inside, immediately overwhelmed by the potent scent of blood that filled the room. “It…um…gets easier,” she mumbled, “with the light.” 
 
    Owen closed the door and leaned tiredly against it. His skin still looked ashen, and his blonde hair stuck to his forehead, soaked in cold sweat. Rose knew, from her own experience, that if Owen still looked like that, he was still in the middle of the transformation, his body not fully healed from death yet. “You let them do this?” he asked quietly—the question that Rose had dreaded for hours. 
 
    Rose shrugged apologetically. “I didn’t know what else to do. You were dying, no matter what we did, and…I had to save you. Somehow. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “My parents were killed by vampires,” Owen mumbled, “and now, I am one.” His gaze hardened with bitterness. “I bet your friends are happy about this.” 
 
    “What?” Rose said, frowning. “Why would they be? No one blames you for Jared, Owen.” She winced as she realized that might be a lie. “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    Owen pushed away from the door, dragging his feet, as he tried to return to bed. He swayed unsteadily, and Rose immediately threw his arm around her shoulder and helped him cross the room. She felt his gaze on her neck. “It’s weird. Your blood doesn’t bother me as much,” he slurred. “But it smells…really sweet.” 
 
    “It’s my power that you’re smelling,” Rose explained as she helped him climb back into bed. “And the reason my blood doesn’t bother you as much as someone else’s blood might,” she paused, “is that you’re not attracted to me.” 
 
    Owen scowled at her. “You’re trying to say that I’m attracted to Tom.” 
 
    Rose smiled, amused by his defensiveness. “Is that who you fed from?” 
 
    His hazel eyes widened at the memory. “Uh, yeah. It was…intense.” 
 
    “It always is,” Rose told him. “There’s so much emotion and so much connection. It’s totally unlike anything else I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    “What about Jared?” Owen asked reluctantly. “What happened to him?” 
 
    She studied him with a worried frown. “He’s gone,” she said gently. 
 
    “You mean he’s dead,” he corrected. He nodded. “I figured as much.” 
 
    Rose sat down beside him, on the edge of the bed, and covered his hand with her own. On that same wrist, he wore a watch with a brown leather band, a watch that she remembered him showing her—after Jared gave it to him for their fifth anniversary. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her chest tightening with sympathy. 
 
    “No,” he sighed, “I’m sorry. I should’ve known better. He just sounded so sincere on the phone, and I just…wasn’t thinking straight. I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    “You’re not an idiot, Owen,” Rose said with a playful smile. “You have an almost perfect GPA, and you’re as geeky as I am. That’s why we’re friends.” 
 
    He laughed at her teasing. “I don’t think anyone’s as geeky as you, Rose.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she said, “but you did win The Lord of the Rings trivia once.” 
 
    Owen scowled at her. “Because you left in the middle of the game.” 
 
    “I had to return an overdue book to the library,” Rose said defensively. 
 
    He snorted at that, but then, his smile faded. “What is happening to everyone, Rose?” he sighed. “It’s like people are losing their minds. I watched the news earlier today, and someone was talking about the murders in Europe. It’s all anyone talks about anymore. They’re all terrified of the mysterious army that they think is responsible for the murders. They want to shut down airports. They want to declare war on any country or race they think might be responsible. I’ve heard things that I thought I’d never hear in my lifetime, come out of the mouths of seemingly ordinary people. And now, Jared. My own boyfriend tried to kill me.” 
 
    “He did kill you,” Rose said softly. She ran her fingers through her long, red hair, emotions welling up in her throat. It was almost as if she could feel the building hatred of the world—the filth that seemed to climb into people’s hearts and change ordinary people into monsters. “Hatred is thriving in this world.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Owen agreed. “So, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    Rose looked at him. “I’m going to fight it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose stepped out of Owen’s room and immediately collided with a tall, muscular vampire. Rose knew, without even looking, who she had run into. She recognized the warmth of his hands on her shoulders. She recognized his cool, powerful scent—peppermint, aftershave, and very powerful blood. She stepped back and looked up at him, wincing as she met his cold, furious gaze. “Sorry.” 
 
    Kallias nodded and brushed past her, barely even acknowledging her. 
 
    Rose watched as he headed toward the staircase. “Still angry, I guess?” 
 
    He stopped and turned back toward her. “Of course I’m still angry.” 
 
    She nodded. “Is there any way to make you less angry?” she asked with a nervous shrug. “Like…what if I bought you flowers? Would you still be angry?” 
 
    He stared incredulously at her. “Flowers? I don’t even…like flowers.” 
 
    She nodded again. “Yeah. It’s just a thing people do,” she said, shrugging. “Ooh, daggers! What if I bought you daggers? Would you still be angry, then?” 
 
    He blinked. “Uh…yeah,” he sputtered. “I’d probably still be angry.” 
 
    Rose smiled brightly. “Yes! I’ve upgraded to probably! That’s progress!” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes, but a small smile tugged at the corners of his lips. 
 
    She chased after him as he started descending the stairs. “One question,” she blurted. “Can you give me a ride to the store so I can buy you some daggers?” 
 
    He snorted, “No.” He stopped on the bottom step and spun toward her. “If you really want me to stop being angry, it’s simple: just stop risking your life.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “He’s my friend, Kallias. I couldn’t let him die.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Goodnight, Rose,” he muttered as he walked away. 
 
    “I almost got a smile from you, though!” Rose yelled. “That’s progress!” 
 
    Rose heard the soft thudding of boots in the living room, and then, she felt that tingling awareness under her skin as Kara stepped out into the foyer with her. Kara leaned against the wall and flashed a crooked, seductive smile at her. 
 
    “I thought I heard your beautiful voice out here,” Kara said seductively. 
 
    Rose blushed. “So, what’s the verdict?” she asked, tilting her head toward the living room, where Kara had met with Aaron. “How much trouble are you in? Did he give you detention? Do you have to write sentences? Clean erasers?” 
 
    Kara smiled and stepped away from the wall, closing the space between them in a few, long strides. “Actually, he said he thinks I need a spanking,” she joked, “and that you should be the one to give it to me.” She lifted her eyebrows. 
 
    Rose frowned. “I really can’t picture him saying that. Nor do I want to.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “So, how’s your friend? Tom says he made it through.” 
 
    “Physically, he’s fine,” Rose muttered. “Emotionally…I don’t know.” 
 
    “I think he’ll forgive you,” Kara said seriously. “Just give it a few days.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Rose sighed. She heard harsh, uneven footsteps on the stairs behind her, and she turned to find Zach running down the staircase, toward her. 
 
    “Hey, loser!” he said playfully. He held up a deck of cards. “You busy?” 
 
    Rose frowned at the cards. “I mean, my friend got shot tonight, so…” 
 
    “So,” Zach interrupted, “you need a distraction, right? Well, I have one.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “That’s not what I was going to say,” she muttered. 
 
    He gave her a pleading look. “Come on. I’m bored. Play cards with me.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “You know I’m terrible at card games,” she complained. She sighed as her older brother pouted at her. “There’s too much lying involved.” 
 
    “Bluffing,” her brother corrected. “And yes, I do remember how terrible you are. That’s why I’m asking you to play.” He grinned. “I’m guaranteed to win.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “In that case, why on earth would I ever say yes?” 
 
    “Because it’s been five years since you spent any time with me?” he said. 
 
    Rose dropped her arms and sighed, “Gosh dang it. You got me. I’ll play.” 
 
    He laughed as Rose sulked. “Meet you in the kitchen,” he told her. He glanced at Kara as he headed toward the door. “You can play, too, Not-Loser!” 
 
    Rose gave him a wounded look. “I’m Loser, and she’s Not-Loser?” 
 
    Zach shrugged unapologetically. “Obviously. I like her better than you.” 
 
    Rose stuck her tongue out at him as he disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    Kara chuckled at them. Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she pulled it out to check the new message. She typed out a quick reply to one of her spies. 
 
    Rose watched her curiously. “So, do you want to play? Or are you busy?” 
 
    Kara closed out her messages and slid her phone into the back pocket of her leather pants. “If my employees couldn’t survive without me for a few hours, that would mean I didn’t train them well. And I assure you: I trained them well.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “In that case, I should warn you: I suck at card games.” 
 
    “Then, I should warn you,” Kara said, stepping closer to her, “I don’t.” 
 
    Rose winced a little. “Well, maybe you could…like…go easy on me?” 
 
    Kara winked at her. “Haven’t I told you? Vikings never show mercy.” 
 
    Rose sighed and followed Kara into the kitchen. “Wonderful.” 
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 The Mission 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose stared at her hands, willing them to stop shaking. It was the night of the mission, and she didn’t know why, but…she had a bad feeling about it. 
 
    The mission—it was the only reason anyone had come. Rose’s life being saved was just a happy accident. Well, a happy accident for everyone, except Kara.  
 
    For Kara, nothing was ever accidental. 
 
    “Relax,” Kara murmured, her voice smooth and lilting. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at the vampire who lounged, beside her, on the sofa—practically horizontal—her hands bracketed on her stomach, her boots propped on the coffee table. “I think you’re relaxed enough for the both of us.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “You’re all wound up,” she told her. She trailed her gaze over Rose’s body with a deliberate, sensual slowness. “And not in the good way.” 
 
    “The good way?” Rose said breathlessly, warmth rushing to her cheeks. 
 
    Kara tilted her head back, her smile deepening. “You know the way.” 
 
    A short, curvy woman with curly, red hair—the curliest hair Rose had ever seen—sat down on the other side of Rose, her skirt brushing Rose’s leg. 
 
    Kara waved her hand at the woman. “Rose, this is Isolde, our beautiful, skilled archer,” she said. “Isolde, this is Rose, my gorgeous, brilliant girlfriend.” 
 
    Rose looked at Kara, a surprised smile forming on her lips. “Girlfriend?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head back, looking up at Rose. “Is that the wrong word? Would you prefer I call you my lover?” she asked. “Or are we still just…friends?” 
 
    Rose shook her head, her cheeks reddening. “Girlfriend’s fine with me.” 
 
    A smile curled slowly at the edges of Kara’s lips. “Girlfriend, it is, then.” 
 
    Isolde presented her hand to Rose, and Rose hesitantly shook her hand. The redheaded archer smiled at Rose. “So, you’re the woman who tamed Kara.” 
 
    Kara blinked. “Tame?” she repeated, her voice low and full of disbelief. “Is that what they’re saying? That I’m tame?” When Isolde’s green eyes widened, Kara sat up—her body folding forward so quickly, it startled Rose—and glanced around at the other vampires that crowded the room. “Who said I was tame?” 
 
    All of the other vampires shrank lower in their seats, shaking their heads. 
 
    Kara sat back and propped her boots on the coffee table again, a cocky smirk tilting at the corners of her lips. “That’s what I thought,” she said to herself. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows and smiled at Isolde, who now looked terrified. 
 
    When Aaron stepped into the room, everyone’s attention shifted to him. 
 
    Rose scooted closer to Kara. “Are you sure you want me as a girlfriend?” she said with a playful smile. “Even if it means people start calling you tame?” 
 
    Kara flashed a smug grin at her. “Believe me. I’ll set them straight.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “Are you sure? Maybe you don’t know all of my flaws.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her light blue eyes sparkling. “Like?” 
 
    “Like the fact that I’m always in danger,” Rose told her. 
 
    Kara smiled. “Which is fun.” 
 
    “Or the fact that I’m incredibly awkward,” Rose tried again. 
 
    “Which is adorable,” Kara countered. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Or the fact that I’m sassy.” 
 
    “Which is sexy,” Kara said with a grin. 
 
    “Or the fact that I’m stubborn,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Kara nodded. “Which is a challenge, and I love challenges.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow, that stubbornness she’d just mentioned flashing in her eyes. “What about the fact that I’ve never had a successful relationship?” 
 
    Kara sat up, leaning closer to Rose, as she whispered, “Neither have I.” 
 
    Rose laughed, stunned by Kara’s resolve. “Is there no discouraging you?” 
 
    Kara smiled seductively. “I think you’ve met your match, Rose Foster.” 
 
    “What if I turn out to be the worst girlfriend ever?” Rose asked seriously. 
 
    “Well,” Kara said with a slow, languid shrug, “my last girlfriend was a sociopath who tried to destroy the world, so…my standards aren’t that high.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but trail her gaze over the gentle slope of those lean shoulders, remembering how they’d felt under her lips when she’d kissed them, over the curve of Kara’s neck, remembering how Kara’s body had curved against hers when she sank her fangs into her neck, and finally, over Kara’s soft, pale lips. 
 
    Aaron cleared his throat. When Kara reluctantly tore her gaze from Rose and turned to look at him, instead, he lifted his eyebrows. “We need to start.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara said. She leaned forward, resting her hands on her thighs. “I spoke to my spies. They assured me that everything’s ready for tonight.” 
 
    “Oh. So, you’ll be leaving soon?” Kallias said, suddenly appearing in the doorway. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “Best news all night.” 
 
    Rose glanced at him curiously, and he met her gaze—but only briefly. 
 
    “Kallias,” Aaron said lowly, “I was hoping you would join us, actually.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Kallias grunted irritably. “Just get on with it already.” 
 
    Rose listened for the next few minutes as Aaron and Kara explained the plan, most of which didn’t even pertain to her. As a matter of fact, she still wasn’t sure what role Aaron wanted her to play in all of this. Kara spread out a blueprint of the building, laying it on top of the coffee table so that everyone could see it. She explained which halls led to each room, where the exits were located, where the cameras—which should’ve been turned off already—were located, and finally, where she believed they would find the most useful items and information. 
 
    “One question,” one of the vampires interrupted. He leaned forward, his wispy, brown hair falling over his forehead. Rose thought she remembered Kara calling him Cassius, but she wasn’t sure. “Why not just attack them outright? What is with all the waiting and sneaking? Isn’t our goal to kill the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “Three hundred years ago, it was,” Aaron told him, “and we succeeded. But clearly, killing them wasn’t enough. So, we’re trying something else this time.” 
 
    “Sabotage is almost always more effective than murder,” Kara stated. 
 
    “If you say so,” Cassius sighed. He leaned back in his seat, his lips tilting down into a disappointed pout. “I was just looking forward to an actual battle.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Kara said, “you’ll get a real battle. Just maybe not tonight.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope not,” Isolde said, scowling at them. “If things go awry and there is a battle, then we’re screwed. We’re not prepared for a battle tonight.” 
 
    Kara scoffed at that, “I’m always prepared for battle.” She offered Isolde an understanding smile. “But you’re right. It would ruin the plan.” She shifted her gaze toward the other vampires in the room. “We’ll kill any Assassins of Light we come across, but we’re not attacking a full base. We need to remember, right now, they outnumber us, and they have weapons that can kill us. Without the numbers, a battle might not go in our favor. So, for now, our goal is to avoid actual battle.” 
 
    “Killing will come later,” Aaron said. “For now, focus on the mission.” 
 
    “You’re not actually going to do this, are you?” Kallias said suddenly. His low, slightly-accented voice had come so abruptly, after he had been so quiet for so long, that it startled nearly everyone in the room. It took Rose a few moments to realize that his dark gaze was on her, that he’d directed that question at her. 
 
    Rose straightened in her seat, her gaze darting around the room, as she realized with chagrin that every eye in the room was now on her. “Uh…well…” 
 
    Aaron turned toward Kallias. “I’d hoped you would help, too, actually.” 
 
    Kallias let out a short, mocking laugh. “You’re joking, right?” he snarled, his deep, brown eyes narrowing. “I’m not a soldier, Aaron. I don’t fight for people like you. Never have. Never will.” His gaze shifted around the room, toward the other vampires. “And I don’t know why any of you are, either. Do you really want to risk your lives in a war that you didn’t start? Just so he can keep his power?” 
 
    “This isn’t about power,” Aaron told Kallias. “It’s about survival.” 
 
    Kallias took a step toward him. “It’s always about power for you, Aaron.” 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms, narrowing his eyes at Kallias. “Believe what you will, but this war doesn’t just threaten my life. It threatens our entire species.” 
 
    “Does it, though?” Isaac interjected. A small, almost unnoticeable smile pulled at the corners of his lips, almost as if he were amused—or pleased—by the direction this conversation had gone. The former Assassin of Light leaned back, shrugging. “I mean, it’s not like humans are going to wipe us out. We’re stronger, faster, and more powerful than they are. The only species that needs to be worried about its survival is humans. Honestly, not fighting would work out in our favor.” 
 
    Rose felt a slight buzz of anxiety beneath her skin, and it took a moment for her to realize that it wasn’t her own anxiety that she was feeling. She glanced curiously at Kara, noticing how Kara watched the other vampires in the room, her brows creased, as if something about them bothered her. As Rose followed her gaze, she understood what it was. Something had changed after Kallias had spoken, after Isaac had agreed with him. There was restlessness in the room now. 
 
    Doubt crept over them like a dark shadow, smothering any certainty or bravery that had been present moments ago. Rose understood the anxiety that she sensed in Kara—if morale was down, their chances of succeeding were much lower. And an even worse case scenario: they might choose not to fight at all. 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it,” Aaron reminded Isaac. “You, of all people, know what the Assassins of Light are capable of. Thanks to them, humans now have weapons that can kill us. They have armies and technology. And most importantly, they’re far more organized than we are. And against a species as powerful as ours—they would be unified. We don’t have that. We fight amongst ourselves, as Kallias has so clearly demonstrated.” He smiled bitterly at Kallias. 
 
    Kallias ignored him, addressing the rest of the vampires, instead. “The Assassins of Light want war. If you fight, you’re just giving them what they want.” 
 
    “They’ve already gotten what they want. Can’t you see that?” Aaron said. “They’re not going to back down if we hide.” He leaned against the table, crossing his arms. “If the war can be stopped at all, it won’t be stopped by ignoring them.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know,” Kallias snarled. “You know nothing of peace.” 
 
    “And you do?” Aaron laughed. “You kill vampires for feeding! You’re no more peaceful than I am. The only difference in you and me is I fight for the survival of our species, and you’d rather us all die. Because you hate vampires.” 
 
    “How can I hate vampires, if I am one?” Kallias asked incredulously. 
 
    “Because you hate yourself,” Aaron snarled. “Do you think I’ve forgotten that night? When you begged me to kill you? I remember what you did to yourself, how insane you’d become. After all, I was the one who coaxed you back to sanity. I was the one who finally convinced you to leave that cave.” The anger faded from his eyes, and a taunting smile curved at his lips. “And take a much-needed bath.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kallias, noticing the tightness of his jaw, the whiteness of his knuckles. It was true, she realized. Kallias had really asked Aaron to kill him. 
 
    Aaron smiled smugly, clearly pleased with Kallias’s reaction. “As a matter of fact,” he laughed, “I bet that’s why you broke up with your girlfriend. You just can’t handle the fact that she’s a vampire now, can you? You fell in love with her as a human, but now, as a vampire, she just isn’t good enough for you anymore.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Rose said, jumping out of her seat. She quickly stepped between Kallias and Aaron before any punching could occur. She pointed a threatening finger at Aaron, nearly jabbing him in the chest. “You might think of me as your weapon, but you don’t get to use me on him,” she snarled. “My relationship with Kallias is none of your business, and it’s none of theirs either.” She twirled her finger around, gesturing vaguely toward the others in the room. “So, zip it, okay?” 
 
    Aaron stared blankly at her, as if he couldn’t decide how to react to being told to “zip it.” But then, his black eyes narrowed, as he did seem to decide, and he thrust out his hand in her direction. Rose stepped back instinctually, her back colliding with Kallias’s chest, as Aaron went for her throat, but his hand never reached her. Because Kara caught his wrist as she slid between Aaron and Rose. 
 
    “Don’t,” Kara said quietly, still holding his wrist. “You can’t hurt her.” 
 
    Pure, potent rage flashed in his dark eyes. “Kara,” he growled. There was so much power behind his voice that even the floor trembled. “You have eight seconds to let go of my wrist and step aside, or I’m ripping out your throat, too.” 
 
    “No,” Rose breathed, a spark of crimson-red light flashing in her eyes. 
 
    But Kara just stared back at him. “What will you do without her?” she asked calmly, as if she dealt with homicidal, four-thousand-year-old vampires every day. “You need her for what’s to come. We all do. So…don’t…hurt…her.” 
 
    Aaron’s nostrils flared, and he exhaled slowly and heavily. But then, he jerked his hand out of Kara’s grasp and took a step back. “She needs to learn to keep her mouth shut,” he said, glaring at Rose. “If you can’t teach her that, I will.” 
 
    The seriousness instantly vanished from Kara’s face, that mischievous smirk returning to take its place. “Why would I teach her that?” she said playfully. “I happen to like what happens when her mouth is open.” She winked at Rose. 
 
    Rose covered her face and groaned at the terribly ill-timed innuendo. 
 
    “Do you see what I mean?” Kallias said to Rose, suddenly—the first time he’d managed to say anything since Aaron’s remark. He still seemed pretty shaken by the memory. “He doesn’t care about you. Is this who you want to fight for?” 
 
    Rose turned to face him, her brows furrowing. “Of course not. That’s why I’m not fighting for him. I’m fighting for the people who will be hurt in this war. For vampires. For humans. And for every victim of the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    Aaron’s dark eyes shifted back toward her, watching her curiously. 
 
    “The war hasn’t started yet,” Kallias said. “Just…don’t play their game.” 
 
    “The game won’t cease to exist, if we choose not to play,” Rose told him. “I wasn’t playing when the Assassins of Light decided to go after my friends and my brother. The vampires in Japan weren’t playing when the Assassins of Light attacked them. This fight is going to happen whether we participate or not. I can’t just watch while people die, just because I wanted to take the moral high ground.” 
 
    “And…I know I’m the last person you want to listen to right now,” Kara added, wincing a little, as Kallias glared at her, “but the war has all but started. The Assassins of Light attacked the vampire colony in Japan two days ago, and they’ve already made several attempts to attack people who are connected to Rose. While war hasn’t officially been declared yet, it’s already happening behind the scenes.” 
 
    Kallias considered that, but ultimately, he decided that it didn’t change anything. “We should hide and wait,” he told Rose. “Eventually, they’ll give up.” 
 
    “You think so?” Rose said softly. “Because I can’t think of a time when ignoring the problem made it go away. These people are fueled by hatred, Kallias, and hatred doesn’t go away when it’s ignored. It grows. It’s the elephant in the room that everyone ignores until it kills someone. And sometimes, even then.” 
 
    “The Assassins of Light won’t win,” Kallias said, “not against vampires.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure they won’t. Hatred is powerful. We saw that with Alana, didn’t we?” Rose said softly. “There’s this thing that people say. ‘Everyone has a racist uncle.’ It’s not always an uncle. It’s just an expression that people say that means that everyone knows that one racist person—even now, when we’ve come so far as a society. People say, ‘Ignore him. He just wants attention. Ignore him, and he’ll shut up.’ But he doesn’t, does he? He never shuts up. He keeps spewing his hatred, unchallenged, and then, he raises a racist child who becomes someone else’s racist uncle. And the hatred grows and grows. Until you have hate groups.” 
 
    Kallias watched her with a curious frown. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying,” Rose said gently, “that hatred doesn’t win with numbers or weapons. It wins with silence. It wins when people sweep it under the rug or try to justify it. It wins when people defend the indefensible. It wins when we’re too scared or too apathetic to fight back. And I won’t let it win. Not today. Not ever.” 
 
    For a moment, no one spoke, the weight of her words heavy in the air. 
 
    Then, someone started clapping. Loudly and awkwardly. Rose frowned and glanced behind her, rolling her eyes as she found that it was, of course, Erik. 
 
    When Erik realized that everyone in the room was scowling at him, he shrugged. “What? It was a good speech,” he complained. “Well, I thought it was.” 
 
    Rose turned back toward Kallias, hoping for an understanding response. 
 
    But Kallias just sighed. “I would say that I’m surprised by how different we are,” he said bitterly, “but I never thought that we were compatible, anyway.” 
 
    Her brows creased. “Kallias,” she began, but she couldn’t even make an argument before he made it out the door, his footsteps retreating down the hall. 
 
    Tom stood, easily dwarfing Aaron in height. “We’re ready to go, then?” 
 
    Aaron glanced around the room. “Are we?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at the other vampires. “Because it looked like you were all having your doubts.” 
 
    Tom grasped his shoulder and offered him a friendly smile. “What can I say?” he chuckled, his brown eyes shifting toward Rose. “It was a good speech.” 
 
    “See?!” Erik said loudly, startling them. “I knew I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    Aaron scowled at Erik. “What are you even doing in here?” he grumbled. “I thought you said you were staying here tonight…to protect Rose’s humans.” 
 
    “They’re not my humans,” Rose muttered. “They don’t belong to me.” 
 
    Erik stepped away from the wall. “I am,” he assured him. “I just didn’t want to miss all the drama.” He gave them a sarcastic salute as he left the room. 
 
    The other vampires left, as well, following Tom and Erik out of the living room and heading upstairs to gather their weapons for the mission. But there was a sense of boldness and eagerness in the air now that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    A renewed morale. 
 
    “I guess I should thank you for that,” Aaron said to Rose, “but I won’t.” 
 
    “Good,” Rose said dryly, “because I’d probably die of shock, if you did.” 
 
    Aaron cast one last glance at her on his way out of the living room. “In that case, maybe I should,” he mused with a slight smile. “Nah. Not worth it.” 
 
    When everyone else had left, Rose turned and froze, suddenly, as she caught sight of Kara. Kara leaned against the side of the sofa, her hands clasped around the arm of the sofa to hold her weight. She watched Rose, her head tilted to the side, her dark hair falling over the front of her leather jacket. She kept her lips pressed together, hiding that little hint of a smile that pulled at the corners of her lips. But what she couldn’t hide was the pride that glowed in her piercing, blue eyes. Kara gazed at Rose with a kind of pride that struck Rose speechless and caused a tingling warmth to unfurl inside her chest—a warmth that expanded her chest and floated lightly, like a hot air balloon. “What?” Rose mumbled, blushing. 
 
    Kara shook her head, her smile deepening. “I just see something in you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rose said. Her eyebrows lifted curiously. “And what is that?” 
 
    Kara straightened and took a couple of long, lithe steps toward her. She gazed down at Rose with that heart-melting pride in her eyes, and then, she took Rose’s hand and lifted it up to her mouth so that she could place an affectionate kiss there—a kiss that left a pleasant tingling sensation on Rose’s skin. She smiled at Rose. “Something that makes me very proud to have sworn myself to you.” 
 
    Rose had never seen anyone look at her the way Kara was looking at her now, and she didn’t know how to respond to it. It stunned her. It pinned her in place. It made her feel like the center of the universe, even as she simultaneously felt insignificant and unworthy of such a gaze. “You mean…your oath,” she said, too caught up in that gaze to think of a better response. “Your oath of fealty.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, her eyes sparkling. “I’m proud to be your warrior.” 
 
    “Rose?” Audrey called, her voice echoing from the hall. The sound of her voice seemed to move, as she continued down the hall, checking each room. 
 
    Rose turned toward the door. “In the living room, Audrey,” she replied. 
 
    As she listened to Audrey’s footsteps move down the hall, toward them, she glanced once again at Kara, wanting to ask her what she’d meant, what had brought this on, and why she would feel so proud to have sworn an oath to Rose. 
 
    But before she could, Audrey appeared in the doorway. “Hey,” she said to them as she stepped into the room. She wore a wrinkled oversized T-shirt and a pair of leggings, and in a rare occurrence, her face was actually clean of makeup. She’d even left off her beloved eyeliner, and Audrey never went anywhere without eyeliner—really, really dark eyeliner. “I know I look like shit,” she sighed, waving her hand. Rose tried to argue that she didn’t, but Audrey continued, “But I think I look good for someone who’s been puking her guts up all day. Decent, at least.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “Does that mean…” she trailed off. “Are you?” 
 
    Audrey’s gaze darted toward Kara. “You weren’t lying about being able to keep a secret, were you?” she said, impressed. When Rose glanced questionably at Kara, Audrey said, “She brought me the test earlier. I showed her the results.” 
 
    Kara smiled apologetically. “I figured she’d want to tell you herself.” 
 
    Rose nodded and shifted her gaze back toward Audrey. “Well?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Audrey sighed, “I’m going to be a…mom.” She grimaced. “God, that doesn’t even sound right. Me? A mom?” She looked at Rose, and her eyes widened with fear. “Rose, I’m not ready for this! I’m not responsible enough to raise a human being. I can’t even keep plants alive! You remember that flower Levi gave me?! I killed it, remember? And now, I’m supposed to have his baby?” 
 
    Rose walked toward Audrey. “Audrey,” she said calmly, resting her hands on Audrey’s arms. She watched the frantic hysteria dancing in Audrey’s golden-brown eyes. “It’s going to be fine. Just breathe, all right?” She waited until Audrey took a huge gulp of air before she continued, “Have you told Levi about it yet?” 
 
    “Oh, heck, no,” Audrey said. “He’d propose. On the spot. He probably already has the ring. Just waiting.” She whimpered. “I’m not ready for marriage.” 
 
    “You’re not obligated to say yes, you know,” Rose said with an amused smile. “Look, just think about telling him, okay? You know he’d want to know.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay,” Audrey said. “But I can’t talk to him right now, anyway.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Kara agreed, “the Assassins of Light are watching everyone connected to you. Any call to anyone outside of this house could be intercepted.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Well, afterward, then,” she amended. Her voice was soft and full of soothing gentleness. “I doubt he’d want you to go through it alone.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Audrey said irritably. But then, she smiled at Rose. “He was really nice that time when I had the flu, wasn’t he? He brought me soup.” 
 
    “He loves you,” Rose agreed. “The question is: do you love him?” 
 
    “I guess,” Audrey said. “It’s just…I’m an artist. I’m supposed to be wild and carefree. I’m supposed to paint nude models and have wild sexual escapades.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s why I date so many artists,” Kara said under her breath. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that with a husband and kids?” Audrey said. 
 
    “You can be wild and nurturing, you know,” Rose said. “It doesn’t have to be either-or. Your personality doesn’t have to change when your lifestyle does.” 
 
    Audrey sighed, “You’ll be here for me, right? I mean, if we survive…” 
 
    “Of course,” Rose said easily. “I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    “Speaking of…surviving,” Audrey began. “Is it true that Owen’s a vampire now?” When Rose blinked in surprise, Audrey explained, “Erik told me.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Jared shot him, and…there was no other way to save him.” 
 
    Audrey nodded. “Do me a favor, and if that ever happens to me, don’t take my immortality into your own hands. I might be scared as hell right now, but I do want to grow old and have kids. I’d rather die than become…what you are.” 
 
    “Blunt as ever, I see,” Rose muttered, her stomach twisting with shame. 
 
    “Ugh. I have to pee. Again,” Audrey whined, bouncing on her feet. “Tell your…whatever he is now…that he needs to put more bathrooms in this house.” 
 
    Rose blinked as Audrey abruptly spun around and ran down the hallway. 
 
    “You know,” Kara said playfully, her voice low and lilting, “there is one way to make her think twice before she says something that might hurt you.” 
 
    Rose turned around and narrowed her eyes at Kara. “You’re not scaring my pregnant best friend to death,” she told her. “So, don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Kara smiled guiltily. “If she weren’t pregnant, though…then, could I…” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, before she even finished. “Absolutely not. Never.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Kara laughed, “but honestly, I don’t know why you put up with it. I can tell she cares about you and all, but she’s a bitch sometimes.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Why did you put up with Alana?” 
 
    “Point taken,” Kara chuckled. “Come on. We need to get our weapons.” 
 
    Rose raised the left pants leg of her jeans, showing Kara the silver dagger that she’d strapped to her ankle. “This is the only weapon I have,” she told her. 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “It won’t be when I’m done with you.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Kara,” Aaron said, his voice no louder than a harsh whisper. He tilted his head toward the two men that stood in front of the building. “Don’t miss.” 
 
    Kara reached under her shirt, the thin fabric rolling up, revealing the fair skin of her stomach, as she retrieved two small, throwing knives. She stepped past him, peering around the corner at the humans. Then, her piercing, blue gaze shifted toward him, and a smirk curved at the edges of her lips. “I never miss,” she said as she lifted her hand, holding the throwing knives between her fingers. 
 
    Then, she flung the knives at the Assassins of Light. The sharp blades spiraled through the air and landed precisely in the center of their heads. The two humans collapsed almost instantly, unmoving, their blood staining the pavement.  
 
    Kara turned toward Aaron. “There are more Assassins of Light inside.” 
 
    Aaron looked at Elise. “Do you remember what you’re supposed to do?” 
 
    Elise smiled. “I am going to the police station, where I’m going to charm the socks off of some human police officers and keep them distracted, in case an alarm goes off,” she provided, “and if that doesn’t work, I’ll incapacitate them.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Oh. That…doesn’t sound ominous at all.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “Don’t worry. The charming will be more than enough,” she told Rose. She smiled slyly at Elise. “I mean, just look at her. She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Elise said as she scooped her long, curly hair into her hands and swept it back behind her shoulders, off of the thin, red dress that she wore. 
 
    Rose nodded. Because of course Elise was gorgeous. Rose couldn’t think of a time when Elise hadn’t looked like a supermodel. “Plus, she has the allure.” 
 
    “Exactly. Most humans can’t even think clearly around a vampire,” Elise said, “and when I’m actually trying, no one can think clearly around me. But if they do happen to put up a fight, I can handle that, too.” She lifted her chin, her blue-gray eyes sparkling, as an excited smile curved at her lips. “I’m not helpless.” 
 
    Kara held up her finger. “Just…don’t use a battle-axe this time.” 
 
    Elise rolled her eyes. “Oh. Believe me. I will never touch your battle-axe again,” she assured her. She cringed at the memory. “That thing freaking hurts.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Kara said, tapping her side, where she had her own battle-axe scar. She flashed a mischievous smirk. “But that’s also why I like to use it.” 
 
    Elise blew them a kiss. “Good luck,” she called as she turned and left. 
 
    When she turned the corner onto the next street, Aaron turned toward Tom and Isaac. “Tom, you’re entering through the front door. Kill the first guard. You’re not exactly stealthy, so I figure the next two Assassins of Light will hear and come to check on things. Kill them, too. But watch out for their weapons. For now, we only know of the bullets that can kill us, but there could be more. Do not let them shoot you.” He turned to Isaac. “I know you don’t like Tom—for whatever reason—but if you let something happen to him, you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Isaac’s lip curled with disgust. “You know exactly why I don’t like him.” 
 
    Aaron narrowed his eyes at him. “Perhaps, but I refuse to acknowledge that as an actual reason…since it’s fucking not. I am way too old and way too homicidal to deal with your ignorance, so for your own sake, stop annoying me.” 
 
    Isaac said nothing, but seething anger burned in his greenish-brown eyes. 
 
    Aaron continued, “Once the two of you have killed those three guards, grab any files you see in the front offices. If there are weapons, take them as well.” 
 
    “Isolde is already picking off the guards along the perimeter,” Kara told Cassius and Bradley, “and you two will take out the guards near the side exits.” 
 
    The two vampires nodded and began double-checking their weapons. 
 
    “And while all of you are drawing all of their attention toward the front,” Kara said to all of them, “I’ll sneak in through the backdoor, like I always do.” 
 
    “Kara’s spies said that most of the useful information is kept in the back office,” Aaron added, “so she’s going to sift through all of that, and then, before we leave, Kara is going to use their computers to shut down the entire base.” 
 
    “According to my spies, it has to be done from the inside,” Kara said. 
 
    “What about me?” Rose asked curiously. “What did you want me to do?” 
 
    “You’re going with Kara,” Aaron explained. “When Osiris attacked Kara at the Tomb of Blood, it seemed to draw out your power. You melted his insides, after all. That obviously requires a lot of power. So, I want to keep you near Kara, in case the plan goes awry. If this goes badly, it will be your job to save all of us.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Okay. So, no pressure, then,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kara stepped past her. “Come on, hero. It’s time to follow the bad girl.” 
 
    Rose followed Kara as she crept around the parking lot, toward the back side of the building. Above ground, the building looked like an abandoned mall, but according to Kara, the base itself was underground. “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    Kara glanced back at her. “Never,” she whispered with a smile. She held out her hand, and when Rose took it, she pulled Rose closer, until they were both hidden behind a faded sign. “You’ve saved my life several times, haven’t you?” 
 
    Rose blushed as she felt Kara’s breath on her ear. She’d assumed, if she ever gave in to her feelings for Kara, that some of the overwhelming tension between them would ease. Just a little. Surely. But apparently, her feelings for Kara were as insatiable as a vampire’s hunger. “You’ve saved my life a few times, too.” 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “Yeah, don’t go spreading that around. I worked hard for my bad girl reputation,” she teased. She closed her eyes and listened to the sounds inside the building. “Come. It sounds like they’ve gotten most of them.” 
 
    The warm breeze gently rustled the leaves of the hedges that surrounded the building and sent a loose sheet of paper flying across the parking lot. “At least the weather’s nice,” Rose whispered as they neared the back door of the building. 
 
    “It’s the calm before the storm,” Kara told her quietly. “You can smell the electricity in the air. You can practically feel it. It’s exciting, don’t you think?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “As someone from a place with hurricanes? No.” 
 
    Kara laughed and stepped closer. “It reminds me of when I’m with you.” 
 
    “Being with me reminds you of an impending storm?” Rose said slowly. She nodded and flashed a sassy smile. “Wow. That is just the sweetest compliment.” 
 
    Kara smiled at her sarcasm. “You know what I mean,” she whispered, leaning closer, her breath dancing across Rose’s lips. “The sexual electricity. The way the air around us gets so hot and charged. The promise of pleasure in the air.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Nope,” she squeaked. “No clue.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, a slow smile curving at her lips. “Liar,” she mouthed. 
 
    Rose’s face reddened as she followed the seductive vampire to the door. 
 
    Kara placed her hand on the doorknob and whispered, “Are you ready?” 
 
    Rose nodded nervously, and Kara jerked the door open, the lock clicking as it broke under the force of her hand. The back door opened into a large, mostly empty room with a few tables and shelves and plenty of long forgotten cleaning supplies. Rose couldn’t tell whether it had been a break room or a storage room. 
 
    Kara eased the door closed behind them and then moved quietly through the room, toward a large, gray rug in the far right corner of the room. She pulled the rug out of the way, revealing a small, wooden door in the floor. The door was held closed with a combination lock, but Kara stepped on the lock with her boot and pressed down, easily crushing the metal beneath her boot. She knelt on one knee and lifted the door, revealing a metal ladder that led down into a cleaner, brighter room. Kara looked up at Rose. “Do you have your weapons ready?” 
 
    Rose was still staring at the pile of crushed metal—all that was left of the lock—when Kara spoke, but now, her bright blue eyes shifted toward Kara, and she nodded. She pulled out her silver dagger and said, “I’m ready, if you are.” 
 
    A cocky smirk pulled at one corner of Kara’s lips. “I’m always ready.” 
 
    Rose went first, carefully climbing down the ladder, listening closely for any suspicious sounds below. When she felt the solid, tile floor beneath her tennis shoes, she stepped away from the ladder and swept her gaze around the room. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was the brightness. She winced as the harsh light burned her eyes. She’d gotten used to the pain of electric lights in her weeks since becoming a vampire, but these stung a little worse than most lights did. 
 
    “Fluorescent,” Kara said as soon as she reached the bottom of the ladder. She stepped away from it and turned toward Rose. “I hate fluorescent lights.” 
 
    “I wonder if that’s why they use them,” Rose mumbled thoughtfully. 
 
    The room appeared to be some kind of kitchen or snack room, complete with a refrigerator in the corner and a stove beside it. Five round tables filled the room, four chairs around each one. Rose frowned at the small door above them. 
 
    “How did they even get this stuff down here?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “The other entrances are larger,” Kara said distractedly, as she examined one of the cameras to make sure it was turned off. “According to my spies, there are hundreds of Assassins of Light that work in this one facility, during the day.” 
 
    Rose turned toward her, blinking in shock. “Hundreds?” she breathed. 
 
    Kara nodded. “It’s one of their largest bases,” she sighed. “But most of them went home after sunset. All that were left were the overnight guards. Our team should’ve killed most of them by now, but there might be one or two left.” 
 
    Rose held up her silver dagger. “That’s what this is for, right?” 
 
    Kara smiled and stepped toward her. She took Rose’s hand into hers and began to move Rose’s fingers, adjusting Rose’s grip on the dagger. Her dark, silky hair fell forward, tickling Rose’s wrist, as she continued to adjust Rose’s fingers. “Grip it just tight enough that you have control over it, but not so tight that you have no flexibility,” she said softly. She looked up at Rose. “Tight but not rigid.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, unable to speak for a moment, too distracted by the warmth of Kara’s fingers against hers, too distracted by the intense, blue eyes that stared back at her. “You, umm…” she stammered. “You think I’m rigid?” 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “I think you’re nervous.” 
 
    Rose nodded anxiously. “A little bit. Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Kara said. “You always underestimate yourself, Rose.” 
 
    Rose felt a grateful smile tugging at the edges of her lips. “Any advice?” 
 
    “They’re humans,” Kara told her. “So, it’s easy to incapacitate them. You don’t need to slice off their heads or rip out their hearts. You can stab them in the heart or in the head. You can break their neck. Or you could just knock them out. But they’re also Assassins of Light. So, they do have guns that can kill us.” 
 
    Rose offered her a sheepish smile. “It’s a good thing I can stop bullets.” 
 
    Kara stepped back and tilted her head to the side. “You’re becoming more confident,” she murmured, a proud smile curving at her lips, “aren’t you?” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Oh,” she mumbled, blushing. “Umm, sorry.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing,” Kara said, her smile deepening. “A very good thing.” 
 
    Kara turned and headed toward the door at the back of the room, and Rose followed her. “So, where exactly are we headed?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Kara glanced back at her. “Each base has a leader called the Commander. It’s the highest-ranking Assassin of Light at that particular base. The Commander would be the one with access to the most sensitive information. He’s also the one who gives the commands. The one who could, for example, shut down a base.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rose said. “Then, we’re looking for the Commander’s office?” 
 
    “Looking implies that we don’t already know where it is,” Kara said as she placed her hand on the doorknob, “and I happen to know exactly where it is.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Rose said as she followed Kara out of the room. 
 
    The kitchen door opened into a short hallway with bright, buzzing lights, bare, white walls, and impeccably clean, white floors. None of which were easy on their sensitive eyesight. Rose winced as she closed the door behind them, and then, she followed Kara down the hallway, toward the sharp left turn at the end. Before they reached it, however, Kara froze. It took Rose a moment to realize why she’d stopped, but then, she heard it, too. Footsteps. Moving toward them. 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose and pressed her finger over her lips, and Rose nodded. They stood as still and quiet as possible, until the human turned the corner, and then, Kara grabbed him and slammed him against the wall with a loud crash. The Assassin of Light grasped blindly for his weapon, but before he could get his hand on a gun or dagger, Kara shoved her own dagger into his chest. 
 
    At that moment, another Assassin of Light rounded the corner, his gun already in his hand. “What the hell?” he breathed when he saw Kara and Rose. 
 
    He pulled the trigger, but Rose stopped the bullet with her mind. Then, before he could shoot again, Rose used her telekinetic abilities to send the gun flying out of his hand, straight into hers. She caught the gun and pointed it at him. 
 
    He tried to punch Kara—who stood closest to him—but she caught his wrist in her hand and twisted, a sickening crack echoing through the hallway. He squeezed his eyes shut, grimacing in pain, as she shoved him against the wall. 
 
    Kara tossed her dagger with her free hand, catching it at a different angle, as she grabbed his head with her other hand. “Head, heart,” she said to Rose, a smirk tilting at her lips, “or if you want to make things really messy…” She slashed her dagger across his throat and stepped back as blood poured from his neck. 
 
    The Assassin of Light fell forward, collapsing beside the other corpse. 
 
    Rose lowered the gun. “And why would I want to make things messy?” 
 
    Kara dragged the bodies toward the wall, leaving a trail of blood behind each of them, as she moved them out of their way. She straightened and flashed a mischievous smirk at Rose. “To make things harder on the janitors, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said dryly. “We wouldn’t want them getting off too easily.” 
 
    Kara laughed and started walking down the hall, away from the Assassins of Light that she’d just killed—the ones that Rose couldn’t help but glance back at. Kara stopped and turned toward Rose, her brows furrowing. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Rose looked at her. “I’m just,” she sighed, “not used to killing humans.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I know,” she said softly. “That’s why I didn’t let you.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the gun in her hand—the one she’d never had to shoot—her eyebrows lifting as she understood. Her gaze shifted up toward Kara. 
 
    “Come on,” Kara sighed, tilting her head. “That should be all of them.” 
 
    Rose nodded and followed Kara around the corner, down another hall with bright, buzzing lights. They’d nearly reached the next hall when Kara froze. 
 
    Rose gasped as Kara pushed her up against the wall, but Kara covered her mouth so that no noise escaped. The warm, muscular length of Kara’s body pressed against her, and Kara’s wild, sweet scent invaded her senses, enticing her. 
 
    Kara’s light blue gaze shifted back toward Rose, and a seductive smile twitched at the edges of her lips as she noticed that flash of hunger in Rose’s eyes. “There’s a camera in the next hall,” she explained, “and it’s still on.” As she pulled her hand away from Rose’s mouth, she deliberately brushed her fingers along the soft, delicate curve of Rose’s neck. Her smile deepened as Rose shuddered at her touch. “My spies were supposed to turn them off. They must’ve missed one.” 
 
    “Your spies—they hacked into the computer system?” Rose whispered. 
 
    Kara nodded. She still leaned against Rose, holding Rose against the wall with the weight of her body, and as Rose spoke, she rested her hands on Rose’s hips, her fingers curling around Rose’s curvy, jean-clad hips. “Yes,” she answered. 
 
    Rose swallowed hard, attempting to ignore the distracting sensations that Kara’s touch elicited in her body. “Maybe this camera isn’t connected to the same computers. Maybe this one’s connected to somewhere else. Or…someone else.” 
 
    Kara frowned. She cast an inconspicuous look around the corner, just long enough to see the lens of the camera. “I need to break the camera somehow. Preferably without being seen. Just in case you’re right, and someone is watching.” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes and focused on where she figured the camera would be in the next hallway. She opened her eyes when she heard the soft, shattering sound of the camera’s lens. “Oh? You mean like that?” she said with a cute smile. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow in surprise. She shifted a little to the side, peering around the corner again, at the camera that Rose had shattered with her telekinetic abilities. She looked back at Rose, and her soft, pale lips curved into a gorgeous smile. “Exactly like that,” she murmured. Then, without hesitating, she captured Rose’s lips with her own, tilting Rose’s face back with her hands. She pressed her body harder against Rose’s, their bodies meeting in all of the right places. When Rose moaned against her lips, Kara pulled back. “I’m so turned on right now.” 
 
    “Oh my word,” Rose laughed, rolling her eyes. She tried to cover Kara’s mouth with her hand, but Kara caught her wrist before she could. Rose narrowed her eyes playfully at Kara. “Can’t you behave for five minutes?” she complained. 
 
    “Nope,” Kara said with a wicked grin. She stepped back, winking at her. 
 
    Rose shook her head, trying—and failing—to suppress her smile, as she followed Kara around the corner, into the next hallway. A tiny wisp of smoke poured from the broken camera, wafting into the air, as they passed it. She noticed a door at the end of the hall—the first door she’d seen since they left the kitchen. 
 
    “That’s a training room,” Kara said. “It’s the size of a small gymnasium.” 
 
    They passed that door and turned another corner, and suddenly, a very different kind of hall stretched before them, one with doors on both sides, signs hanging outside each door. Kara stopped at the first door—the office closest to the back door of the facility—and she turned the doorknob, breaking the locks. 
 
    Rose read the engraved letters on the door: Commander Frederick Martin. 
 
    Kara strode into the dark office, rounding the large, wooden desk in the middle of the room. She slid the papers around the desk with her fingers, scanning each piece of paper for something useful. She found a leather-bound day planner, and she picked it up, thumbing through it, searching for the month of October. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Rose asked as she joined Kara beside the desk. She looked down at the papers lying on the desk, which were mostly forms. 
 
    “The others are looking for their weapons so we can destroy them,” Kara said as she flipped through the planner. “You and I are looking for the good stuff.” 
 
    Rose looked up at her, lifting her eyebrows. “And the good stuff is?” 
 
    A smile tugged at Kara’s lips. “Information we can use against them.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Whose office is this?” she asked as she spun around in a small circle, taking in her surroundings—the photos of a family on the wall, the mauve and green, flowery, sofa pressed up against the wall, the garbage can full of beef jerky bags and cola cans. Her gaze darted back toward the photos on the wall as a strange feeling of familiarity pricked at her mind. She stared at the blonde woman, the brunette man, and the two brunette children. She felt like she had seen them before—the entire family. Not enough to know them. But enough to recognize them. Her stomach lurched with a terrible feeling—dread and fear—a warning from some deep, subconscious part of her. She turned around, breathing in deeply, as she made her way over to the filing cabinets that set behind the desk. 
 
    Kara looked back at her curiously, her brows creasing with concern, as she felt Rose’s emotions. “His name is Frederick Martin. He’s their Commander.” 
 
    Rose shook her head quickly, anxiously. “I don’t recognize the name.” 
 
    “Should you?” Kara asked gently. She turned toward Rose, leaning her hip against the desk. She held the planner in her hands, still, but she stared at Rose now, instead of it. “You seem upset about something. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No. It’s just…a feeling,” she said distractedly. 
 
    “I remember, when I was human, some of the older women in my village believed that intuition was a power, given to us by the gods,” Kara said. She tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think intuition is the subconscious mind,” Rose said, opening one of the filing cabinet drawers, “picking up on clues and forming conclusions before the conscious mind can piece it together. It’s your mind trying to warn you.” 
 
    “Both of those theories tell us one thing,” Kara said. She looked down at the planner and flipped to the next page. “You should always trust your feelings.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at Kara, considering that, before she shifted her gaze back to the open filing cabinet. She thumbed through the beige folders inside, scanning the labels at the top. She realized, as she noticed a file that said Kallias of Athens, another that said Erik Olafsson, and two more for Geoffrey Cossington and Emma Cossington, that the names at the top of the folders were local vampires. She paused as she found a folder with the name Rose Foster at the top. She pulled the folder out of the cabinet and frowned at it. Her folder wasn’t beige like the others. 
 
    It was red. Like blood. Like her eyes. 
 
    Her fingers trembled a little as she opened the folder—side effect of the bad feeling, she assumed. The first thing in the folder was a typed-out description of her life. It felt strange to read such a short, tragic description of her life—every major event of her life summed up into three, sad paragraphs. It bothered her to know that these people knew so much about her. They knew the things that she’d kept secret from everyone—the things she couldn’t bring herself to talk about. 
 
    “That’s your file, isn’t it?” Kara said. She returned the planner to the desk and crossed her arms, regarding Rose with a concerned frown. “They kept your information in a red folder at the base in Oslo, too. It must be a common thing.” 
 
    “They had this information in Norway?” Rose asked uncomfortably. She flipped to the next item in the folder—pictures of a young, freckled child with long, red hair. She felt sick to her stomach. “I’m a child in these pictures. Why do they have pictures of me from that many years ago? How did they take these?” 
 
    Kara watched her sympathetically. “I haven’t figured that part out yet.” 
 
    Rose flipped to the next picture, a sickening chill pouring through her, as she stared at the picture of the redheaded child hugging an older, blonde child, tears pouring down her bruised, fair-skinned face, as she cried on his shoulder. Her breath came faster, and her vision blurred. “It’s my brother,” she mumbled. “It’s my brother comforting me after the…” she trailed off, choking back a sob. 
 
    Kara dropped her arms to her side and took a step toward her. Sympathy burned in her intense, cornflower-blue eyes. “Rose, you don’t have to look at it.” 
 
    “I need to,” Rose said breathlessly, her chest heaving with each difficult, erratic breath. “I need to know what they know. I can handle it. I know I can.” 
 
    “I know you can, too,” Kara said, closing the space between them. She reached up and ran her fingers over Rose’s face, calming Rose with her warm, soothing touch. “Just take a deep breath. Remind yourself where you are. Remind yourself that these things that happened are over. No one can’t touch you now.” 
 
    Rose nodded and breathed in deeply. She did as Kara said, attempting to regain control of her panicked mind—the mind that was currently overwhelmed by horrific, disturbing flashbacks. She shifted her gaze back to the folder, and she began to flip faster through the hundreds of photographs, only pausing to notice certain details—like the fact that the pictures were taken during the worst times of her life, the fact that the photos were taken from far away, from deep within the shadows, the fact that, in one photograph, it seemed like Zach had noticed the person who was taking the pictures… He looked like a teenager in the picture, tall and lanky, his blonde hair uncut and messy. He had something in his mouth—a cigarette, probably—and his head was tilted, his bright blue eyes narrowed, as he seemed to notice the camera or the photographer. “Zach saw them,” Rose realized, looking up at Kara. “I need to ask him about this. He might remember.” 
 
    Kara glanced down at the picture, her eyebrows lifting. “He might.” 
 
    Rose flipped quickly through the rest of the pictures, barely even paying attention, until she reached the recent photos. Her eyes widened as she flipped through the recent photos—mostly of Zach—taken at the prison and at Kallias’s house. “Why are they taking so many pictures of Zach?” she asked. She frowned as she realized that the last several were pictures of him outside Kallias’s house, picking up the pizza, as it was delivered. “How did we not notice them outside?” 
 
    “They’re being taken from a car,” Kara said, leaning forward and tapping the photo with her finger, where they could see a few raindrops on the windshield. 
 
    Rose looked at Kara, her blood running cold. “The pizza delivery car?” 
 
    Kara straightened as she realized, at the same time as Rose, that they were in danger, if the people delivering the pizza were actually the Assassins of Light. 
 
    Rose looked at the last few pictures, her eyes widening, as she recognized the outfit that Zach wore—a pair of loose, blue jeans and a white T-shirt. “This is what he’s wearing tonight. They’ve already taken pictures of him…tonight.” 
 
    But Kara was already heading back to the desk, frantically searching the drawers, as if she were looking for something in particular. “They delivered the pizza three hours ago. I remember hearing the car leave the driveway,” she said. “Frederick Martin left this office an hour ago. He must have printed those first.” 
 
    Rose watched her worriedly. “Why are you checking the drawers?” 
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose, her brows creased with anxiety. “I have a bad feeling,” she breathed. And then, she turned back toward the long drawer beneath the desk—the only one she hadn’t checked yet—and she pulled on it. It didn’t open as easily as the others because it was locked. But the lock broke under the force of her hand, and the drawer slid open. A cold wave of dread poured through Kara as she stared down at the only thing inside the drawer—a bottle of liquid. 
 
    Rose set down her file and joined Kara beside the desk. “What is it?” 
 
    Kara looked paler than Rose had ever seen her, and when Kara reached for the bottle, her fingers trembled. She unscrewed the black lid from the small, slender bottle and sniffed at the liquid. She breathed out a long string of words that Rose didn’t recognize—Old Norse words, Rose assumed. Profanity, most likely. Kara grabbed her phone from her pocket so quickly that Rose didn’t have time to react, the motion blurring before Rose’s eyes. Kara pressed a rapid series of buttons and lifted the phone to her ear. “Fy faen! Answer your phone, Erik.” 
 
    Rose could smell the adrenaline in Kara’s blood. “Kara, what is it?” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue eyes shifted toward Rose, and there was so much fear in those beautifully intense eyes that Rose felt her own pulse skyrocket at the sight. 
 
    “Hey, Kara,” Erik answered, finally, laughing, “I’m kind of busy.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck what you’re doing,” Kara hissed. “Find Zach. Now.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Erik said, all of the humor in his voice gone. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Just find Rose’s brother,” Kara pleaded, “and give him vampire blood.” 
 
    “Oh. Shit,” Erik breathed, finally understanding. “Yeah. I’m on it.” 
 
    The phone clicked as he hung up, and Kara slowly returned the phone to her pocket. She looked up at Rose, and her chest tightened as she realized that Rose’s bright blue eyes were already glistening with unshed tears. “Rose…” 
 
    “What’s in the bottle?” Rose asked, her voice shaking. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s poison,” Kara said, confirming Rose’s fear. Before the first sob could escape Rose’s lips, Kara was already stepping forward and pulling Rose into her arms. She held Rose tightly, clutching Rose’s long hair, as Rose shook with fear. “We don’t know anything yet. It’s only suspicion, at this point,” Kara said into her ear, keeping her voice as soft and soothing as possible. “Come. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Aaron said, appearing suddenly in the doorway. “We haven’t completed the mission yet. You can’t leave until we…” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Aaron,” Kara snarled. And then, without even giving him time to react, she grabbed Rose’s hand, and they ran…as fast as they could. 
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    Kallias met them at the door. He stood just outside the house, his tall, muscular form blocking the doorway. Rose tried to race past him, running on pure adrenaline and terror, but he caught her easily, wrapping his long arm around her waist to stop her. He exchanged a wary look with Kara, over Rose’s shoulder. 
 
    A look that Kara understood. Kara stumbled back, her light blue eyes flashing with pain. Sympathetic pain. Sympathy for the pain that Rose would feel. 
 
    Rose struggled against Kallias, trying to escape his vice-like hold on her. “Let me go!” she cried as her eyes turned crimson-red. “I need to see my brother!” 
 
    “No, Rose,” Kallias said sadly, holding her even tighter. “You don’t.” 
 
    “I said…let…me…go!” Rose growled. Her eyes flashed a brighter red, and the entire house shook with each word, the furniture rattling against the floor. 
 
    Then, with a loud crash, Kallias was thrown back into the wall, and Rose rushed up the stairs, running so fast that her form blurred before their eyes. 
 
    Audrey leaned against the wall on the other side of the hall, covering her mouth with her hand to hold in the sympathetic sob that threatened to spill from her lips, her amber-colored eyes already full of unshed tears. Owen leaned against the wall beside her, staring at the floor, his expression full of horror and sadness. 
 
    Kara held out her hand, helping Kallias to his feet. She stared up at him, her own heart thundering inside her chest. “Vampire blood?” she breathed. 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “We tried,” he said quietly. “It didn’t work. It had been too long. He’d been…dead…too long.” He looked away, his jaw tightening. 
 
    Kara didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. Not without crying, anyway. 
 
    “His blood smelled unusual,” Kallias said. “It was a poison, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Kara nodded, her cornflower-blue eyes burning with poignant sadness and empathy. She looked at Owen and Audrey. “Did anyone else eat the pizza?” 
 
    Audrey cringed a little. “I was…uh…busy,” she mumbled regretfully. 
 
    Owen shrugged uncomfortably. “I don’t need to eat…food…anymore.” 
 
    Kara shifted her gaze toward Kallias. “The pizza needs to be thrown out, but bagged up well enough that no animals can get to it. It would kill them, too.” 
 
    “We ate pizza yesterday,” Audrey told them, “and the day before that.” 
 
    “And the day before that,” Owen added, his eyebrows lifting. 
 
    Kara shook her head. “It’s not a slow poison. It kills you within hours,” she assured them. “If they’d tampered with the pizza before tonight, you’d already be dead. They waited until tonight. They watched Erik order the pizza every night to make sure it was a pattern. We shouldn’t have done something so predictable.” 
 
    “Why would they do this?” Kallias said. “Zach was an innocent human.” 
 
    Kara staggered suddenly. Her eyes widened, flashing with pain, and she covered her chest with her hands. “Because of this,” she gasped as she caught herself against the wall. She glanced up at the ceiling, her heart racing. “Rose…” 
 
    Kallias stepped forward, his brows creasing with concern. He held Kara’s elbow to steady her. “Her emotions?” he asked worriedly. “They’re that intense?” 
 
    Kara’s entire body trembled, just from the intensity of the emotional pain that she sensed, emanating from Rose. “It doesn’t feel like Rose,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias didn’t have much time to react to that statement…because Rose suddenly raced past them, running down the stairs and out the door, before any of them even realized that it was her. “Where the hell is she going?” he muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Audrey asked breathlessly. “I didn’t see anything.” 
 
    Erik came rushing down the stairs—but at a visible speed—his bright green eyes wide with worry. “I couldn’t stop her,” he told Kallias and Kara. “I don’t know where she’s going, but…something changed. She was feeling so much pain, and then, I don’t know. It was like she just cut it off. Her eyes turned black.” 
 
    “Black?” Kallias said. “Why black, instead of red? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m going to take a wild guess, and say something bad,” Erik muttered 
 
    “I can find her,” Kara breathed, still clutching her chest. “I can feel her.” 
 
    “Black,” Audrey mumbled. “I thought the red was creepy. But black?” 
 
    Kara managed to steady herself on her feet again, despite the deep pain still burning inside of her. She looked up at Erik. “Protect Audrey and Owen.” 
 
    “I will,” Erik said, his brows creased with sympathy, “with my life.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” came another voice—a low, gruff voice—from behind them. 
 
    Kara and Kallias turned to look at Tom, who stood in the doorway. Elise squeezed through the other vampires outside, running up to stand beside Tom. 
 
    “What happened?” Elise asked breathlessly, glancing from Kara to Erik. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Kara said nervously. “Right now, I need to find Rose.” 
 
    “No,” Aaron snarled, shoving Elise and Tom aside. He stepped into the foyer, his eyes dark. “You’ll explain now, and you better have a good explanation.” 
 
    “Not now, Aaron,” Kara said desperately. Her eyes burned from Rose’s tears, and her skin felt hot and flushed from Rose’s anger. She struggled to even breathe because of the intensity of Rose’s emotions. It felt like she was drowning. 
 
    Drowning in darkness. 
 
    Aaron stepped forward, preparing to attack Kara, but he stopped short when Kallias suddenly stepped between them. He looked up at Kallias, his brows furrowing in confusion. “What the hell are you doing? Get out of my way, Greek.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for your power-play, Aaron,” Kallias growled, his light brown eyes flashing with warning. “Back off, or I’ll make you back off.” 
 
    Murderous fury darkened Aaron’s eyes. “Excuse me?” he snarled. 
 
    “And who knows how much I’ll screw with your head once I’m in it,” Kallias added darkly. “Don’t test me tonight, Aaron. You’ll regret it, if you do.” 
 
    Aaron watched him with dark, narrowed eyes, clearly trying to decide whether he wanted this fight or not. Ultimately, he seemed to decide against it. 
 
    As soon as he stepped aside, Kara and Kallias rushed past them. 
 
    Kara stopped in the yard, her heart racing. She closed her eyes, focusing, trying to locate Rose with her blood bond. “Thank you,” she whispered to Kallias. 
 
    He watched her. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Rose. She needs you.” 
 
    “She needs both of us,” Kara said, opening her eyes. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Run as fast as you need to,” he said. “I can keep up.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Kara said, and then, she disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Rose Foster,” a woman said as soon as she stepped inside the base. The woman sat behind the desk, her long, blonde hair swept back into a high pony tail. When she stood, her hair slid back behind her back, revealing the Assassins of Light emblem on her black clothing. “We were hoping you would come back.” 
 
    Shadows swirled within Rose’s eyes, causing them to look black, as black and abysmal as a black hole. And just as dangerous, too. “Were you?” she said. 
 
    “Why are her eyes black?” asked a man from the other side of the lobby. He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed across his chest. “No one mentioned that her eyes turned black, too. I thought they said her eyes turned red, not black.” 
 
    “Who knows, Henry?” the woman said irritably, spreading her hands. She sighed and shifted her gaze back to Rose. “We came back once we received confirmation that your brother died. We assume you’ve come to make a deal.” 
 
    “A deal,” Rose repeated stoically. Her voice sounded so cold that the humans in the room actually shivered at the sound. “You want to make a deal?” 
 
    “To protect the rest of your loved ones,” the woman clarified. 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said in that eerie voice. “I have come to make a deal.” 
 
    The wind chose that moment to howl ominously, outside the building. 
 
    “Okay,” the woman said with a pleased smile. “Here’s the deal. Either you give your life in exchange for theirs, or—even better—you come to our side and help us defeat the vampires. And in return, we won’t kill anyone you love.” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” Rose said coldly. “You already have.” 
 
    “See, I knew she’d see it that way,” Henry said to the woman. He looked at Rose. “Don’t forget. None of this happened until vampires came into your life.” 
 
    Rose’s black, shadowy gaze shifted toward him. “Is it their fault, then?” 
 
    “It’s yours as well,” the woman said. “You knew what we wanted. You could’ve come to us earlier, but you didn’t. We simply did what had to be done.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. She stepped forward, and the floor trembled beneath her feet. The Assassins of Light both looked down at the white, tile floor, their brows furrowing in confusion. Rose tilted her head to the side, watching them with those black, abysmal eyes. “I have come to make a deal,” she said, her voice low and dark, “but I think I have a…different kind of deal in mind than you do.” 
 
    The woman looked up at her. “We’re open to negotiation, of course.” 
 
    “You won’t kill anyone else that I love,” Rose said, taking another step toward them, “because you won’t be able to kill them. Because I’ll kill you first.” 
 
    The woman pulled out her gun and pointed it at Rose. “Don’t come any closer,” she snarled, “or I’ll shoot. And these bullets contain poisoned blood.” 
 
    Rose stopped, her gaze shifting from the woman to the man, who had also pulled his gun out and pointed it at her. “I don’t need to come any closer.” 
 
    Their guns hit the floor with loud clacks as they began to scream, as blood poured from their eyes and mouths and ears, as Rose killed them with her mind. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    By the time Kara reached the dark, parking lot of the shopping mall, the weather had taken a sudden turn for the worst. She ran her hands through her black and blue hair, shoving it out of her face, as she tried to see the building in front of her, despite the painfully brutal wind and the debris flying through the air in front of her. A bright flash of lightning streaked across the navy blue sky. 
 
    “This is their base,” Kara said, as soon as Kallias caught up with her. 
 
    Kallias raised his arm over his head, shielding his face from the wind, as he squinted up at the dark, deserted shopping mall. “The Assassins of Light?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’re not actually in the mall. They’re below it,” she said, raising her voice so that he could hear her over the howling wind. “The entrance is in the basement. This is where we were when we realized that…” she trailed off, her chest tightening with sympathy. “This is where we found the poison.” 
 
    His light brown gaze shifted from the closed shopping mall to Kara. “But wasn’t it empty when you guys were here? Why would Rose come back here?” 
 
    “It’s not empty anymore,” she sighed. “Don’t you smell the blood?” 
 
    Kallias noticed it, then. Beyond the smell of the storm, the dust scattered into the air, the electricity crackling in the sky, the thousands of scents between them and the underground Assassins of Light base, it was there. Blood. So much blood. “Why would she do this?” he breathed. “Rose doesn’t like to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “This isn’t Rose,” Kara said, shaking her head, as she sensed Rose’s dark, overwhelming emotions—anger, hatred, sadness, fear. None of the emotions that made Rose feel like Rose were there. She felt no compassion or kindness or hope. 
 
    “What is it, then?” Kallias asked, looking at her. “What is inside of her?” 
 
    “Something dark and powerful,” Kara breathed. Her stomach twisted with anxiety and dread, but she didn’t have time to think about that. She didn’t have time to worry about anything but bringing Rose back. She closed her eyes, focusing on that connection to Rose, the unseeable thread that always drew her toward Rose, that called to her especially now, in Rose’s most dire time of need. 
 
    Another flash of lightning ripped across the sky, like a crack in the night sky, letting light into the darkness. An ear-splitting crash of thunder followed after the lightning. And then, the sky seemed to open up suddenly, and the rain began to pour. The wind caused the drops of water to hit harder and faster, like knives. 
 
    “What the hell is up with this weather?” Kallias yelled out, over the wind. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara said, even though she had a very strong feeling that she did know, that somehow, impossibly, the turbulent weather was connected to Rose’s turbulent emotions. She wiped the rain from her face. “Let’s get inside.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The door opened before her, even though she never touched it, and her tennis shoes squeaked against the tile floor, leaving footprints of blood on the dusty, white floor. She stopped just inside the room, her black, shadow-filled eyes narrowing at the tall, well-dressed man who sat in the corner, behind his desk. 
 
    “Rose Foster,” he said slowly. “We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    “Have you?” she said, her voice dark and ominous. The floor seemed to tremble when she spoke, as if even the ground itself knew that she was dangerous. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said. His wide, brown eyes darted down toward the thing that he had hidden in his hand and then back up toward her. “It’s a shame that it took your brother dying in order to get you here, but…you’re here now.” 
 
    A sudden, violent wind roared outside, like a whirlwind, causing the walls to shake, causing dust to fall from the ceiling like rain, causing the lights to flicker. 
 
    The man glanced up at the ceiling with a worried frown. “That sounds bad. I don’t remember them saying anything about storms on the news earlier.” 
 
    “I’m told you’re the Commander,” Rose said in an emotionless voice, a voice that barely even resembled her normal voice. She took a step forward. “I find that interesting—that you’re the Commander, and yet, while the humans that follow you scream out for mercy, you hide in your office, cowering in the corner.” 
 
    “My duty isn’t to them,” Frederick explained. “I serve the human race.” 
 
    “Liar,” Rose growled. The floor trembled, and the furniture rattled at the sound of her voice. The shadowy haze that danced around her body darkened, becoming larger and more pronounced. The man shrank back in his chair, his fair skin paling at the sight of those strange, monstrous shadows. She stepped toward him, tilting her head to the side. “You’re the only human left alive in this building. You didn’t protect the humans that serve under you. You cowered in fear while I killed them. Zachary Foster was a human, and you didn’t protect him either. Admit it: you don’t protect humans. You don’t protect anyone. You only kill.” 
 
    “Zachary Foster was a criminal,” the Commander said. He smoothed his free hand over his short, brown hair. He tried his best to look calm, but his fingers trembled as he ran them over his hair. “The world will be better off without him.” 
 
    The wind began to howl even louder. A distant, tornado siren began to wail its warnings. The man glanced around the room, his eyes wide with alarm, as the building shook on its foundation, and a floor lamp toppled over, shattering. 
 
    “What is going on?” the man asked. “Where did this storm come from?” 
 
    “From within,” Rose said ominously. She watched him with those dark, eerie eyes. “The world is mirroring what Rose is feeling. It’s crying her tears. It’s mirroring the darkness and the violent turmoil inside of her. The sky is splitting open, in the same way that she is splitting open. The world is hurting with her.” 
 
    The Commander watched her with a frown. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Rose laughed darkly. “You still don’t know what she is, do you?” 
 
    “Why are you talking about yourself in the third person?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not,” Rose said. “I’m talking about Rose Foster, the sister of the human that you murdered.” She watched as confusion flashed across his face. “I never said that I was Rose. You assumed that. Because I look like her. Because I’m under her skin, inside her body, using her physical form.” She stepped toward him, her voice getting darker with each passing moment. “It’s unfortunate for you that I’m not Rose. You’d actually stand a chance with Rose. She’s weakened by Light. By compassion.” Her words came out in a low, sneering hiss. “She’d never be able to kill you, even now, after the horrible act that you’ve committed.” Rose leaned forward, over the desk, and a strange smile twisted at her face. “But Light has no hold on me. I feel no compassion. Only pain. Only anger. Only hatred.” 
 
    The Commander scooted back in his chair, pressing it as far back against the wall as he could. His chest heaved with each erratic breath. “What are you?” 
 
    “So, you don’t know, then?” she asked, but she didn’t sound surprised. “You were so interested in Rose, so afraid of her, but you didn’t even know why.” 
 
    “You are a new breed of vampire,” the man said. “A red-eyed vampire.” 
 
    Rose laughed darkly. “No. There is no new breed of vampire. Why would there be? Vampires were perfect creations already, at least in my opinion. Some might disagree.” She straightened, an odd, proud smile curving at her lips, a smile that looked completely unlike any smile that Rose had ever worn. “Rose isn’t a new breed a vampire. She is a vampire, yes, but she is also something far worse.” 
 
    Frederick Martin frowned, confused by her nonsensical statements. “We were told that you are a new breed of vampire,” he said slowly. He refused to play along with the whole this-isn’t-Rose thing. It was just too insane. “You have red eyes. Well, not right now, obviously, but… Wait, why are your eyes black now?”  
 
    “You were told,” she laughed. “Do you always believe what you’re told, Commander?” She tilted her head, smiling. “He’s good at manipulation, isn’t he? Of course he is. I wouldn’t have chosen him, otherwise. Who do you think created those myths that you believed so easily, Frederick Martin? You’re just a pawn, and unfortunately for you, he’s played with you a little too recklessly this time.” 
 
    “Huh? What?” Frederick sputtered, unable to keep up with her elusive, puzzling statements. “Wait.” His eyes widened. “He? How did you know that…” 
 
    She took a step forward, shadows stretching out from her body, creeping toward him. “I should probably be grateful that he did so well, that he broke her so thoroughly. But,” she paused, spreading out her hands and shrugging, “this is all so much more complicated than that. Because yes, Rose is Rose, and I am not Rose. But at the same time, I am Rose. We’re part of each other, you know.” She narrowed her eyes at the very confused Assassin of Light. “You don’t understand a single thing I’m saying, do you? I keep forgetting how dumb you humans are.” 
 
    Frederick sighed, “Fine. I’ll play along. If you’re not Rose, who are you?” 
 
    She braced her hands on the desk and leaned forward, her long, red hair falling around her face. “I am pain. I am sadness. I am despair. I am anger. I am fear. I am jealousy. I am vengeance. I am passion. I am love. I am…Darkness.” 
 
    He screamed as the shadows dancing around her body seemed to stretch out, suddenly, overtaking him, absorbing all of the light, encasing him in cold darkness. But then, whatever he’d just seen, whatever had just terrified him, faded away, suddenly, dissolving, as if it’d never happened. Frederick blinked in shock. 
 
    She watched him curiously. “Are you afraid yet? Because you should be.” 
 
    Frederick pressed frantically at the button in his hand, only to realize that it wasn’t even in his hand anymore. He looked down, frowning at his empty palm. 
 
    “Looking for this?” Rose asked, waving the remote. She tilted her head, glancing at the small, black remote in her hand. “Was this your master plan? You would press this button and call in back-up if Rose wasn’t willing to make a deal?” 
 
    “How did you get that?” Frederick asked, scooting his chair backward. 
 
    “You didn’t think that she’d kill you before they arrived?” Rose asked. 
 
    Frederick frowned. “We don’t know a whole lot about it yet, but there’s this thing between vampires called a blood bond. Someone would’ve come for her.” 
 
    She nodded. “And you would have killed someone else that Rose loves.” 
 
    He watched her nervously. “We know all about you. Uh…I mean…her. We know…Rose’s tendencies. If her loved ones are in danger, she’ll surrender.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose agreed. Her black, abysmal eyes seemed to draw him in, drowning him in shadows that burned like ice. “She’s selfless and compassionate. Light does that to her. But you people,” she sighed, shaking her head at him, “you always forget to check the shadows for me. After all, I’m much less predictable.” 
 
    Frederick blinked as he realized that the blackness he saw in front of him wasn’t just in Rose’s eyes, anymore. It was everywhere. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again, trying to see her. Trying to see anything. Anything at all. 
 
    “Blindness is the first symptom,” he heard her say, “of the poison.” 
 
    His heart began to race, and he grasped blindly at the desk, desperately trying to find something he could use as a weapon. But his hand only connected with wood. He heard her tennis shoes squeaking as she moved closer to him. 
 
    “You killed her brother,” Rose said. The winds wailed louder and louder outside—an ominous background for her ominous voice. “Did you really think you’d be dealing with Light right now? In times like this, she’ll always yield to me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the terrified human asked breathlessly. “What are you?” 
 
    She straightened, a bitter laugh escaping her lips. “What am I? As if you care,” she scoffed. “You spent your entire lifetime vilifying vampires for simply existing. You invented reasons to hate them. You turned them into monsters that you could hate.” The whirlwind outside sucked viciously at the ceiling of the base, causing the lights to flicker out, and a few loose tiles to fall from the ceiling. 
 
    Even though the man could no longer see, he still trembled at the sound. 
 
    A dark, vengeful smile twisted at Rose’s lips. “Well,” she said, lifting her eyebrows. “You wanted a monster to hate? Congratulations. Now, you have one.” 
 
    Frederick suddenly began to gasp for breath, his sightless eyes widening. 
 
    “Respiratory failure is the second symptom of the poison,” Rose stated. 
 
    “Please,” he tried to say, but he couldn’t speak. He could only wheeze. 
 
    “I already told you,” she said, rolling her dark, shadow-filled eyes. “Rose is the one with mercy. Not me. It’s not my fault you broke Rose to the point that I had to come out.” She shrugged. “Not that I mind coming out.” She stepped over him as he fell out of his chair, gasping for breath. “It’s refreshing, actually.” 
 
     She turned, glancing curiously at him, as he writhed on the floor. “You know what? You don’t deserve to die in the same way that her brother did.” 
 
    Frederick inhaled deeply, visibly relaxing, as she stopped killing him. 
 
    The shadows within her eyes began to dance faster. “You deserve worse.” 
 
    The human began to scream—piercing, eardrum-shattering screams that echoed through the building, louder, even, than the wailing whirlwind outside. 
 
    The monster watched him with those black, abysmal eyes of hers—cold and unfeeling—even as blood poured from his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, even as he died. “That was not only a more painful way to die,” she told his dead body. “It was also faster.” She glanced up at the rattling ceiling. “Which is a good thing, since Rose is apparently trying to bring down New York City with tornadoes.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kara and Kallias walked the halls at a sickeningly slow pace. They might have walked faster, if they didn’t have to step over corpses every few steps. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Kallias said breathlessly, his light brown eyes wide, as he saw the carnage that Rose had left in her wake. “How could she do this?” 
 
    “They killed her brother,” Kara said. “It’s not like they didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “The Rose I know would have never done this.” 
 
    “But she’s not the Rose you know,” Kara said, glancing at him. “Not right now.” She looked away. “I can feel her emotions, and believe me. This isn’t Rose.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kallias said. “How could it be anyone but Rose?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara admitted. She reached out, suddenly, and grasped Kallias’s arm to stop him, her eyes widening as she felt that ripple of awareness tingling under her skin. Kallias rounded on her, clearly about to snap at her, but before he could open his mouth, she said, “She’s coming. She knows we’re here.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow, not sure whether to believe her or not, but then, he heard the squeaking of Rose’s tennis shoes, and he heard her heartbeat, slow and steady, from deeper within the base. “She doesn’t seem to be upset.” 
 
    “She is,” Kara said quietly, “but some of her emotions are…misplaced.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Misplaced? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara said, shrugging. “I’m just telling you how it feels.” 
 
    Kallias fidgeted impatiently, sweeping his gaze around the hall, noticing all of the dead, blood-soaked Assassins of Light in the floor. “None of these people were here when you were here earlier?” he asked, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Kara shook her head. “This must’ve been their plan all along,” she said quietly, “to kill Zach and come back for Rose. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Now, don’t go blaming yourself,” came a voice that was, at once, both familiar and unfamiliar, similar to Rose’s voice and yet drastically different. She emerged from the shadows of the hall, and yet, she didn’t…because the shadows followed her, dancing around her body as she moved, almost as if the shadows were…worshiping her. Or emanating from within her. Or both. She rolled her black, shadow-filled eyes. “Rose already has the blaming herself thing covered.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “You are Rose. Or, well, you better be.” 
 
    “Or…what?” Rose laughed. She tilted her head to the side, her long red hair falling forward, over her blood-soaked clothing. “What are you going to do? Attack your girlfriend in hopes of killing whatever’s inside of her? It doesn’t work that way.” Her smile deepened. “Oh, wait. Sorry. It’s ex-girlfriend now, isn’t it?” 
 
    He stepped toward her, his brown eyes flashing with rage. “Who the…” 
 
    Kara held out her hand, suddenly, motioning for him to stop. “Please,” she told him softly, as she stared curiously at Rose. To her surprise, Kallias did as she asked and took a step back, waiting for her to move first. Kara tilted her head to the side, her dark, wet hair falling over her jacket, her light blue eyes widening. 
 
    “You recognize me, don’t you?” Rose asked, taking a step toward her. The shadows moved with her, dancing over the floor and across the walls. She closed the space between them, but Kara didn’t move. She simply straightened as Rose came closer. “Kallias doesn’t recognize me because he liked to pretend that I didn’t exist, but you,” she paused and lifted her hand, trailing her fingers over Kara’s face. Kara closed her eyes instantly, exhaling shakily, as she felt the cold darkness that radiated from Rose’s fingertips. “You and I are well-acquainted.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, confused by Rose’s words, confused by what she felt inside of Rose—the emotional turmoil that she was sure belonged to Rose and then…this. Whatever this was. “I just want to see Rose,” she whispered. 
 
    The shadows moved around them, whirling in a slow, passionate dance. 
 
    “What?” Kallias objected. “No, we do not want to just see her. We want you,” he paused, pointing at Rose, “whoever you are, to get out of Rose’s…body.” 
 
    Rose stepped away from Kara, her cold hands dropping to her sides. She let out a short, amused laugh. “Get out of Rose’s body. What an odd statement.” 
 
    Kallias glared at the black-eyed vampire. “Well, are you Rose? Or not?” 
 
    “Believe me. You’re not ready for that answer,” Rose muttered. She tilted her head back, staring at the ceiling, as the winds raged louder and louder outside. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Rose would’ve never murdered all of these people.” 
 
    “No,” Rose agreed, her black eyes shifting toward him, “which is why I did it for her. I didn’t kill them without reason. I did it for Rose. And for Zach.” 
 
    Kara stepped forward, her brows creased with worry. “We understand.” 
 
    Kallias turned toward her, his eyebrows lifting in disbelief. “We do?” 
 
    “But it’s done now,” Kara told Rose, “so, can we have Rose back now?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I am not holding her captive,” she said in a puzzled tone. “She receded within. So, I emerged. I made them suffer because she is suffering.” 
 
    Kara continued to move closer to her, undeterred by the volatile power that radiated from her body. “But you’re finished now, right? You wiped out an entire base of Assassins of Light. I don’t think there’s any more for you to do.” 
 
    “I took their lives because they took something from her,” Rose stated. 
 
    Kara lifted her hands and cupped Rose’s face in her hands, meeting her terrifying, black gaze. “Please,” she whispered to her, “I just want to see my love.” 
 
    To their surprise, the black-eyed vampire seemed to respond to Kara’s touch, almost in the same way that Rose would—tilting her face closer, her breath mingling with Kara’s. “Rose blames herself,” she told Kara. “She is suffering.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said, her eyes glistening with tears. “I knew she would.” 
 
    “She wants to die,” Rose explained. “I cannot allow that to happen.” 
 
    “It won’t. I won’t let it happen,” Kara promised. “I love her with all of my heart.” She swept out her hand, gesturing toward Kallias. “Both of us do.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I know,” she said softly. “That’s the only reason you’re alive in my presence.” The blackness of her eyes seemed to darken even more, all of the sudden. Like a black hole, sucking the light from the building—or from what remained of the building. “But I don’t know if she’s ready to come back.” 
 
    “Ready?” Kallias repeated. “It’s her body! She doesn’t need to be ready!” 
 
    Her shadow-filled eyes shifted toward Kallias, and a sudden gust of wind swirled around her, so powerful that it nearly knocked them off of their feet. “Be careful how you speak to me,” she growled. Her words seemed to seep into the ground, moving the earth itself. “Especially when Rose isn’t here to protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me?” Kallias scoffed. “I’m twenty-five hundred years old.” 
 
    Kara stepped between them. “Okay,” she said softly, spreading out her hands. “Okay. We’re sorry. Just…please. Let us see Rose. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Your voice calls her back. But she is deeply wounded.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I know, but we’ll help her,” she told the powerful being in front of her. “I’ve felt responsible for someone’s death before. I have wanted to die because of it. I think I can help her navigate her way through this pain. And I’m sure that Kallias feels the same way. His anger is simply…concern for her.” 
 
    Kallias watched as Kara spoke to this…whatever-it-was, stunned by how calm Kara seemed. He could hear her racing pulse, and he could hear her terrified thoughts. So, he knew that she was as worried as he was, but somehow, she kept that all under control. She chose her words carefully, saying only what needed to be said in order to bring Rose back. That was her only concern: seeing Rose again. 
 
    “If she is unable to handle the pain,” the monster warned, “I will return.” 
 
    Kara let out a shaky, relieved sigh. “Rose,” she breathed, stepping closer. 
 
    The black shadows fled from Rose’s eyes, dissipated by the fiery, red light that took their place. But then, the glowing, crimson-red haze faded as well, which just left those glistening, tear-filled, bright blue eyes that Kara had longed to see. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara said, closing the space between them, “you’re back.” 
 
    As tears began to spill from Rose’s bright blue eyes, her knees buckled, and she began to fall. But, fortunately, Kara caught her. She crumbled into Kara’s arms, weeping with a brokenness that shattered Kara’s heart into a million pieces. 
 
    Even though Kallias couldn’t feel her emotions anymore, in the way that Kara could, he still felt heartbroken at the sight of Rose weeping like that. He’d never seen her in that much pain. He met Kara’s gaze. “We should get her home.” 
 
    Kara nodded, clutching Rose as tightly as she could. “Yes. Let’s do that.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I can get Erik to come in here,” Kara offered, her voice soft and lilting, “if you want.” She turned toward Rose and closed the bedroom door behind her. 
 
    Rose lay, curled up, on the bed. Her long hair, drenched from the rain, lay over her face, and her soaked clothes clung uncomfortably to her curvy figure. 
 
    Kara crossed the bedroom floor, water trailing down her skin in slow rivulets. She knelt in front of the bed, her hands on her leather-clad thighs, her dark, drenched hair falling forward, over her shoulders. “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “Only if you need him,” Rose managed to say, her voice hollow and tired. The depression bled into every word, every syllable, every breath. “I don’t want you to feel this, but…I don’t want him to take it from me. I deserve to feel this.” 
 
    “No, Rose,” Kara said, her brows creasing with empathy, “you don’t.” 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Rose said, but the words came out softer than a whisper. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara sighed. She reached up and ran her fingers over Rose’s face, pushing a lock of wet hair out of Rose’s eyes. “Don’t do this to yourself.” 
 
    Tears leaked from the corners of Rose’s bright blue eyes, streaming down her cheeks in uneven lines. “They killed him because of me,” she whispered. 
 
    “What did you tell me when I was blaming myself for Olivia’s death?” Kara asked gently. “When I blamed myself for everyone that Alana killed because of me, when I blamed myself for Hadleigh’s death—each time, you told me that I couldn’t do this to myself. You told me that it wasn’t my fault. You told me that I was good.” She wiped a tear from Rose’s cheek. “Why can’t you show yourself the same kindness you showed me? You deserve that kindness, more than anyone.” 
 
    “No. I don’t,” Rose breathed. Her mind felt so slow, so exhausted, so overwhelmed by pain, sadness, and regret—regret that she hadn’t watched Zach more closely, regret that she hadn’t thought about the pizza sooner, regret that she was even alive to cause this. She choked back a pain-filled sob. “I don’t want you to feel this pain. You should go to Erik and ask him to control your emotions.” 
 
    “Rose, I love you,” Kara sighed. “If you’re hurting, I’ll hurt with you.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, stunned that Kara cared enough to do that, to feel the pain that she felt now, to grieve with her. “I’ll probably cry all night and day,” she mumbled. Two more tears streaked down her face. “I won’t be good company.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to be anything you don’t feel,” Kara assured her, running her thumb over the softness of Rose’s cheek. “Cry as much as you need to cry, and…I’d like to hold you,” she offered, tilting her head, “if you’ll let me.” 
 
    Rose smiled, and the tears fell faster over her face. “I’ll always let you.” 
 
    Kara’s soft, pale lips curved into a warm, affectionate smile, and then, she straightened and kicked off her boots. “Do you want to change clothes?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can yet,” Rose said honestly. “My body feels so weak.” 
 
    “Overuse?” Kara asked, concern burning in her light blue eyes. “Alana experienced it sometimes. It could get quite terrible. She lost consciousness once, when she was first learning her limits. She didn’t wake until I gave her my blood.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m that far gone yet,” Rose mumbled tiredly, more tears pouring down her face. “I just don’t think I’m ready to change my clothes yet.” 
 
    Kara nodded and climbed onto the bed, still wearing her own wet clothes as well. She curled up behind Rose, wrapping her arms around Rose’s stomach and holding her close, her front pressed against Rose’s back, her face in Rose’s soft, honey-scented hair. “I’m here,” she murmured in Rose’s ear, her voice lower and more soothing than usual, “and I’ll be here as long as you want me here.” 
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 No Time for Grief 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac Attwood woke up, suddenly, startled by the sound of his door clicking shut. He sat up, squinting tiredly at the door, disoriented because of the sun. But when he saw the dark silhouette in front of his door, its blurry curves and angles smoothing into recognizable shapes, adrenaline coursed through him. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he snarled, scrambling backward in his bed. 
 
    Kara tossed her throwing knife into the air and caught it, but she never took her eyes off of Isaac. “Hello, Isaac,” she said slowly. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    Isaac stared blankly at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Sure. Until you broke into my room,” he growled. His gaze darted toward the door, but he knew he’d never make it with her in the way. “Aaron told you to stop threatening me.” 
 
    “Threatening?” she said. “I’m not threatening anyone. I’m just thinking.” 
 
    “You’re thinking,” he repeated. “In my room? In the middle of the day?” 
 
    Her lips curved slowly. “Isn’t that what it looks like?” she asked. Then, before he could respond, she flung the knife at him. He jumped, his heart racing, panic shooting through his veins, as the knife missed his face by less than an inch, landing, instead, in the headboard of the bed. Kara’s smile widened. “You see,” she said, pointing at the knife beside his head, “that is what a threat looks like.” 
 
    “What the hell,” he breathed, his voice shaking, “is your problem?” 
 
    “Careful,” Kara said as he started to move. She held up her hand and produced three more small knives—seemingly out of nowhere—holding them between her fingers, like a deck of cards. “I have more, and I can put them exactly where I want them.” She smirked. “So, I’d suggest you stay right where you are.” 
 
    Isaac’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t dare move. “What is this about?” 
 
    Kara twirled the knives between her fingers effortlessly, watching them, rather than Isaac, as if she didn’t consider him a threat at all. “Rose’s brother died. I’m sure you heard. The Assassins of Light murdered him. Do you know how?” 
 
    “How would I?” he said, his eyes narrowing. “I was gone. With you.” 
 
    “The pizza that the humans were eating,” Kara told him. “The Assassins of Light had someone pose as a pizza delivery person and deliver poisoned food.” 
 
    “Tragic,” Isaac said coldly, “but I don’t see what this has to do with me.” 
 
    “I’m getting there,” she said, surprisingly calm. She twirled the daggers a little faster, raising an eyebrow as she heard the spike in his pulse. “You see, a few nights ago, you attacked a pizza delivery person, didn’t you? Kallias had to drive him to the hospital because he’d lost so much blood. So, the next night, when a new pizza delivery person started showing up, we didn’t think anything about it,” she paused, her piercing, blue gaze shifting toward him. “Because, of course, they sent someone new. They couldn’t very well send the guy that was in the hospital.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he said. “You can’t really think I was involved.” 
 
    Kara stopped twirling the daggers, her eyes narrowing. “That’s the thing, though. It sounds too far-fetched for anyone to actually believe it, and a good manipulator would know that,” she said lowly. “A good manipulator, like me.” 
 
    He smiled bitterly at her. “Then, maybe you were the one who did it.” 
 
    “Or…maybe you never broke free of the Assassins of Light,” Kara said, taking a step toward him. “Maybe you’re still one of them. Maybe you’re the spy.” 
 
    “The thing about liars is,” he said, “they think everyone else is one, too.” 
 
    Kara took another step toward him, the hardwood floor creaking quietly beneath her bare feet. “And usually,” she said, closing in on him, “we’re right.” 
 
    Isaac jumped out of his bed and tried to race toward the door, but Kara caught him and threw him on the floor. He landed face-first, and she jumped on top of him, placing her knee on his back to hold him still. She grabbed his shaggy, brownish-blonde hair and pulled his head back, exposing his throat. She pressed one of her daggers against his throat, and he instantly stopped fighting, terrified. 
 
    “This one is a very simple dagger,” Kara growled in his ear. “Easy to use, cheap to buy, simple to make. But if you know what you’re doing, it’s one of the deadliest weapons you can get. And believe me, Assassin. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    He didn’t move. He barely even breathed. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “And I have to believe you. For now. Because I have no evidence,” Kara said, releasing him so abruptly that his face slammed into the floor. She stood and circled around him. Then, she crouched in front of him and lifted his face, so she could see the fear in his hazel eyes and the blood that oozed from his busted lip. “But if I find out that you were involved in Zach’s death in any way…at all,” she growled, leaning in close, so she could whisper, “I’ll give you a very personal look at all of my weapons, complete with a demonstration of how much damage each and every one of them can do.” She released him, finally. “Sleep well, Assassin.” 
 
    Isaac watched from the floor, as Kara turned and strode out of his room. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Rose, you’re bleeding.” 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, her vision blurred with tears. She reluctantly lifted her hand to touch her face, feeling the warm, sticky blood that poured from her nose. She pulled her hand back, staring blankly at the blood on her fingers. In her peripheral vision, she saw Kara’s blurred form, returning from the bathroom. 
 
    Kara sat down beside her, the bed sinking beneath her weight. “Sit up.” 
 
    Rose pushed herself up, unsteadily, into a sitting position. Her head still felt heavy from all of the hours of crying. She watched tiredly as Kara unfolded a drenched washcloth. When Kara lifted the cloth to clean the blood from Rose’s face, Rose tried to catch her wrist, but Kara reversed it, somehow, where she had Rose’s wrist in her grasp, instead. “I can do it myself,” Rose mumbled stubbornly. 
 
    “Rose, you’re exhausted,” Kara said sadly. “Please, let me help you.” 
 
    Rose sighed in defeat, “Saying please should be considered cheating.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “That would only encourage me.” She released Rose’s wrist and returned to cleaning the blood from Rose’s face. She gently wiped away the blood, her brows creasing with sympathetic pain, as she noticed the reddened skin around Rose’s bright blue eyes, which were raw from crying, the deep, sunken bruises beneath her eyes, caused by the lack of sleep during the day, and finally, the fatigue and depression that pulled at every feature of Rose’s face, caused partly by the overuse. But also by the grief. “When did the headache start?” 
 
    Rose tried to shrug, but her shoulders barely even moved. “Honestly, I don’t remember,” she sighed. “I just assumed it was caused by all of the crying.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “As a vampire, you should always assume that a headache is overuse. Vampires like me, who don’t have psychic abilities, don’t get them.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t realize,” Rose said, but it didn’t sound like she really cared. 
 
    Kara lowered her hand, placing the washcloth in her lap, as she watched the sadness that glistened in Rose’s eyes. “You should feed. It’d help you heal.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose mumbled, but she didn’t even meet Kara’s gaze when she said it. She stared at the quilt that was spread across the bed, beneath them, her brows furrowed, as if she were lost in thought. “I keep trying to remember,” she said softly, her voice barely a whisper, “but I can’t remember anything I did.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened in surprise. “You don’t remember last night? At all?” 
 
    “I remember the corpses,” Rose said hollowly. “I saw them. Afterward.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said with as much gentleness as possible, “that was…you.” 
 
    “I assumed it was,” Rose mumbled. “I just don’t remember doing it.” 
 
    “You were…very upset,” Kara said carefully. “The ones you killed—they were the ones who killed your brother. It’s understandable that you’d kill them.” 
 
    “Not to me,” Rose muttered. “I don’t hurt people, even when they hurt me. So, why did I do it last night? Besides, I don’t blame them. I blame myself.” 
 
    Kara stared at Rose, her brows creasing with pain, as she heard Rose’s painfully honest confession. “Rose,” she breathed. She tossed the washcloth aside and climbed onto her knees, clasping Rose’s hands between her own. She leaned over Rose, her black and blue hair falling between them. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Rose blinked up at Kara, stunned by the sincerity in her light blue eyes, by the tight, desperate grasp of her hands, by the pain in her voice. “They killed him because of me. If we’d let them kill me when they tried, he’d still be alive.” 
 
    Just the suggestion of such a thing caused pain to twist at Kara’s brows. Kara brought their joined hands closer to her chest, and she tilted her face closer, as if she needed to whisper something utterly important. “Rose. Listen to me…” 
 
    But…of course, someone chose that moment to knock at their door. 
 
    Kara turned her head and narrowed her eyes at the door. She turned back toward Rose, clearly planning to ignore it, but then, three more knocks sounded at the door. “Fucking asshole,” she snarled, dropping Rose’s hands. She climbed off of the bed and strode toward the door. She rested her hand on the doorknob and turned, casting a regretful glance at Rose. “This will only take a moment.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow and waved her hand encouragingly. 
 
    Kara opened the door and narrowed her eyes at the vampire in the hall. 
 
    “I knocked,” Aaron said irritably, “and you still think I’m an asshole?” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Did you think that was your only wrongdoing?” 
 
    “I’ve called a meeting downstairs,” Aaron said. “I need you down there.” 
 
    “I know you don’t remember what it’s like to be a sane person with real feelings,” she said slowly, “but even you should understand: I am busy right now.” 
 
    Frustration flashed in his dark eyes as he stepped forward, toward her. “War is coming, Kara. I need you. The entire fucking world needs you right now.” 
 
    Kara sighed, “Fine. Give me two minutes, and I’ll meet you down there.” 
 
    He caught the door before she could close it. “I need Rose there, too.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Have you lost your mind?” she hissed, leaning closer to him. “Her brother died last night, Aaron! She’s hurting. Give her time to grieve.” 
 
    “She has the rest of her immortality to grieve,” Aaron said coldly. “Right now, she is needed. That is, unless she wants to lose everyone else she loves, too.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Kara growled. “I won’t let you treat her like some…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Kara,” Rose sighed, her soft, weakened voice startling them. 
 
    Kara turned, her brows creasing with concern as she found Rose right behind her, watching them with swollen, tear-soaked eyes. “Rose…are you sure?” 
 
    Rose felt so weakened by the lack of sleep and the overuse that she could barely stand. Her eyes burned from all of the tears she’d cried, and her bright red hair hung, tangled, around her face. Her clothes felt damp, still, with blood and rain. She figured that she looked as terrible as she felt, but she stepped forward, anyway. And she immediately staggered. But Kara swept her arm around Rose’s waist, catching her so casually that it was barely even noticeable. “Aaron’s right,” Rose sighed. “We have to stop this war. We don’t have time for my…grief.” 
 
    Kara stared at Rose, sympathetic pain burning in her light blue eyes. “Ah, my love,” she murmured, her voice low and quiet, softly accented, “you know I love your strength and bravery, but I also love you. You need to think of yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Rose said stubbornly. “If I’m alive…I have to keep fighting.” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Then, I’ll see you both in two minutes?” 
 
    Rose nodded tiredly. “Just…let me change clothes first,” she muttered. 
 
    “Make it fifteen minutes,” Kara told him, and then, she closed the door before he could object. She turned toward Rose, keeping her arm around Rose’s waist so that Rose wouldn’t fall. “If you insist on doing this, you must feed first.” 
 
    Rose stared at her for a moment, but then, she nodded. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As soon as Rose stepped into the living room, everyone fell silent. She froze in the doorway, blinking in shock, as she realized that every vampire in the room was staring directly at her. “Oh, great,” she said sarcastically. “What every socially-awkward person wants: a whole room full of people staring at them.” 
 
    Elise, sweet as always, averted her gaze and elbowed Tom, who did the same. The rest of the vampires, on the other hand, continued to gawk at Rose. 
 
    Until Kara cleared her throat. 
 
    They were all quick to avert their gazes, then. 
 
    Elise waved Rose and Kara over, and they squeezed onto the sofa, next to Elise and Tom. They all watched as Aaron stepped forward, preparing to speak. 
 
    “As I’m sure you all remember, we failed to complete our mission last night because of…personal issues,” Aaron said bitterly. He shot an irritated look at Kara, who simply stared back at him defiantly. “But fortunately, Rose took it upon herself to go back and…not only complete the mission,” he said, his brows high, “but also kill every single Assassin of Light at that base while she was at it.” 
 
    All of the vampires stared at Rose, as if she were a freak of nature. Again.  
 
    But Rose just continued to stare at her hands, which lay idly in her lap. 
 
    “According to Nina,” Aaron said, waving his hand at the young brunette, who used to be an Assassin of Light, “the base in New York City was one of their largest and most powerful bases, so this attack should significantly weaken them.” 
 
    “It might also make them more aggressive,” Isaac added. His hazel eyes assessed Rose with a cold, sick curiosity that she could feel, like slime on her skin. “Since they’ve encountered a real monster now. And by monster, I mean…her.” 
 
    “Yes, Isaac,” Tom muttered irritably. His brown eyes narrowed at the former Assassin of Light. “I think everyone in the room knew who you meant.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward, pinning Isaac with a dangerous glare. “When I do kill you,” she growled, “it will be the most painful thing you’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    “Kara!” Aaron snapped, spinning toward her. His dark gaze flashed with rage. “You’re not killing anyone until I give the command.” But then, he turned to Isaac. “Which will be a lot sooner, if he doesn’t learn to keep his mouth shut.” 
 
    Isaac straightened, a mixture of fear and anger flashing in his hazel eyes. 
 
    Rose concentrated harder on her hands, in an effort to ignore the stares that she was getting, but when she felt her skin literally burning under her own gaze, she realized that she might’ve concentrated a little too hard. She straightened, blinking, and then, she felt Kara’s hands on hers, covering them. She glanced over at Kara, meeting Kara’s worried, ice-blue gaze, and she shrugged, trying to convey silently that it had been an accident. Kara nodded and lifted Rose’s slightly-burned hands to her lips, kissing them lightly. Thankfully, Kara made it look natural, and no one in the room seemed to notice. Rose certainly didn’t want more attention. 
 
    “The point is,” Aaron sighed, “last night was definitely a win for us.” 
 
    “That’s a bit insensitive, isn’t it?” Elise muttered under her breath. 
 
    Aaron turned toward her. “Do you have a problem with that, Elise?” 
 
    Elise spread out her hands, refusing to meet his gaze. “No. I just…” 
 
    “Oh, ease up, Aaron,” Kara complained. “No one’s questioning you.” 
 
    Aaron shot a peeved glare at Kara, but he backed down, anyway. “But it would be premature to celebrate that win because,” he paused, leaning against the coffee table, “we, most likely, still have a war to fight, and we need to prepare.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that we prepare to fight humans?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Aaron glanced toward the doorway as Kallias stepped into the living room. After eavesdropping, apparently. “Why not? They’re preparing to fight us.” 
 
    “They’re afraid,” Kallias said. “We are predators, designed to kill them.” 
 
    “Their governments have armies and weapons,” Aaron reminded him, “and the Assassins of Light have their own weapons. Weapons that can kill us.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Kallias said bitterly, “but there must be other options.” 
 
    “Do you think I want war?” Aaron said, his dark eyes narrowing. “I have spent the last four thousand years trying to prevent this war. But if this does come to war, we must fight. Unless you want to see the extinction of our entire species.” 
 
    “Better us than them,” Kallias muttered. “We should be dead, anyway.” 
 
    Aaron growled at that. “Twenty-five hundred years ago, I spared your life, and I have tolerated your insane habits since then. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    Kallias laughed, “You don’t honestly think I’m scared of you, do you?” 
 
    Erik threw his hands up in frustration. “Am I the only one dying to know what happened that night?” he muttered. “I mean, it must’ve been one hell of a meeting for you two to still be fighting about it twenty-five hundred years later.” 
 
    Aaron ignored Erik’s remarks. “Stay here, if you want,” he told Kallias, “and keep pretending that you’re something you’re not. But the war is coming.” 
 
    “So,” Tom said, glancing back and forth between Aaron and Kallias, as he tried to figure out if they were done fighting, “how do we prepare for this war?” 
 
    “The humans are united,” Aaron said, turning toward him. “They might not always look united, but they’re always just one step away from it. All it takes is a threat like us. And if the humans unite against us, we must unite against them.” 
 
    “Which means,” Kara added in explanation, “we need to forge alliances.” 
 
    “Haven’t we already done that?” one of the other vampires asked. Bradley, Rose remembered. Kara had called him Bradley. “With that colony in London?” 
 
    “We’ve allied with a few colonies,” Kara said, “but we’re not united yet.” 
 
    “None of the alliances will do us any good, if we’re not all united,” Aaron explained, “and in order for us all to be united, we need to forge an alliance with Talulah and the Village of the Undead. Fortunately, she’s agreed to meet with us.” 
 
    “The Village of the Undead?” Rose muttered. “Who names these places?” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose, a small smile curving at the edges of her lips. “The leaders,” she whispered, tilting her face closer. “It’s meant to be easy to translate.” 
 
    Rose tried to smile, but her lips barely even twitched. “That’s no excuse.” 
 
    Kara chuckled at the snarky remark, but her brows creased as she noticed the pain pulling at Rose’s face. Rose was obviously trying to hide her pain, but it was still there, draining the light from her features. Kara reached out and threaded her fingers through Rose’s, watching as Rose’s gaze darted up to meet hers. 
 
    “Why would Talulah forge an alliance with you?” Kallias asked Aaron. 
 
    “Yeah, I was kind of wondering that, too, actually,” Erik said, wincing as Aaron turned his deadly glare toward him. Erik spread out his hands, shrugging uneasily. “I just mean…don’t you and Talulah disagree on like…everything?” 
 
    “She’s a weak leader,” Aaron said irritably. “She believes in democracy.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rose muttered under her breath. “Not democracy. How taboo.” 
 
    “But,” Aaron added, “I have no choice. We need this alliance with her.” 
 
    Kallias leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms. “Honestly, I don’t know why any colony would forge an alliance with you. I mean, you’re not really the picture of diplomacy, are you? Considering what you did in order to rise to power, I’d be surprised if any powerful vampires were eager to work with you.” 
 
    Aaron scowled at him. “Well, that just shows how much you don’t know about war, Philosopher,” he said, sneering the word philosopher. “You all hate people like me until it comes time for war, and then, you all flock behind me. Because, as much as you might hate the way I am, you all know I’m good at what I do.” 
 
    Kara leaned back, her warm, lean body pressing against Rose’s side, and then she draped her arm casually around Rose’s shoulder and leaned in close. “At this rate, the humans are going to win the war before these two stop arguing.” 
 
    Rose chuckled a little at that. The deep sadness in her chest seemed to permeate everything—her body, mind, and soul—and it created a terrible, insistent ache that couldn’t be soothed. But with Kara’s arm around her and Kara’s soft, lilting voice in her ear, that sadness felt a little less overwhelming. 
 
    “Besides,” Aaron said, turning toward Rose, “I have a bargaining chip.” 
 
    Erik frowned. Then, he followed Aaron’s gaze. “What? You mean Rose?” 
 
    “No. I’m sure he’s staring at me like that for no reason,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kallias dropped his arms and took a step toward Aaron. “You can’t be serious,” he hissed, as if Rose couldn’t hear him—even though she could. “After what happened last night, you expect her to get on a plane and fly off to Canada?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged aggressively. “As opposed to what?” he sneered. “Staying here and weeping? Planning a funeral for the corpse we’ve already disposed of?” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Fucking hell, Aaron,” she breathed. 
 
    Aaron spun toward her, advancing on her every bit as aggressively as he’d advanced on Kallias. “What? Am I supposed to dance around her feelings? Am I supposed to pretend that this isn’t how it is for vampires? All of us have lost our families. Life goes on. In four thousand years, she won’t even remember him.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose said. It was the first time she’d spoken up, the first time she’d even been given the chance to speak up, and her soft, hoarse-from-crying voice startled them. She stood up, carefully, and Aaron took a step back, his dark eyes wide and wary. “Aaron,” she said, “tell me: what was your wife’s name?” She tilted her head to the side. “How did she smell? How did she like to be touched?” 
 
    Aaron looked away, his nostrils flaring, as he tried to control his pulse. 
 
    “What were your children’s names?” Rose continued. She took another step toward him, following him as he stepped back. “What stories did they like to hear when you tucked them in at night? What songs did they ask you to sing?” 
 
    A dangerous growl resounded from his throat. “I don’t remember!” 
 
    “You’re lying!” she screamed back—just as loud as he’d screamed at her. 
 
    Aaron stared at her, his entire body shaking with barely controlled rage. 
 
    Rose stepped back. “You want to know how I know?” she asked softly. 
 
    He looked away. Her sudden gentleness threw him off quite a bit, and—to the surprise of everyone in the room—he shrugged uncomfortably. “My pulse?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said with a sympathetic frown. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    Aaron looked at her, his brows twisting with confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Your love for them,” Rose said, so quietly that he barely even heard her. 
 
    Aaron stared at her incredulously. “That’s… That’s bullshit,” he finally managed to say, after a long silence. “You’re fucking delusional. You know that?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow, watching as he practically paced the floor, trying to calm himself down. “No, Aaron. No one is asking you to dance around my feelings. What I would ask you to do is this: don’t give me false hope,” she said. He froze, turning toward her with a confused frown. “Don’t make me think this pain is going to go away when it won’t. Just tell me the truth: it will always hurt.” 
 
    Aaron just stared at her for a few moments, his dark eyes wide, his brows creased. And for a moment—the briefest moment—Rose thought she glimpsed a hint of sympathy in his normally emotionless features. But then, he looked away, his jaw tightening. “If we’re all in agreement that we should save the world so we can continue hating it,” he told everyone, “we need to pack our bags for Canada.” 
 
    With that, Aaron spun around and left the room, leaving no room for argument or questions, and leaving no time for anyone to analyze the conversation that he and Rose had just had. They heard his tennis shoes squeaking on the stairs. 
 
    Kallias waited until almost everyone had left the room before he turned toward Rose. He kept his emotions carefully masked. “I assume you’re going?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I have to help. I can’t sit here and do nothing while…” 
 
    “Spare me the speech,” he interrupted. He turned to leave. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose said, her brows creasing with pain. When he glanced back at her, watching her curiously, she shrugged. “Then, I guess…you’re not going?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kallias said. “I’m not going to be Aaron’s little soldier.” 
 
    “Well, obviously not,” Rose said dryly. “You’re six and a half feet tall.” 
 
    To her surprise, his lips twitched up slightly at that. “I’ll stay here and protect your friends,” he told her. “I won’t let them out of my sight. I promise.” 
 
    Tears of gratitude pricked at her eyes, blurring her vision. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kallias straightened, clearly disconcerted by the sight of tears in her eyes. “It’s fine. I…don’t mind,” he muttered. He opened his mouth, obviously wanting to say something else, but then, he thought better of it. He turned to leave, but when he passed Erik on his way to the foyer, he said, “You’re going with them.” 
 
    Erik blinked. “I am?” he asked, but Kallias didn’t answer him. He just kept walking, his footsteps echoing up the staircase. Erik turned toward Rose and Kara—the only ones left in the room—and shrugged. “I guess I need to pack.” 
 
    After he left, too, Kara unfolded herself from the sofa with a gracefulness Rose couldn’t help but admire. She took a few steps forward, until they were only a few feet from each other, and she stopped, studying Rose with a worried frown. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose said. “I can’t feel the effects of the overuse anymore.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Kara said, but she didn’t look any less worried. She tilted her head to the side, and a strand of blue hair fell forward. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, of course,” Rose said. “Just…one question: will it be cold?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Talulah’s colony is in the middle of the Arctic. So…yes.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose, as if she were thoroughly disgusted. “Dang it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey confronted Rose in the foyer. “Erik said you were leaving?” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose. “I’ll pack your bags and meet you back here,” she said softly. She reached out and squeezed Rose’s hand before she headed upstairs. 
 
    “I am,” Rose told Audrey sadly, “but not for long. We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Audrey wrung her hands worriedly. “What about us? You’re leaving us?” 
 
    “Kallias is staying here with you,” Rose explained. “He’ll protect you.” 
 
    “We’d feel safer with you,” Audrey said. “Don’t you want to protect us?” 
 
    “Of course, but…” Rose shrugged helplessly. “Aaron says they need me for the alliance. Besides,” she paused, her bright blue eyes shining with tears, “I’m no good here, anyway. If I were any good at protecting people, Zach wouldn’t…” 
 
    Audrey immediately stepped forward, her brows twisting with sympathy, as Rose began to cry. “Oh, Rose,” she sighed, gathering Rose into her arms, hugging her tightly. She stepped back, pulling Rose with her. “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey reached into the freezer and pulled out a store-bought chocolate pie. She took it out of its box and grabbed a fork from the drawer. Then, she marched over to the table, where Rose sat, and dropped the entire pie in front of Rose. She planted her hands on her hips and demanded, “Eat the chocolate.” 
 
    Rose wiped angrily at her eyes, frustrated with herself for breaking down. “Audrey,” she said slowly, grimacing at the frozen pie, “I don’t eat human food.” 
 
    Audrey tapped her foot angrily. “You’ll eat it now. Because I said so.” 
 
    Rose raised her eyebrow. “Yes, ma’am,” she said in her sassiest tone. 
 
    With a satisfied smile, Audrey sat in the chair, across from Rose. “You can’t grieve without pie,” she told Rose, leaning forward, her tangled, brown hair falling forward, over her gray, Mickey Mouse sweatshirt. “You’re also supposed to have a fridge full of casseroles, but we’ll just have to make do without them.” 
 
    Rose laughed a little at that. “I really don’t want the pie,” she complained, as she reluctantly picked at it with her fork. “Blood tastes better than chocolate.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare gross me out while I’m being nice to you,” Audrey said, pointing her finger at Rose. “I have morning sickness right now, and I will puke.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Rose laughed. “I’ll pretend to be human…for the sake of your stomach.” She placed a bite of chocolate in her mouth and said, “Mmmm.” 
 
    “That was the least enthusiastic mmmm I’ve ever heard,” Audrey muttered. 
 
    Rose chuckled. “No, to be honest, though, it’s not as bad as I thought it’d be,” she admitted, taking another bite of the pie, “it’s not satisfying at all, but the flavors are more vivid than before. It’s as if I can identify every ingredient.” 
 
    “Huh. Weird,” Audrey mumbled. She propped her face in her hands and smiled at Rose. “Now that I’ve supplied you with chocolate, it’s time to talk. I’m sorry about your brother. He’s in a better place. Blah, blah, blah… Your turn.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows at her best friend. “Blah, blah, blah?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “You know as well as I do that the generic stuff doesn’t help. Who the hell cares if he’s in a better place, right? I mean, I guess it might be a comforting thought, eventually, if you believe in heaven. But it’s not comforting right now. Right now, you want him here. Right now, you want him to be alive.” 
 
    Rose wiped at her eyes as more tears began to fall. “Yeah,” she agreed. 
 
    “Rose, it’s not your fault,” Audrey said. “You do realize that, right?” 
 
    Rose gave her a sad smile. “That’s what you told me after my mom died.” 
 
    “It was true, then, too,” Audrey sighed. “You can’t save everyone, Rose.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps telling me that,” Rose mumbled, “but…I have to try.” 
 
    “Yeah. Because you’re a freaking superhero,” Audrey said. “You realize that, right? I admire you. You’re out there changing things. You’ve done more in the last month to change the world than I’ll do my whole life. I see problems, and I want to help, sometimes, but my actions have minimal effects. Unlike yours.” 
 
    “But,” Rose stammered, “I thought…you said that I was a monster.” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. You know to take everything I say with a grain of salt. I’m a bitch. We know this,” she said, waving her hand. “I was scared when I said that, and I thought I’d lost you. But over the last few days, I’ve come to realize that even if you’ve changed, you’re still my best friend.” 
 
    Rose scrubbed at her swollen eyes with the back of her hands. “Thanks.” 
 
    Audrey grabbed Rose’s hands and pulled them away from her face. “You’re the comic book nerd. You know as well as I do that even superheroes can’t save everyone. I mean, even Superman couldn’t save Uncle Ben, right?” 
 
    “Spider-Man,” Rose said with a scowl. “Uncle Ben is from Spider-Man.” 
 
    Audrey glared at Rose. “Okay, see if I try to comfort you ever again.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I do appreciate it,” she said seriously. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Audrey nodded. “But now, I’m here, and you’re leaving me again.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose said. “I’m sorry. But this war will affect all of us, and our best chance of preventing it is to put an end to the Assassins of Light before it starts, and we need alliances to do that. And I’m…a bargaining chip, apparently.” 
 
    “Goodness, Rose,” Audrey sighed, “you’re more than a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “Maybe. I hope so,” Rose said softly. “I want to help. In any way I can.” 
 
    “But right now?” Audrey asked. She leaned back in her chair, her brows creasing with concern. “Don’t you think you should give yourself time to grieve?” 
 
    Rose raked her fork over the pie, drawing an odd symbol in the whipped cream. “If the world ends, there won’t be time for anything. The world comes before me. If we all survive, then, I’ll have time to process everything I’ve lost.” 
 
    Audrey shrugged in defeat. “I just worry about you. I don’t think you’re taking care of yourself. You never do,” she muttered. She leaned forward and swiped through the whipped cream, licking it off her finger, but Rose still didn’t look up—not even to make a snarky remark about germs. She just continued to rake her fork absently through the whipped cream. Audrey sighed and leaned her face against her hand. “Are you sure you trust Kallias with your friends’ lives?” 
 
    “I’d trust Kallias with anything,” Rose said. “I know he’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Audrey lifted her eyebrows in surprise. “You still love him, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose looked up at her, pinning her with a blank stare. “No. I completely and totally forgot all of my feelings for him in one day,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “And you’re still sassy,” Audrey complained. “That’s some powerful sass.” 
 
    Rose smiled at her. “I need to get my bags, but thank you for the pie.” 
 
    “You didn’t eat the pie,” Audrey pointed out, “and it’s not even mine.” 
 
    Rose pushed her chair back and stood. She headed toward the door. 
 
    “Hey, Rose?” Audrey called out, before Rose could leave. She reached out and dragged the pie across the table, so that she could get a closer look at the strange symbol in the whipped cream. She frowned at Rose. “Did you draw this?” 
 
    Rose just shrugged. “I don’t draw. You’re the artist, not me,” she said dismissively. Then, she spun around and left the room without a second thought. 
 
    Audrey stared at the symbol, her eyes widening. “Then, who drew it?” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “They won’t taste great because they’re not fresh from the source,” Tom said as he loaded down Owen’s arms with blood bags, “but they’ll stave off the hunger.” He offered Owen a friendly smile. “And we’ll only be gone a few days.” 
 
    Owen stared at the large pile of blood bags in his arms, his brows raised. 
 
    “It’s human blood,” Tom said. “So, you’ll feed more often than usual.” 
 
    “Oh,” Owen said, nodding as he understood. “That explains a lot.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. Then, he tilted his face forward and completely stunned Owen—even more than he already had—by kissing him. He held Owen’s face in his hand, kissing him gently and passionately. Owen blinked in shock, at first, but then, he leaned into the kiss, only to be held back by the blood bags in his arms. 
 
    Tom pulled back when he heard someone coming up the stairs, and he turned, raising an eyebrow at Rose as she froze awkwardly at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Oh, gosh, I’m sorry,” Rose muttered, glancing back and forth between them. She pointed uncomfortably at the staircase. “I’ll just walk back downstairs.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Tom said with a grin. “I was just telling your friend goodbye.” 
 
    Rose nodded awkwardly as Tom spun around and headed into his room to pack—the guest room that happened to be right across the hall from Owen’s. 
 
    Owen looked ghostly pale, as if he’d gone into shock. He stared at the door of Tom’s room, his eyes wide, and he leaned heavily against his own door. 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched into an amused smile. “Are you all right, Owen?” 
 
    He looked at her, and to her surprise, his shocked, hazel eyes somehow managed to widen even more. “He’s never done that before!” he whispered. 
 
    “Tom, the two-hundred-and-something-year-old vampire, has never kissed anyone before?” Rose said dryly. “Somehow, I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    Owen scowled. “He’s never kissed me before,” he amended. But then, he frowned. “Well, there may have been a few times when I was…um…feeding. But that doesn’t count, does it?” He looked at her, suddenly unsure. “Wait. Does it?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “I’m probably not the best person to ask.” 
 
    He frowned at that as he adjusted the blood bags in his arms. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I overthink and overanalyze everything,” she reminded him, a guilty smile tugging at her lips. “So, to me, everything counts. Literally everything.” 
 
    Owen chuckled at that. But then, after a moment, his smile faded, and his brows twisted with sympathy. “Rose, I’m sorry about Zach,” he said quietly. 
 
    Rose looked away, her eyes burning with the tears she kept trying not to cry. “Yeah,” she sighed, after a moment of pain-filled silence. “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    Owen stepped forward, but then, he glanced down at the blood bags in his arms with a frustrated scowl. “Let me go put these down so I can hug you.” 
 
    Rose followed him into his room, watching as he placed the pile of blood bags on the bed and turned back toward her. “You don’t have to hug me, Owen.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug. “Yeah, I do. You’re my best friend.” 
 
    She stepped back, wincing nervously. “Still? Even after…what I did?” 
 
    Owen sighed, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, actually.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, cringing in anticipation. “That’s not ominous at all.” 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking,” he laughed. “Just…sit down. Please?” 
 
    She nodded. “Good thinking. It’s always easier to get screamed at when you’re sitting down,” she said sarcastically as she sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    He chuckled and leaned against the dresser. “I freaked out a little when I first awoke as…this,” he admitted, shrugging apologetically. “It was…jarring.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. “It was for me, too. I think it’s like that for all of us. I mean, we die. We actually die. And then, we just…wake up from death. Hungry.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Very hungry,” he agreed. He looked away, frowning thoughtfully. “So, yeah, it was scary, at first. But then, I had time to think, and I realized,” he paused, his hazel eyes shifting toward her, “I don’t want to be dead.” 
 
    Rose straightened, her eyes widening. “Wait. So, you’re not angry at me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I know you did what you thought was right,” he said, “and I can’t ask any more than that from you. And like I said, I’d be dead otherwise.” 
 
    Her shoulders dropped with relief. “I was afraid you’d never forgive me.” 
 
    “Rose, it wasn’t your fault I died,” he said. “You do know that, right?” 
 
    She glanced down at her hands. “The Assassins of Light were after me.” 
 
    “I told Jared where I was, Rose,” he reminded her. “The only person at fault—other than him, of course—is me.” He shrugged. “Jared sent me so many messages, and I shouldn’t have read them. But I did. And he was apologizing and saying that I should’ve known he would never hurt me. He sounded so remorseful, and I fell for it. That was on me. You and Kara warned me, and I didn’t listen.” 
 
    “He manipulated you,” Rose said, “and he was clearly very good at it.” 
 
    “They all are,” he sighed. He looked away. “To be honest, I don’t even place all of the blame on him. He learned it from his parents. I didn’t see it when I was living with them, but looking back on it…well, hindsight’s twenty-twenty, I guess.” His gaze shifted back toward her. “He didn’t really care about me. Maybe a little. But not truly. He didn’t have the capacity for anything other than hatred. It’s how his parents were.  His mother is the Commander of the base in Florida, after all. When they realize that Jared’s dead, I doubt they’ll even shed a tear.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “You don’t think they’d grieve over their own son?” 
 
    “Maybe that was a little harsh,” Owen admitted. “But at the same time, it wouldn’t surprise me. They were so…obsessed. It was always about the order.” 
 
    “Hatred consumes,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “My parents were killed by vampires, and for years, I lived with Assassins of Light,” Owen said. “But now, I am a vampire. Which makes this war difficult for me. I couldn’t decide which side I should be on, but I’ve finally figured it out.” 
 
    “You have?” Rose asked curiously. “Then, which side will you choose?” 
 
    His gaze shifted back toward her. “Yours.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    There was only one person left that Rose hadn’t told goodbye. 
 
    Rose reached out and touched Kara’s arm, stopping her in the foyer. “I’ll be right out,” she told her. She glanced toward the living room. “I just need to…” 
 
    “I know,” Kara interrupted. She offered Rose a gentle, understanding smile and nodded toward the living room. “Go ahead. I’ll wait for you outside.” 
 
    Rose sighed at her gentleness. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 
 
    “Because you’re being an asshole to yourself,” Kara said bluntly. 
 
    Rose smiled weakly. Then, she turned and stepped into the living room. She paused in the doorway, exhaling deeply. Kallias sat on the sofa, his muscular shoulders hunched forward, his long, brown hair around his face, as he scanned the most recent newspaper. He looked up when he noticed her scent, and for a moment, there was softness in his brown eyes. Then, his gaze hardened. Rose sat on the sofa across from him, her stomach fluttering with nervousness. “I just wanted to say thank you. I know you’ll keep them safe, and that means…a lot.” 
 
    His narrowed, brown eyes darkened. “I never said I was doing it for you.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, “but that doesn’t change anything. I’m still grateful.” 
 
    That seemed to melt his anger a little. His intense, furious gaze softened. “I protect people. It’s what I’ve always done. But…I may also be doing it for you.” 
 
    A surprised smile curved slowly at her lips. “It means the world to me.” 
 
    He leaned back, watching her with a frown. “You seem happy with her.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “I was happy with you, too, Kallias,” she sighed. 
 
    “Sure,” he agreed, his tone tired and resigned, “but then, we drifted apart, and we were both unhappy. It doesn’t surprise me. Everything ends, eventually.” 
 
    “It didn’t have to,” Rose said with a frown, “we could’ve made it work.” 
 
    “We fought too much,” Kallias muttered. “We always have. Passion is enough at first, but eventually…” He shrugged. “Kara can handle you better.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “I’m something to handle?” she asked mildly. 
 
    He actually laughed at that. “Yeah, Rose. You’re like a force of nature.” 
 
    “You really do know how to flatter someone, don’t you?” Rose sassed. 
 
    “I’m nicer to you than anyone else,” he said. “I should get credit for that.” 
 
    She laughed, “I suppose you should.” Then, a moment of silence passed between them, and her smile faded. “I still love you. You know that, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “And I still love you. But I think I made the right decision.” 
 
    “Yeah, you always think that,” Rose laughed, “because you’re arrogant.” 
 
    His lips quirked up a little at her teasing, but not enough to turn into an actual smile. “Part of me hoped that you’d be miserable with her,” he admitted unapologetically, “but then, the other part of me just wants you to be happy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose said sadly. “For everything. I know I’m hard to love.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her, his brows furrowing. “You’re not hard to love,” he argued. He leaned forward, his long, brown hair brushing the collar of his leather jacket. “You’re easy to love. It’s keeping up with you that’s hard. Your heart is as limitless as your power. You give so much of yourself to everyone. You love freely and selflessly, and it’s hard for someone like me to hold onto someone like you.” 
 
    “Someone like you?” Rose repeated softly. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You and I are just…different. We think differently.” 
 
    “Love overcomes differences,” Rose said. She shifted her gaze to her hands, which lay, entangled, in her lap. “Did you ever believe we could make it?” 
 
    “Believing is your thing, Rose,” Kallias said bitterly. “Not mine.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him, her brows creased. “I believed in us. I still do.” 
 
    “Do you believe in your relationship with Kara?” Kallias asked curiously. 
 
    “Honestly?” she asked. When he nodded, she sighed, “I think so, yeah.” 
 
    Kallias glanced down at the floor, his eyebrows lifting. “I don’t know what you see in her,” he muttered, “but I guess, if anyone can tame her, it’s you.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to tame anyone,” Rose told him. “I only want to love her, just like I wanted to love you. Love changes people, yes, but it also accepts them.” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t go,” Kallias said suddenly. The words seemed to come out of nowhere, as he suddenly leaned forward, his hands gripping his seat. Frustration flashed in his light brown eyes. “I wish I could convince you to stay.” 
 
    Rose offered him an apologetic smile. “I’m doing what I believe is right,” she sighed, “just like you are. I can’t sit by while hundreds or thousands of people die in a war that doesn’t need to happen. Not when there’s a way to stop it. We tried hiding from the Assassins of Light. It didn’t work. It’s time to try fighting.” 
 
    “Aaron is using you,” Kallias insisted. “He doesn’t care about you at all.” 
 
    “I don’t need him to care about me,” she said. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head in frustration. “I don’t want this war to start any more than you do, but taking orders from Aaron is something I refuse to do.” 
 
    “You know I don’t take orders from anyone,” Rose said lightly. She sighed, “I get it. I wouldn’t trust Aaron if he were the last person on Earth. Alana was probably more trustworthy than Aaron, as crazy as that sounds. But working together is our best hope right now. And when it comes down to it, saving the world is more important than saving our moral high ground. Isn’t that why you do what you do? Isn’t that why you kill vampires to save humans? Morally, it’s gray. But it saves lives, so you do it anyway. We all just do what we feel is right.” 
 
    “You can’t save everyone, Rose,” Kallias said quietly, repeating the words he’d said to her so many times. “People are going to die, no matter what you do.” 
 
    “I have to try,” Rose said, shrugging. “Giving up isn’t an option for me.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and sighed, “Why do you have to be the hero?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be a hero,” she said. “I’m just trying to be…me.” 
 
    “And you,” he said slowly, “are someone who risks her life for others?” 
 
    “I am someone who,” she said, shrugging, “tries to do the right thing.” 
 
    A soft thud startled them as Erik dropped his duffel bag on the floor. 
 
    Rose looked back at him. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, his long-sleeved, black shirt stretching tight across his lean muscles. She shifted her gaze to the black, duffel bag that set in the floor. “So, you’re really coming?” 
 
    “I told him to,” Kallias explained. He stood up, towering over Rose. “I feel better, knowing he’ll be there. The more people to look after you, the better.” 
 
    “I don’t need anyone to look after me,” Rose muttered. “I’m not a child.” 
 
    Kallias lifted his eyebrows, his lips twitching with a hint of amusement. “Can’t you just accept the help, and say thank you,” he chuckled, “just this once?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “Thank you,” she amended, “for caring about me.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” he said grumpily. “Believe me. If I could stop, I would.” 
 
    Rose stood and stepped toward him, an amused smile tugging at her lips. “I care about you, too,” she said, her voice heavy with sadness, “so…stay safe.” 
 
    Kallias lifted his hand to touch her face, his skin rough and warm against hers. He studied her for a moment, as if he were memorizing her features—the softness of her cheeks and lips, the gentleness of her smile, the kindness in her bright blue eyes. And then, he bent forward and pressed his lips against hers. 
 
    She returned the kiss, threading her hands in his soft, brown hair, as her lips molded to his. The kiss felt so familiar, so gentle, so sad. It felt like goodbye. 
 
    When Kallias pulled back, he found tears shining in Rose’s blue eyes. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again soon,” Rose said, her voice cracking, “right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, nodding. He forced a smile. “Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    The answer hung in the tense, silent air of the room. The answer that no one said but everyone knew: this mission could go very wrong. They could die. 
 
    At any moment, this war could begin, and everything would change. 
 
    They both knew that, and that’s what made this goodbye so difficult. 
 
    “Be safe,” Rose said again. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you, too.” 
 
    Kallias let his hands fall to her arms, his large, rough hands curling loosely around her arms. “Don’t worry about me or your friends. We’re safe. You’re the one who’s going to be in the line of fire. Focus on keeping yourself alive. Please?” 
 
    Rose widened her eyes dramatically. “Did Kallias of Athens just say please?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “And instantly, I’m regretting it,” he grumbled. 
 
    Kara appeared in the doorway, next to Erik. Rose turned, sensing Kara’s presence, smelling the sweet, wild scent of violets and leather. Kara offered them an apologetic smile. “Sorry. Aaron sent me in to…er…rush you, but,” she paused, waving her hand dismissively, “just take your time. I’ll come up with a good lie.” 
 
    “We were finished talking, anyway,” Kallias said. He stepped away from Rose and made his way over to Kara, his boots thudding against the hardwood floor with each step. Kara straightened, watching him warily, as he approached. He looked down at her, intensity burning in his light brown eyes. “Keep her safe.” 
 
    “I’ll protect her with my life,” Kara assured him. “You know I will.” 
 
    Kallias studied her for a moment. “Yeah,” he sighed. “I believe you will.” 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows, watching in surprise as he stepped past her and headed out into the foyer. “It seems like he’s warming up to me,” she muttered. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Everyone warms up to you, eventually.” He flashed her a playful grin and added, “It just takes a lot longer when you steal their girlfriends.” 
 
    Kara gave a little nod to that. Then, she turned toward Rose, her brows creasing with concern, as she saw the worry and sadness etched in Rose’s face. 
 
    “How are you getting to the airport?” Erik asked. He picked up his duffel bag and slung the strap over his shoulder. “Do you guys want to ride in my car?” 
 
    “Well, it’s either you or Isaac,” Kara muttered, “and I’m pretty sure Isaac would drive off of a bridge and drown himself, just so he could watch me drown.” 
 
    “I’ll put your bags in my trunk,” Erik said with an amused grin. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kara said absently, patting him on the arm…a little too hard. 
 
    Erik winced in pain and gave her a wide-eyed look before he left. 
 
    Kara waited until he left to approach Rose. Her boots thudded softly against the hardwood floor, the sound slow and steady, as she crossed the room. Rose looked up as Kara’s scent invaded her senses, blinking at the concern in Kara’s light blue eyes. Kara reached up and cradled Rose’s face in her hands, her touch gentle and warm. She searched Rose’s glistening, bright blue eyes. “Are you okay?” Kara asked. “We don’t have to do this, if you’re having second thoughts.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Rose said simply. She lifted her hands and covered Kara’s hands, intertwining her fingers with Kara’s fingers. She offered Kara a weak smile. “You’re the second-in-command. They need you. And I want to help, actually.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “As long as you’re sure,” she sighed. She smirked. “You know I’d tell them all to fuck off for you, right? I’m not afraid of any of them.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I know you’re not. Even when you should be, you’re still not afraid.” She traced over Kara’s long fingers with her own. “But I’d never ask you to do that. I want to do this. I want to help. I need to help.” Her gaze shifted toward the doorway, in the direction that Kallias had gone. “I’m just…worried.” 
 
    “About Kallias?” Kara said, nodding. “Did you need to talk to him again? If you do, I can keep Aaron distracted for a while…so he’ll shut up about it.” 
 
    “No, I think we said all there is to say for now,” Rose mumbled, studying Kara’s expression, stunned by the gentleness and understanding she found in her icy blue eyes. “I’m sorry about…” she trailed off. “I mean, you must’ve felt it…” 
 
    “What? Your emotions? The kiss?” Kara asked, her brows furrowing. She tilted Rose’s face, meeting Rose’s gaze with her own. “Of course I felt it, but why are you apologizing? Rose, you should never apologize for how you feel.” 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “I just don’t want you to feel…” 
 
    “Jealous?” Kara asked with an amused smile. “I’m not the jealous sort. You know that.” Her smile softened. “Besides, I know how deeply you love him.” 
 
    A surprised smile curved at the corners of Rose’s lips. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kara held the door open for Rose, flashing that flirty smirk of hers. “For what? Making out with you on the plane? Because I’m totally going to do that.” 
 
    Rose gave her a skeptical look. “Not likely. I never kiss people in public.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me,” Kara said, “you won’t even remember where you are.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, blushing, “you’re probably right about that, actually.”
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    Tom took Rose’s duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. “I’ll get this.” 
 
    Rose turned, blinking in surprise, as he walked past her, taking her duffel bag to wherever they’d stored the others. “Umm…thank you?” she called out. 
 
    Kara chuckled, amused by Rose’s bewilderment. “He’s going to keep doing things like that until he gets a chance to save your life, like you saved his.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I already told him he doesn’t owe me anything.” 
 
    A door at the front of the plane opened, and a tall, blonde human stepped out of the cockpit. He swept his gaze around the private jet, until he found Kara. 
 
    Rose noticed the other vampires taking their seats, and she started to sit, as well, but before she could, Aaron made his way over to her. She straightened as he pinned her with his cold, dark gaze. “Is something wrong?” she asked warily. 
 
    “Kara is busy at the moment,” Aaron told her, “so we should talk. Now.” 
 
    Rose frowned and glanced over her shoulder, where she thought she’d find Kara, and her frown deepened as she, instead, saw no one at all. She glanced around the plane, searching for the sneaky, elusive vampire. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aaron muttered irritably, “but I need you to follow me.” 
 
    Confident, at least, that Kara wasn’t in any danger—since she’d feel it, if she were—Rose bewilderedly followed Aaron, as he led her toward the back of the jet, into a small room with a cot and a corner table. She watched with a frown as he locked the door behind them and circled around her, to lean against the cot. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve just been called to the principal’s office,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “I have no clue what you’re saying,” Aaron complained. He crossed his arms across his chest, his thin, blue T-shirt clinging to his lean torso. He shrugged impatiently at her. “This room is sound-proof. So, no one will be able to hear us.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “That’s an ominous way to begin a conversation.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “I helped dispose of your brother’s corpse.” 
 
    Rose looked away, her chest clenching with pain. “Aaron,” she sighed, “I get that you have no concept of sensitivity or decency, but for Pete’s sake…” 
 
    “There was something in his pocket,” he interrupted. He reached into his own pocket and pulled out a small photo. “I kept it. For…research purposes.” 
 
    Rose stepped forward, her eyes stinging with sadness, as she gazed at the small, faded photo of her brother and her younger self, sitting next to a stream. 
 
    “But,” Aaron continued, “it turns out…I don’t need it. So, I might as well give it to you.” He held out the photo. “Just don’t get all pathetic and weepy.” 
 
    “I won’t cry,” she promised, taking the photo from him, cradling it in her hands, as if it were precious. And it was to her. It was a memory, frozen in time, and that was very precious. She traced the lines of the picture with her thumb, a sorrowful smile pulling at her lips. “So, what you’re saying is,” she said quietly, raising an eyebrow, “you saved this picture from being destroyed? For me?” 
 
    “No, that is not what I’m saying,” he muttered, his dark eyes flashing with irritation. “As I said, I kept it for reasons unrelated to you, and then, I decided to give it to you because I have no need of it. And you were closer than a trash can.” 
 
    Rose stared at the trash can that set right beside him. “Mmm-hmm.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You’re making me regret ever giving it to you at all.” 
 
    “You know,” she said with a slightly amused smile, “the world isn’t going to end if you admit, just once, that you have a shred of decency inside of you.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for decency,” he grunted. “I only have time for anger.” 
 
    She gave him a skeptical look. “You’ve lived for four thousand years, if not more. I wouldn’t think that time was your issue,” she teased. When his glare turned murderous, Rose fell serious. “So, was this all you called me in here for?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I have some advice for you. About what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You—the cold, emotionless murderer—want to give me advice about…feelings? No offense, but I’m not sure you’re the expert.” 
 
    “Is this how you deal with your pain?” Aaron asked coldly. “Sarcasm?” 
 
    “Sarcasm is how I deal with everything, actually,” Rose corrected with a smile. “It’s completely emotionally unhealthy, and yet, I continue to do it, anyway.” 
 
    “I assume you’re sad,” he said, his voice devoid of sympathy, “since that’s the emotion a lot of people seem to feel after the death of someone they love.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “That’s the emotion that everyone feels, Aaron.” 
 
    “But it’s not the only emotion, is it?” he told her. “There’s also anger.”  
 
    She rubbed her eyes, still exhausted and fatigued. “What’s your point?” 
 
    He stepped forward, moving closer to her. “Thousands of years ago, I wiped out the entire vampire population—everyone older and stronger than me, everyone who could possibly threaten my power. How do you think I did that?” 
 
    She shrugged tiredly. “By being manipulative and psychotic?” she sassed. 
 
    “By being angry,” Aaron corrected. “If you focus on your sadness, your grief will weaken you, but if you focus on the anger, it will make you stronger.” 
 
    “You and I have different definitions of weak and strong,” Rose stated. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “No one cares about your morals, Rose. Your morals do nothing for us. Your anger, however, helped us immeasurably last night.” 
 
    Rose looked away. “I don’t even remember what I did last night.” 
 
    “Well, allow me to help,” he said coldly. “You destroyed an entire base of Assassins by yourself. You killed them all. You accomplished more for the war, by yourself, in one night, than a whole army of vampires could have in a month.” 
 
    She swallowed the shame creeping up her throat. “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
    “Why would I?” Aaron pointed out. “Face it, Rose. You become one hell of a monster when you’re angry, and right now, a monster is exactly what we need.” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I refuse to fight hatred with hatred.” 
 
    “Why?” he said. “You fought hatred with hatred last night, and you won.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she said. “I don’t know what happened. But I didn’t win.” 
 
    He leaned in closer, his curly, black hair falling forward, his voice barely a whisper. “Why would you feel anything but hate? They murdered your brother.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Don’t try to manipulate me, Aaron.” 
 
    He ignored her warning. “The poison they used on him? It was relatively quick, yes, but not painless. His organs shut down. He couldn’t breathe,” he said, a smile twisting at his lips, as he saw that familiar, red glow in Rose’s eyes. “Have you thought about that? He couldn’t call for help because he couldn’t breathe.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?!” she growled. She took a step forward, and a ripple of energy suddenly seemed to shoot out from her body, throwing Aaron backward into the cot, which collapsed under his weight. She stared down at him, the red light dancing within her eyes, like dangerous, deadly fire, and when she spoke, the power behind her voice rattled the entire plane. “Do you think I haven’t gone over every biology or botany book that I have ever read, dwelling on every symptom he may have felt? Do you think I don’t hate myself for it?” 
 
    Aaron tried to stand, but the force of her power, emanating from her body in waves, caused him to stagger and nearly fall again. “What good does that do?” he said breathlessly. “Direct your hatred where it’s useful. Where it belongs.” 
 
    The door slammed open, suddenly, crashing against the wall, and Kara stepped into the room with them, glancing back and forth from Rose’s blood-red eyes to Aaron. She said nothing, but the look she shot in Aaron’s direction—well, Rose figured that if it had been anyone other than Aaron, they might’ve had a heart attack, caused by that look alone, by those dangerously intense, light blue eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt her,” Aaron said. “I just…reminded her of some things.” 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose, her icy blue eyes full of question and concern. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose said, even as the pain twisted like a whirlwind inside her. 
 
    “I need you to brief everyone on what will happen when we land,” Aaron told Kara. His cold, dark eyes flashed with agitation and hostility. “Now, Kara.” 
 
    Kara flashed a smile at him. “Of course,” she said in a surprisingly calm voice. Then, she spun around and walked through the door that she’d just broken. 
 
    Rose followed her, but before they reached the cabin—where the rest of the vampires were—Kara stopped and pushed Rose against the bathroom door. 
 
    Kara held her tightly by the arms, and her intense, cornflower-blue eyes searched Rose’s face, burning with fear and concern. “What did he say to you?” 
 
    Rose just stared up at her for a moment, stunned. “Nothing. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kara said with a worried frown. “Then, why are your eyes red?” 
 
    Rose leaned her head back and closed her eyes, trying to push back the thoughts of her brother, focusing instead of the warmth of Kara’s body against hers, the hardness of her muscles, the softness of her curves, the sweetness of her scent. Finally, she reopened her eyes and smiled at Kara. “How about now?” 
 
    “They’re blue again,” Kara said, but she didn’t look any less concerned. 
 
    “Then, obviously, I’m fine,” Rose said, offering her a cute, playful smile. 
 
    “Right. Obviously,” Kara said quietly, her frown deepening. She released Rose and stepped back. “Come on. We only have half an hour until take-off.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose sat in an empty seat, watching as Kara leaned against the front row of seats, the row closest to the cockpit, and explained to the others what to expect. 
 
    “Whereas the Tomb of Blood is mostly protected through intimidation and the pure knowledge of who Aaron is and what he’s done,” Kara told them, “Talulah’s colony, the Village of the Undead, protects itself in an entirely different way. They use obscurity and really miserable travel conditions.” She tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder, as she smiled at them. “Just a forewarning, in case you don’t know, vampires can get frostbite, and it does hurt.” 
 
    Elise crossed her arms, as if she could already feel the cold. “Frostbite?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It heals instantly,” Kara said, “but the pain will be severe.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Don’t worry,” Rose muttered. “We’re just going to be tortured with extreme temperatures. In the worst climate on the planet. No big deal.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Well, the rest of us are used to the climate in Norway, so we can all handle the cold better than you, Beach-Girl. You’ll really be miserable.” 
 
    “Again with the comforting words. How nice of you,” Rose said with a sassy smile. “Also, I don’t actually live on the beach. I’m not rich enough for that.” 
 
    Kara watched Rose with a smile, clearly entertained by Rose’s smart-aleck remarks. “It’s a long, treacherous journey from the airport to the colony. As a matter of fact, a human wouldn’t survive it, especially in a winter storm, like the one that’s coming tomorrow. A human would either get lost and die of starvation, or die of hypothermia or frostbite, or if they survive all of that, they’d die at the hands of Talulah’s skilled archers. The good news is…we can survive all of that.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that qualifies as good news,” Rose mumbled, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Okay, but how will we avoid getting lost?” Isolde asked curiously. “None of us have any experience with the land. None of us have even been there before.” 
 
    “I have,” Kara said with a smirk, “and I happen to remember the way.” 
 
    “I hate to be the person that brings this up,” Bradley said, from a seat on the left side of the plane, “but we’ve all heard the rumors about the animosity between Aaron and Talulah. I’m kind of wondering if what we’re doing is safe.” 
 
    “Safe would make for a boring immortality, don’t you think?” Kara said. 
 
    “We’re not all as wild and crazy as you are,” Bradley said. “No offense.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Why would that offend me? I like being wild and crazy.” 
 
    “It is always nice to hear that my followers are listening to rumors about my relationships with other leaders,” Aaron sneered, emerging suddenly from the back of the plane. Everyone fell silent as he walked past them, the silence only filled by the squeak of his tennis shoes. When he reached the front, he turned to face them, glaring especially at Bradley. “Especially when it is none of their concern.” 
 
    He’d snarled those last words so harshly that it startled them. 
 
    Bradley watched him warily. “You’re right. My apologies, sir.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “As for your question, Talulah extended an invitation to us, and her only requirement was that Kara must come, too. We brought Kara. Therefore, we’ve fulfilled our requirement. We can trust her to be welcoming.” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. “Did she say why she wanted Kara to come?” 
 
    “No,” Aaron said, “nor do I care. I wouldn’t have set foot in her territory without my second-in-command, anyway. If you ask me, she wasted her request.” 
 
    “Kara,” Tom said with a playful grin, “can you think of a reason that a female leader of a powerful vampire colony would specifically request to see you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Kara said, but her smile widened, taking on a bit of a guilty tilt. 
 
    “Take your seats, please,” came a voice, suddenly, through the speakers, a gruff, male voice with a Norwegian accent. “We’re taking off in just a moment.” 
 
    Kara easily weaved her way through the others, until she reached Rose. Then, she leaned casually against the seat in front of Rose, watching her curiously. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows knowingly. “You dated her, too, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Who? Talulah?” Kara said. That guilty smile of hers returned. “Maybe.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “You know,” she said, her voice thick with sarcasm, “you’d think that the woman who is the second-in-command of the most powerful vampire colony in the world, the spymaster of a worldwide network of spies, and the personal assassin of the most ancient vampire in the world wouldn’t have time for a love life. But apparently, she’s had time to date the entire world.” 
 
    Kara laughed at Rose’s teasing. “Not the entire world.” 
 
    “Just fifty percent of it,” Rose said in her sassiest tone. 
 
    Kara watched her with that familiar, wolfish smile—that looked a bit hungry, all of the sudden, and then, with no warning whatsoever, she closed the space between them and claimed Rose’s lips with her own. She held Rose’s face in her hands, her body bent over Rose’s, her dark, silky hair falling around them. 
 
    After a deep, aggressive kiss, Rose pulled back, laughing breathlessly at Kara. “Aren’t you supposed to be in a seat? Like everyone else on the plane?” 
 
    “Good point,” Kara murmured, and then, she hopped into the seat with Rose, straddling Rose’s lap, and once again closing the space between their lips. 
 
    Rose giggled between kisses, “I’m pretty sure this is a safety hazard.” 
 
    Kara smirked and leaned in for another kiss. “Pretty sure I don’t care.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “How is she?” Erik whispered as he moved to sit beside Rose and Kara. 
 
    Kara glanced down at Rose, brushing the long, red hair out of her face. Rose slept peacefully, for the first time in two days, her head resting against Kara’s breasts, her body curled comfortably against Kara’s side. They reclined together in the seat—that was really only meant for one person—their legs entangled, their fingers intertwined. “She’s strong,” she sighed, a sad smile pulling at the edges of her lips. “She holds herself together, even when she feels like she’s falling apart.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “Well, she’s busy. That’s a good thing, isn’t it? I mean, I’m no expert on grief, but it’s helped me to stay busy,” he mumbled, “since Alana…” 
 
    “Me, too,” Kara said, but then, she laughed. “But let’s face it. Neither of us is known for our healthy emotional habits. We’re both pretty screwed up.” 
 
    Erik chuckled, “But at least we know it. That counts for something, right?” 
 
    “If you say so,” Kara laughed. She shifted, drawing Rose closer to her, brushing her lips affectionately against the top of Rose’s head. Sadness and pain glistened in her light blue eyes. “She blames herself, you know. She hates herself.” 
 
    “They knew she would, didn’t they?” he asked. “The Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara muttered, “but I doubt they predicted how she’d react.” 
 
    “How could they,” he asked, “when it was so out-of-character for Rose?” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “She is quite the mystery sometimes, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I was going to go with terrifying,” Erik said, “but…mystery works, too.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kara awoke to the sound of Rose’s soft, broken sobs. She tilted her head to look down at Rose’s face. Rose’s head lay against Kara’s breasts, still, and their arms and legs were entangled in the plane’s reclining seat. Her long, disheveled, red hair lay over her face, shielding the stress and pain that twisted at her features. 
 
    Rose’s sobs sounded like whispers, barely audible to anyone other than her, and as Kara felt the slow rise and fall of Rose’s breasts against her side, she knew that Rose was still asleep, that it was only a nightmare. “Zach,” Kara heard Rose whisper, tears flowing down her face, even in her sleep, “please, wake up.” 
 
    Kara lifted her arm so that she could shake Rose’s shoulder. She tilted her face toward Rose’s, brushing her lips against Rose’s head. “Wake up, baby.” 
 
    Rose stirred a little. Lately, she slept lightly, and even Kara’s soft whisper was enough to wake her. She blinked through the tears that already blurred her vision and soaked her face, and she looked up, meeting Kara’s sympathetic gaze. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kara asked softly. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    Rose locked her arms around Kara’s lean stomach and snuggled closer, pressing her tear-soaked face against Kara’s chest, listening to Kara’s steady pulse. Her eyes fluttered closed as her blood bond reacted to Kara’s heartbeat, as the connection between them became tangible. “The fact that you’re here is enough.” 
 
    Someone shifted in the seat beside them, and then, a hand curled around Rose’s shoulder. “That’s sweet and all,” Erik mumbled, “but I have a better idea.” 
 
    As Erik manipulated her emotions, the sadness that weighed so heavily on her chest grew lighter and lighter, until she felt nothing. Nothing but peace. 
 
    Rose twisted in Kara’s arms so that she could look back at Erik. He sat in the seat next to them, slouched low in the seat, his wavy, blonde hair hanging messily over his forehead, his clothes wrinkled from sleeping in them. “Thanks.” 
 
    Erik dropped his hand and leaned his head back. “Anytime,” he slurred. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow when she heard him snoring. “That was quick.” 
 
    “He’s always been like that,” Kara chuckled. “Once, when Alana lost her temper over something—I can’t even remember the reason; she did it so often—she decided to burn down a house…with us inside it. Erik nearly slept right through his own death. I had to bash his face with a shield, just to wake him up.” 
 
    “She broke my damn nose,” Erik said drowsily—apparently awake again. 
 
    “It healed,” Kara reminded him, rolling her eyes at his melodramatics. “Anyway, once we found a way underground, he immediately fell back to sleep.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “After his girlfriend tried to murder him in his sleep?” 
 
    “You get used to it after a hundred years,” Erik said dismissively. He’d stopped snoring a few moments ago, but he hadn’t bothered to open his eyes yet. 
 
    “And according to Alana, she wasn’t trying to kill us,” Kara explained to Rose, her eyebrows high. “She just wanted us to understand how upset she was.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose muttered dryly, “no one could accuse her of being subtle.” 
 
    Light flooded the cabin of the jet as the door to the cockpit slid open. 
 
    Most of the vampires still slept in their seats—some of them slouched in their seats, like Erik, others stretched out across multiple seats, some of them curled up in reclined seats, like Kara and Rose. But when light flooded the cabin, several of them began to stir, including Nina, the young vampire asleep in the seat on the other side of theirs. She pushed her brown hair out of her face, blinking her big, brown eyes, as she glanced at the human who had just opened the door. 
 
    The human—a young, blonde man—gestured for Kara to follow him. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, love,” Kara murmured in Rose’s ear. She disentangled her long, leather-clad legs from Rose’s, and then, somehow, she managed to crawl out of the seat with a gracefulness that Rose wouldn’t have thought possible. 
 
    Rose stretched out in the empty seat, straightening her body for the first time all day. She scowled at Erik when she heard him snoring loudly…again. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that’d be comfortable,” Nina said suddenly, startling her. A soft smile curved at the edges of her lips. “Two people sleeping in one seat.” 
 
    Rose looked at the young woman who sat on her left side. “Surprisingly, it was very comfortable,” she admitted, “but mostly because of the cuddling.” 
 
    Nina laughed. “It’s weird to see Kara act the way she does with you. At the Tomb of Blood, she was always so tough and scary. With you, she’s different.” 
 
    Rose cast a glance in the direction that Kara had gone. “It’s possible to be tough and gentle,” she said thoughtfully. “The two aren’t mutually exclusive.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” Nina said, nodding. “And she’s definitely still scary.” 
 
    Rose stared curiously at the covered windows. “I wonder where we are.” 
 
    “Hey,” Nina said suddenly, leaning forward in her seat. Her long, brown hair fell around her face as she regarded Rose with a solemn frown. “I wanted to tell you: I’m sorry about what happened to your brother. That was so…terrible.” 
 
    Rose looked away, still too heartbroken to talk about it. “Thank you,” she said formally, her throat constricted, “and I’m sorry about your brother, too.” 
 
    “No,” Nina said, shaking her head. “You can’t compare those two. Your brother—well, he must’ve been at least a little good for you to love him as much as you did. My brother was cruel and hateful. The world’s better off without him.” 
 
    Rose regarded the former Assassin of Light with a frown. “Even if he was, he was still your brother. You must have had some good memories of him.” 
 
    Nina tilted her head back and laughed. She had such a sweet and innocent smile, despite her violent upbringing. “My memories of Peter are of him calling me stupid for asking questions about the Assassins of Light. Normal questions like: How do you know that all vampires are evil? Maybe some of them are good. I might as well have asked if two plus two equals seventeen. I have other memories of him calling me a crybaby for behaving like a human being, rather than a brainwashed soldier, like the rest of them. I have memories of him calling me immature and selfish for not wanting to join the Assassins of Light when I came of age—which was just a few weeks before we attacked you guys, by the way. And of course, I have memories of him dragging me back to the house with a knife against my throat when I tried to run away.” Her smile faded, and she shrugged her shoulders. “I have a lot of memories of my brother, but none of them are good.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “That sounds like a scary upbringing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nina agreed, “but I mean, you guys are scary, too. Watching my brother’s head explode under Aaron’s shoe was really scary. And your red eyes…” 
 
    Rose winced. “Yeah. Sorry about that. I can’t really control the thing that happens with my eyes. They kind of…change, whether I want them to or not.” 
 
    “Well, you seem pretty nice when your eyes are blue, anyway,” Nina said. 
 
    Rose laughed. “Yeah. Blue’s my nice color,” she said dryly. She studied the small, dark-haired woman who sat next to her—the word woman being used loosely because she looked no older than eighteen—studying the innocence and geniality in her round, brown eyes. “Why do you think it was so easy for the Assassins of Light to brainwash your brother when they couldn’t brainwash you?” 
 
    Nina shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess my brother wanted to hate people, so it was easy for him to hate vampires. Not to mention, he believed our parents were perfect. He thought they did no wrong. I, on the other hand, knew better.” 
 
    Rose nodded. She understood that. She related to it, even. She’d never turned out like her mother because she’d always been able to see that her mother was far from perfect. She’d never believed that what happened to her as a child was normal. She’d always known that it was wrong, that it was terrible and wrong. “Was there something that opened your eyes, do you think? Like…a time or event that confirmed that your parents—and the Assassins of Light—were not good?” 
 
    Nina didn’t even have to think about it. “My parents let me bring a friend over once. I was so excited because they never let any of my friends come over. They thought all of them were bad influences,” she said, rolling her eyes, “but just this once, they said yes. My friend spent the night at my house, but the next morning, she wasn’t there. My parents told me that she’d fallen ill and died. I never knew why. Until a few years later, when I came across a discarded missing persons poster. You see, my friend got into a lot of trouble. She acted out for attention because it was the only way for her to get any. Her parents died in a car crash when she was a child, and she lived with an uncle who didn’t really want her. She didn’t have anyone who cared enough to search for her, and most people just assumed that she’d run away again. My parents let me bring her to our house that night because they knew that, because they knew no one would miss her.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. “Wait. Are you saying that your family…” 
 
    “Killed her?” Nina interrupted. She nodded. “They poisoned her.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rose breathed. “Why would they do such a thing?” 
 
    “They needed poisoned human blood,” Nina explained, “for research.” 
 
    Rose leaned back in her seat, floored by the realization. “For the bullets.” 
 
    Nina nodded again. “Do you know how many humans they killed, just so that they could create a weapon that would supposedly protect humans? They killed humans to protect humans. Or at least, that’s the excuse they used. I guess, really, they killed humans to kill vampires because they hate vampires that much.” 
 
    “And most of them don’t even know one,” Rose sighed, “do they?” 
 
    “It’s easier to hate someone if you’ve never met them,” Nina said. 
 
    “It’s harder to dehumanize someone once you see how much alike you really are,” Rose agreed. “I couldn’t even hate Alana, really, once I saw her pain.” 
 
    “You mean Kara’s ex-girlfriend?” Nina asked, a short, incredulous laugh escaping her lips. “The one who wanted to destroy the entire human race?” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Well, I didn’t say I liked her. It was just hard to hate her.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Nina muttered. She ran her fingers through her perfectly straight, brown hair. “But then, I suppose Kara must’ve liked her for some reason.” 
 
    “Kara must have liked whom?” Kara asked suddenly. She stepped back into the cabin of the private jet, closing the door to the cockpit behind her, and then, she returned to the seat that she and Rose had slept in during the day. Rather than squeezing in beside Rose again, she perched herself on the arm of the seat. 
 
    “Alana,” Nina said. “There must’ve been some reason you liked her.” 
 
    “Did you ever see her?” Kara said with a wicked smirk. “She was hot.” 
 
    Rose laughed…because of course Kara would give an answer like that. 
 
    Nina raised an eyebrow. “There must have been another reason.” 
 
    “Well, the sex was pretty hot, too,” Kara teased, “but I don’t think you’re old enough for the R-rated details.” She grinned playfully at the young vampire. 
 
    Nina’s mouth dropped open. “I am not a child! I’m legally an adult.” 
 
    Kara exchanged an amused look with Rose. “Speaking of sex,” Kara said, returning her gaze to Nina, “Aaron wanted to see you as soon as you woke up.” 
 
    Nina blushed. She climbed out of her seat and ran her hands over her clothes, straightening the gray sweater and blue jeans that she’d slept in, before heading toward the back of the jet, where a sliding door separated the main part of the cabin from the private area. She opened the door and slid into the room. 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at Kara. “What did sex have to do with that?” 
 
    Kara smirked. “Aaron’s been feeding from Nina lately, which, of course, means they’re having sex, and it embarrasses her that I know,” she explained. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “So, of course, you have to make it worse,” she teased. 
 
    Kara laughed. “Of course,” she said playfully. 
 
    Rose leaned back in the seat, staring up at Kara with a gentle, inquisitive smile. “I know it’s more than what you say. You loved Alana. Not her body.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “She had her moments. She wasn’t cruel all of the time.” 
 
    “Why do you admit that to me,” Rose asked, “but not to anyone else?” 
 
    “Because no one else would look at me the way you do when I say it,” Kara said. She lifted her hand and traced Rose’s cheek with her finger. “You have so much kindness and understanding in your eyes. It’s how you look at everyone.” 
 
    Rose’s lips quirked up a little bit at the corners. “Oh, I’m almost positive that I don’t look at everyone the way I look at you,” she said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    Kara grinned wolfishly. “Ah, yeah, there is that incredibly sexy I-want-to-fuck-you look that you give me,” she said, leaning toward Rose. “I love that one.” 
 
    “What? I do not!” Rose stammered. “It’s more of a…I-can’t-stop-staring-at-you-because-you’re-beautiful-and-I’m-embarrassed-that-you-caught-me-staring-at-you look.” 
 
    Kara laughed at the long, complicated name. “Same thing,” she chuckled. 
 
    “It’s totally different!” Rose laughed. She rested her head against the back of the seat and smiled curiously at her. “So…what did the pilot need to tell you?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not the pilot,” Kara corrected. “He’s just the one who arranged it all.” When Rose gave her a confused look, she explained, “He works for me.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “He’s one of your spies.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, “which is why I can’t tell you what we talked about.” 
 
    “Aww,” Rose pouted half-heartedly, “was it that serious?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Nah. It was really just your typical briefing. He explained how we’re getting through the border, where we’re landing, etcetera, etcetera.” 
 
    “How are we getting through the border?” Rose asked. “I just…kind of assumed that most vampires couldn’t get passports. Since we’re, you know, dead.” 
 
    Kara smirked. “You’re with me now, baby. You don’t need a passport.” 
 
    Rose snorted at the cocky remark. “Was that all, then? Just a briefing?” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “No,” she said quietly. “There was one more thing.” 
 
    Noticing Kara’s sudden seriousness, Rose straightened. “What is it?” 
 
    Kara braced one hand on the back of the seat and leaned into Rose, until her lips brushed against Rose’s ear. “I’ll tell you later. Too many people around.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose whispered. She glanced around at the other vampires in the cabin of the plane. About half of them still slept, while the other half were awake. The shift in time zone and geography seemed to confuse their nocturnal instincts. 
 
    Kara hopped off of the seat and opened the storage compartment that set above the covered windows. “We have some time before sunset,” she said as she gathered a mountainous stack of books into her arms. She offered Rose a sly, seductive smile. “I asked them to bring some books for you. If you want to read?” 
 
    Rose clasped her hand over her heart and widened her eyes, in a playful, melodramatic show of emotion. “I think I just fell in love with you all over again.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After they deboarded the plane in Northern Canada, they set out on foot, traveling past the outskirts of human civilization, toward the isolated part of the barren tundra that the Village of the Undead called home. With the supernatural speed of vampires and their nocturnal vision, it shouldn’t have taken long…if only they’d known where they were going. As it was, they had no choice but to stop every so often so that Kara could look at the snow—which looked identical to the other hundred miles of snow—and tell them if they were on the right track. 
 
    Kara fell into step beside Rose. “You have that sassy look on your face.” 
 
    Rose laughed at that, “Don’t I always have a sassy look on my face?” 
 
    “Mmm, yes,” Kara teased. “It’s a very sexy look.” She nudged Rose’s shoulder playfully. “What’s wrong? Are you doubting my knowledge of the land?” 
 
    Rose shoved her hands deeper into the pockets of her hoodie, but the fabric wasn’t thick enough to lessen the bite of the cold air. “Not at all,” she said with a sassy smile. “Just your ability to differentiate between snow and…snow.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “I can’t wait to see your face when I prove you wrong,” she said playfully. Her smile faded as she noticed Rose’s lips trembling, her entire body shivering violently. “Your clothes aren’t suited for this weather, are they?” 
 
    Rose glanced at her, her eyebrows lifting, as she pointedly swept her gaze down Kara’s body, over the soft, leather pants that clung to her lean legs, over the thin, long-sleeved shirt that she wore under a leather jacket. “And yours are?” 
 
    “No, but I’m used to this weather. I spent most of my fourteen hundred years in a climate similar to this,” Kara said as she shrugged off her leather jacket. 
 
    Rose watched her warily. “What are you doing? Put your jacket back on.” 
 
    “You should know better than to tell me what to do, Rose,” Kara said as she circled behind Rose. They fell behind the others as they slowed to a stop. She slid her jacket over Rose’s arms. Her lips brushed the shell of Rose’s ear as she leaned in close and whispered, “I will always do the opposite of what I’m told.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I know, but Kara, you’ll freeze without your jacket.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Kara said, moving to stand in front of Rose, as she tried to zip up the jacket. The thin jacket didn’t close easily over Rose’s hoodie, but with careful manipulation, the zipper slid up halfway, at least. “It’s not a perfect fit.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly the same size,” Rose said, glancing subconsciously at her own curves, which were ample, in comparison to Kara’s long, muscular body. 
 
    “Sexy. Sexy. Sexy,” Kara said with a flirty smirk. She took a step toward Rose, her boots sinking into the snow. “I’ll say it as many times as I need to.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m just saying…I think the jacket looks better on you.” 
 
    “Only because I look so hot in leather,” Kara said with a cocky smirk. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I swear, if you get frostbite because of this…” 
 
    “Ooh, I like where this is going,” Kara said, her light blue eyes glistening with excitement—or was that actual ice? “What are you going to do to me, Rose?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I think I lost control of this conversation somewhere.” 
 
    “Kara!” Aaron called from somewhere on the path ahead of them. “Stop flirting, and get up here! You’re the only one who knows how to find the colony!” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Coming,” she called. As she and Rose resumed walking, she told Rose, “You’ll need warmer clothes while we’re here.” 
 
    “I packed the warmest clothes I have,” Rose said. “I haven’t exactly had time to shop for any new clothes. Not that I’d want to, if I did. I hate shopping.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “I’ll take care of it. It might take a few days, though.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I can handle a little cold,” Rose said indignantly, but then, a particularly brutal gust of wind swept through the area, and Rose added, “maybe.” 
 
    When they caught up with the others, Rose and Kara fell into step beside Isolde and Cassius, who walked at the head of the group. Rose listened as Isolde recounted a story of how she once took down twelve men with two arrows, and it was such a wild, lively story that, within minutes, Isolde had everyone laughing. 
 
    Well, everyone, except for Rose. The story entertained Rose, of course, but whenever she’d find herself laughing at a funny part, a strange feeling would start to prick at the back of her neck. The feeling that someone was watching her. 
 
    Rose spun around, glancing behind her, and instantly made eye-contact with a pair of narrowed, greenish-brown eyes. Isaac walked behind them, and he watched her, his eyes full of hatred. His gaze felt disgusting on her heavily-clothed skin, but she sighed in relief. Because…at least it was just Isaac creeping her out. 
 
    Not someone new. 
 
    Rose felt something rush past her, suddenly, and acting on pure instinct, she stopped it with her mind, just before it would’ve hit Kara. Everyone in their group stopped, turning to stare at the arrow that hovered in the air, held there by an unseen force. Kara raised an eyebrow at the arrow in front of her face, and then, her piercing, blue gaze shifted toward Rose. A small smile pulled at her lips. 
 
    Elise plucked the arrow out of the air, blinking at its sharpness. “Isolde?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Isolde said. She extended her arm, pointing to their right, where they saw only snow for miles and miles. “It came from that way.” 
 
    Aaron walked toward them, his tennis shoes sinking into the deep snow. “Who shot that arrow?” he asked Rose. “Did you see the person who shot it?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No. I didn’t see anything. I just reacted. Sorry.” 
 
    Isaac glanced around, squinting as he tried to see through the white blur of snowfall. “We’re in an arctic wasteland. How the hell is anyone shooting at us?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Tom said. “Whoever it is—they’ve hidden well.” 
 
    Erik squeezed past the other vampires, until he reached Rose. “In that case, I’m sticking close to the woman who can stop arrows with her mind so she can protect me.” He flashed a guilty smile. “Er…I mean, so I can protect her.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him, lifting her eyebrows skeptically. 
 
    “We can’t even track them by scent,” Tom said. “Not in this blizzard.” 
 
    Kara took the arrow from Elise. “It’s Talulah’s archers. It has to be.” 
 
    Elise frowned. “I thought you said Talulah promised to be welcoming.” 
 
    “She did promise to be welcoming,” Kara assured her, “but people lie.” 
 
    “Do you think she plans to attack us?” Aaron asked Kara. “Out here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara said. “It would be ideal. They know the land. We don’t. But at the same time, a war with us? That’s risky, and Talulah isn’t risky.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the Assassins of Light,” Isaac suggested. “Maybe they want us to believe it’s Talulah’s colony, so that we’ll attack them and ruin the alliance.” 
 
    Aaron frowned curiously at him. “That’s a good theory, actually.” 
 
    “Except,” Kara pointed out, “for them to know all of that, they’d need a spy.” She smiled at Isaac. “Do you know where we might find one of those?” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Stop antagonizing,” he said, as if he hadn’t already said it a million times, “and focus. I need to know what you think we should do.” 
 
    “I think we should wait,” Kara answered. “Wait for them to come to us.” She looked at Rose. “Do you think you can stop their arrows, if they shoot again?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said nervously. “I can’t always control my power.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said gently, “but I believe in you. And, even if you can’t, it’s just an arrow. It would take more than that to kill a vampire. So, no pressure.” 
 
    Rose nodded, and some of the nervousness that fluttered around in her stomach began to ease, calmed by a slight flicker of confidence. She gazed into the blur of snow, wishing that she could predict when the next arrow would come. 
 
    “They probably can’t see us that well, either,” Kara explained to Aaron. “Eventually, they’ll wonder why their arrows aren’t hitting us, and they’ll come.” 
 
    Aaron nodded in agreement. “And then, we can figure out who they are.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kara said. She ran her hand through her hair, feeling the cold snow that clung to the strands. “And my guess is…we won’t have to wait long.” 
 
    They continued their walk, the blistering cold winds now punctuated by arrows flying at them from all directions, all of which Rose stopped, just in time, using telekinesis. It became more and more obvious that they were outnumbered. 
 
    Finally, to their relief, the arrows stopped, but that relief was short-lived. 
 
    Rose barely even registered the whistle of movement or the slosh of the snow before someone appeared before them—a stunning woman, dressed in all white, oddly enough. The white clothing looked thick and padded, like some kind of bullet-proof armor, and she wore a white, fur-lined hat to shield her face from the cold. If she hadn’t been standing right in front of them, it would’ve been hard to see her in such a snowy landscape. The only thing easily discernible about her was her long, chocolate-brown hair that she wore in one braid, over her shoulder. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Well, hello, armor-wearing person, who basically just appeared out of thin air,” she muttered, “in the middle of freaking nowhere.” 
 
    The vampire smiled. “I’m Mila Gagon, and I can guide you, if you want.” 
 
    “To the colony?” Aaron said. “Are you from the Village of the Undead?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “No, she’s from one of the other vampire colonies out here,” she said sarcastically. She swept her hand out, gesturing at the miles and miles of snow with no civilization in sight. “Don’t you see them all?” 
 
    Aaron turned toward Rose, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Kara,” he called out, still glaring at Rose, “I’m going to kill your girlfriend, if she doesn’t shut up.” 
 
    “You’ve said that thirteen times in the last hour,” Rose informed him. 
 
    “Kara,” he said again, his eyes narrowing, “she’s not shutting up.” 
 
    Kara watched the new vampire with a frown. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Aaron said. “Your lover…” 
 
    “A real problem, Aaron,” Kara told him, her eyebrows high. 
 
    Rose glanced at Kara, suddenly sensing her anxiety. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Our new friend is not,” Kara paused, watching the vampire, “friendly.” 
 
    The mysterious, smiling vampire attacked Kara so suddenly that no one had time to react. Except Kara, who had been waiting for it. The vampire swung a dagger at Kara with one hand, and Kara blocked it easily. Mila slashed at Kara with another dagger that she held in her other hand, but Kara leaned back, dodging it, just in time. Their speed only increased from there, until their bodies seemed to blur—becoming nothing more than a flurry of slashes and blows. Finally, after Kara knocked the fifth dagger out of Mila’s hand, they both froze. 
 
    Kara glanced at the dagger in Mila’s left hand—the only weapon that she currently held in either hand—and she smiled. “That’s your last weapon, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mila returned the smile. “Like I’d tell you,” she laughed, and then, she swung the blade at Kara. But Kara caught her wrist and twisted it. Hard. She cried out in pain, and finally, when she could bear it no longer, she dropped the dagger.  
 
    Kara kicked the dagger away from them and released Mila’s wrist. She took a step back and lifted her eyebrow. “Now, tell me. Are you out of weapons?” 
 
    Mila shrugged. “To be honest, I didn’t think I’d need that many.” 
 
    A smirk tugged at the corners of Kara’s lips. “Would you like one of mine?” she said. She pulled one of her daggers from her belt and tossed it to Mila. 
 
    Mila caught the dagger. “Wait,” she sputtered, staring at Kara with wide, brown eyes. “You had weapons that entire time, and you didn’t use them?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Well, I didn’t want to beat you too quickly.” 
 
    Her brown eyes narrowed. “I’m wearing armor. I can handle weapons.” 
 
    Kara’s piercing, blue eyes sparkled with mischief. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    “Just do yourself a favor and say no,” Rose told the armor-clad vampire. 
 
    But of course, she didn’t listen. “It’s most definitely a challenge,” Mila said. 
 
    Rose watched with a frown as Kara and the armor-clad vampire began to fight again, except this time, Mila was armed with one of Kara’s daggers, and Kara was armed with her own weapons. “Shouldn’t we help Kara?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Just let her have her fun,” Aaron said. “I don’t care enough to stop it.” 
 
    This fight began and ended even faster than the previous one. For a few moments, their tall, lean forms blurred into nothing but flashes of blade, a flurry of quick, fluid movements, and a blur of snow around them. It ended, finally, when Kara stabbed Mila’s hand, causing her to drop her weapon. Kara then swept Mila backward and pinned her in the snow, pressing a dagger against her throat. 
 
    “According to our rules,” Mila told her, “you have the right to kill me.” 
 
    “You attacked me first, so yes,” Kara agreed, “but I believe you’ll yield.” 
 
    Mila tilted her head back, putting more distance between her throat and the blade. “Yes. I surrender,” she said easily. “I’m not too proud to admit defeat.” 
 
    “Really?” Kara scoffed as she climbed off of the warrior. “Because I am.” 
 
    Aaron watched with a puzzled frown as Kara helped the warrior to her feet. “Don’t you think we should restrain her?” he asked his second-in-command. 
 
    “Nah,” Kara answered, shaking her head. “She’s already surrendered.” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Kara, how many times have you surrendered to someone, as a ploy, and then killed them when they were least expecting it?” 
 
    Kara spread out her hands, frowning, as she considered the question. “What is the name of that really large number that has one hundred zeroes?” 
 
    “A googol,” Rose said, ignoring the look of disbelief Erik shot her way. 
 
    Kara pointed at Rose. “Yeah, that. Probably around that many times.” 
 
    Aaron shrugged bewilderedly. “And yet, you’re still going to trust her?” 
 
    “Trust?” Kara repeated, a baffled frown twisting at her brows. “Who said anything about trust? I take risks because they’re fun. Not because I trust people.” 
 
    “I bet you make lots of great decisions with that attitude,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose and raked her with such a hot, seductive look that Rose could feel it, like heat, on her skin—even though it was far too cold for said heat. “You want to come a little closer and sass me like that?” she murmured. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uhh…no?” she squeaked, but she didn’t sound very sure. 
 
    Erik glanced back and forth between them, chuckling in amusement. 
 
    “Allow me to put your mind at ease,” Mila said to Aaron. “Most warriors, like myself, have a code of honor. I understand you’re not used to that, but…” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow at the implied insult. “Ouch,” she said, tilting her head to the side, studying the warrior curiously. “What did I do to offend you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Mila said with a smile. “I’m not offended. Are you?” 
 
    Kara scoffed at that, “It would take far more than that to offend me.” 
 
    “Right,” Mila said. “Well, as I was saying, I surrendered. I won’t fight.” 
 
    Aaron frowned at her. “Then, why did you attack us to begin with?” 
 
    “I was following orders,” Mila said. “Talulah ordered me to attack Kara.” 
 
    “Talulah?” Aaron repeated. “Why would she order you to attack us? She invited us to come. She said she would welcome us at the Village of the Undead.” 
 
    “And so she shall,” Mila said. “You’ll be shown the same hospitality as any guest of the Village of the Undead. Talulah is an honorable leader, and she’s kind and fair to everyone.” She smiled. “As long as they haven’t wronged her.” 
 
    “Huh. Hospitality must mean something different here,” Rose said dryly. “Where I live, it involves tea or food or…pleasantries. Not being attacked by armor-clad vampires with deadly weapons. But…maybe we’re doing it wrong.” 
 
    Mila glanced at her, and a small, slightly amused smile tugged at her lips. “You misunderstand,” she said. “I was only ordered to attack Kara Unnarsdóttir.” 
 
    As everything that Mila had said finally clicked together in everyone’s heads, Erik looked at Kara, his eyebrows high. “What did you do this time, Kara?” 
 
    Kara looked as confused as everyone else. She shrugged at Erik. “Like I remember,” she scoffed. “I haven’t seen Talulah in over three hundred years.” 
 
    “Do you usually forget the people you’ve wronged?” Mila asked Kara. 
 
    “Well, I wrong about a hundred people a day, so yeah,” Kara muttered. 
 
    “You did say that you and Talulah dated,” Rose reminded Kara. With a curious frown, she added, “Did you, by any chance, end that on a good note?” 
 
    Kara winced at the question. “That depends,” she said uncomfortably. “Is seducing someone so that you can steal information from them a good note?” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “No. In fact, that’s the opposite of a good note.” 
 
    “Ah, then, no,” Kara mumbled. “Not a good note, then. But come on. It was over three hundred years ago. There’s no way she’s still angry about that.” 
 
    Rose waved her hand wildly at the armor-clad vampire. “Clearly, she is.” 
 
    “Aaron ordered me to do it,” Kara said defensively. 
 
    Aaron scowled. “I told you to sabotage her, not to have sex with her.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Kara. “Was it the s-words that confused you? Or…” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me not to sleep with her, either,” Kara reminded Aaron. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I told you not to complicate things.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “What’s complicated about sex?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh, not much,” she muttered. “Just…everything.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “What’s the big deal? I already defeated her warrior.” 
 
    “You’ve beaten me, yes,” Mila agreed, “but I’m not the only warrior out here.” She flashed a smile at Kara. “Every ten miles, you’re going to be attacked by a different warrior. Then, if you survive, you can enter the colony safely.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Rose said, her eyes wide. “Is your leader insane?” 
 
    “Rose,” Erik hissed, shooting her a worried look, “you can’t say that!” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” Mila said, “you insulted my leader. I can attack you for that.” 
 
    “You could,” Kara said with a dangerous smile, “but then, you’d die.” 
 
    Rose elbowed her. “Stop threatening to kill everyone.” 
 
    “I gave her a warning,” Kara muttered. “I thought I was being nice.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kara, and she suddenly looked so serious that Kara straightened in surprise. “I think you should go back to the plane,” Rose breathed. 
 
    Kara laughed, “How am I supposed to protect you, if I’m on the plane?” 
 
    “Protect me?” Rose repeated, her eyes wide. “I’m not the one who’s going to be attacked every ten miles! Right now, it’s you who needs to be protected.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said with an arrogant smile, “I’m a Viking warrior.” 
 
    “Which means you’re cocky as heck and not afraid of death,” Rose said stubbornly. “Neither of those things are what I’d call comforting in this situation.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I swore an oath. You won’t convince me to break it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you, if I have to,” Rose said. “But Kara, I’m just…worried.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded, and for a moment, she just stared at Rose, her eyes wide, her breath labored, her emotions high. She reached out, brushing her finger over Rose’s hand, which trembled from the cold, and she looked as if she wanted to say something, her lips parting, her breath escaping them in a cloud of smoke. 
 
    But Aaron rolled his eyes at them and grunted, “Neither of you are going anywhere. I need you both to make this alliance work.” Before Rose could argue, he added, “None of Talulah’s warriors are as strong or skilled as Kara. So, there’s nothing to worry about. And if she does get hurt, well, maybe she’ll learn from it.” 
 
    Kara snorted, “Not likely.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After a very long night of travel, brutally cold weather, and Kara getting attacked every few miles, they finally arrived at a small, isolated cabin that might have been big enough for two or three people, at most. A tall, statuesque woman with perfect curves stood outside the cabin, waiting for their arrival. At first, Rose assumed it was another warrior, waiting to attack Kara, like the trail of other disarmed warriors that travelled behind them—all beaten. But this woman didn’t wear that strange, white armor. Instead, she wore black pants, tucked into fur-lined boots, and a thick, black coat, slung over a blue sweater. She wore her thick, black hair in four braids, and her gorgeous, dark skin glowed in the moonlight. 
 
    The vampire approached them, the snow and ice crunching beneath her boots. All of the warriors behind them, the ones in white armor, bent their heads, as she approached, almost as if they were bowing, or, at the very least, respectfully acknowledging her presence. She dwarfed Aaron by about an inch, and she stared at him boldly, despite the fact that he was obviously the more powerful vampire. 
 
    “Now, you see why I had to sleep with her,” Kara told Rose. “She’s hot.” 
 
    Rose tore her gaze from the vampire, glancing at Kara. “That’s Talulah?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara said. But then, she angled a seductive smirk at Rose and nudged her playfully with her shoulder. “She’s not as hot as you are, though.” 
 
    “Nice save,” Rose said dryly. “She’s pretty…intimidating, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She has to be,” Kara told her. “She’s the leader of a vampire colony.” 
 
    After Talulah and Aaron finished acknowledging each other with equally disdainful glares, Talulah walked past the other vampires, approaching Rose and Kara. Rose stepped back, instinctually, and Talulah’s dark eyes shifted toward her, burning with curiosity. The intimidating vampire seemed to breathe deeper, as if she were trying to catch Rose’s scent, trying to identify it. Her deep, black eyes widened as she noticed how sweet Rose smelled—how powerful. But she caught herself quickly, hiding that brief flash of surprise that had passed over her face. 
 
    She turned her attention to Kara. “I trust you had a pleasant journey?” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Yeah. I had so much fun, kicking your warriors’ asses.” 
 
    Talulah just smiled. “I’m pleased to hear that,” she said politely. 
 
    Rose blinked at the odd exchange, watching bewilderedly as Talulah spun around and headed back toward the small cabin. The white armor-clad warriors headed into the cabin, ahead of her, leaving them outside in the cold with Talulah. 
 
    “Welcome to the Village of the Undead,” Talulah announced, speaking loudly, so that her low, rumbling voice would carry over the loud, arctic wind. 
 
    “You’re either brave or stupid,” Aaron said, “to be out here unguarded.” 
 
    Talulah smiled at him. “Brave and smart,” she said, “because even now, I’m not totally unguarded. I have archers, hiding, like the rest of my warriors did.” 
 
    “We chose not to seek out your warriors,” Aaron told her. “I could sniff them out and kill them, if I needed to. If I were here for a different reason…” 
 
    Her dark eyes narrowed. “Yes. I’m well aware of your history, Aaron.” 
 
    “I’d hope so,” Aaron said, “since I could take your power, at any time.” 
 
    Rose glanced worriedly at Kara. “Is this his idea of making friends?” 
 
    Kara stepped forward, moving closer to the vampires that stood in front of them. Erik, who stood with his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his jacket. Tom, who looked bulkier than usual and extremely uncomfortable in his six layers of clothing. And Elise, who clutched her long, white coat, her thin form shivering beneath it. “Elise,” Kara whispered, hissing to get her attention. “Charm, please?” 
 
    Elise smiled sweetly. “Of course,” she said happily. She pranced around the other vampires, practically dancing on the ice. Her gracefulness immediately drew Talulah’s dark gaze away from Aaron and toward her. Elise tilted her head to the side, her long, curly hair falling over her shoulder, as she flashed a disarming smile at Talulah. “We’re so grateful that you’re welcoming us into your colony.” 
 
    Talulah blinked, her cheeks reddening. “Oh, er,” she stammered, clearly caught off guard, “well, my colony will always open its arms to those who come with…honorable intentions.” She shot a very pointed glare in Kara’s direction. 
 
    Kara winced, running her hand over the back of her neck. “Yeah,” she mumbled under her breath, so that only Rose heard, “she’s definitely still angry.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched as she tried to suppress her laughter. “You think?” 
 
    “Go on inside,” Talulah told them. She opened the door to the cabin. “We should waste no more time. I’m sure you’re all eager to get out of this cold.” 
 
    Tom shuddered miserably. “That’s an understatement,” he grunted. 
 
    “Thank you,” Elise chimed, brushing her hand over Talulah’s arm. 
 
    Talulah watched her as she headed inside, clearly affected by the flirting. 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Elise is really good at that.” She and Rose stood behind the other vampires. They’d fallen behind when Kara was getting attacked every few miles, and they’d never bothered to catch up. So, they were last to enter the cabin. Except for Talulah, of course. When Kara started to step inside, Talulah placed her hand on the doorframe, her arm outstretched, blocking the doorway. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her long, dark hair falling over her right shoulder. She flashed a cocky smirk at Talulah. “Are you going to leave me out in the cold, Talulah? You know I can’t make it back to the plane before sunrise. Freeze all night and burn in the day. That’s cold, even for an Ice Queen like you.” 
 
    Talulah stared at Kara for a moment, her deep, black eyes flashing with anger, but then, her gaze shifted toward Rose. She dropped her arm and pasted on a polite smile. “Of course not. I’m not ruthless, like your leader,” she muttered. 
 
    Rose had no idea whether Talulah’s hospitality was sincere or not, but she was too cold to spend any time thinking about it. She couldn’t even remember the last time she felt any sensation at all in her extremities, and her face burned painfully, as if it were on fire, as she hurried into the small, crowded log cabin. 
 
    Everyone huddled closely together inside, trying to warm themselves. All except for Aaron and Talulah, of course, who stood near the door, by themselves. 
 
    Kara moved close to Rose and scooped Rose’s hands into her own. She brought them to her mouth and exhaled slowly, warming them with her breath. 
 
    Rose sagged forward with relief, soothed by the warmth of Kara’s breath. As Kara continued to breathe slowly on their joined hands, Rose couldn’t help but notice Kara’s reddened skin. “I wish you would’ve taken your jacket back.” 
 
    Kara grinned at her. “Like I told you the last two million times you asked, you adorable, stubborn woman,” she said slowly, “I’ve felt worse.” She released Rose’s hands—now that she’d nursed the feeling back into them—and smiled wistfully. “The most painful cold I remember was when I was a child. My father had left for one of his raids, and he’d left me with one of the women in our village. She tried to make me wear dresses—because girls were supposed to wear dresses.” Kara rolled her eyes. “I didn’t like fighting in a dress. It got in the way. Of course, to that, she simply told me: ‘Good, little ladies don’t fight.’ Little did she know, I was perfectly happy with being a bad lady. Anyway, I thought if I threw my dresses in the fjord, she’d let me wear what I wanted. But she didn’t. She made me dive into that fjord, fish out the dresses—or as many as I could find—and wear them.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What? Like…while they were wet?” she sputtered. 
 
    Kara nodded. “With icicles hanging off of them,” she scoffed. “I started a fire as soon as she fell asleep, though. So, I was fine. But for a while, it was cold.” 
 
    Rose just stared at her in disbelief. “Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
 
    “My people were brutal,” Kara said with a dismissive shrug. “You should have seen what they did the first time they caught me stealing.” She laughed, as if it were an amusing memory, rather than a traumatic one. “I was such a bad kid.” 
 
    “Your parents didn’t,” Rose paused for a moment, “object to this?” 
 
    “Well, when my father found out, he wasn’t too happy,” Kara admitted. “He was tough as hell. And a huge, oafish warrior. But…sometimes, he could be soft. He hated raising a troublemaker like me, but,” she said, and—so briefly most people wouldn’t have seen it—pain flashed in her eyes, “he really loved me.” 
 
    Rose asked the next question gently. “What happened to your mom?” 
 
    Kara’s gaze darted up to meet Rose’s, and she smiled. “You noticed that, huh? The way I evaded the subject?” she said softly. “Most people don’t notice.” 
 
    “I do it, too,” Rose said, “when I don’t want to make things awkward.” 
 
    “She died in childbirth. I never met her,” Kara said. She shoved her hands into her leather pants and shrugged. “My father talked about her when he was drunk. He used to say that she was tough and stubborn, like a Norse winter.” 
 
    Rose watched her with a sympathetic frown. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Kara shrugged again. “I’ve been alive for fourteen hundred years, Rose. My family has been dead for many centuries. It doesn’t bother me anymore.” 
 
    Rose smiled sadly. “You know I know that it doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased, and an emotion passed over her face—so quickly that Rose couldn’t identify it—but then, she looked away, glancing curiously at Talulah and Aaron, who stood in the corner, locked in a heated discussion. She tilted her head, motioning for Rose to follow her. “We’ll never make it down into the colony, if those two kill each other,” she muttered. “We better break it up.” 
 
    “We have principles,” Talulah was saying as they approached. She leaned closer to Aaron, her black eyes flashing. “We don’t do things the way you do.” 
 
    He gazed tiredly at her, as if he were bored to death by her argument. Or rather, in his case, bored to murder…because he certainly looked as if he were considering it. “Principles,” he scoffed, rolling his eyes. “God, you’re so annoying.” 
 
    Kara stepped between them before Talulah could react to that. “Come on, Talulah,” she said with a smirk, “you don’t want to start a fight with him.” 
 
    Talulah glared at Kara. “I don’t want help, advice, or anything from you.” 
 
    Kara flashed her a playful grin. “Not even an orgasm?” she quipped. 
 
    Talulah rolled her eyes. “Taunting me is not going to make me forgive you any quicker,” she grumbled. “As a matter of fact, it’s just making me angrier.” 
 
    “Look,” Kara said calmly, gesturing toward the other vampires in the cabin, “we’ve had a long journey. Can’t this fight wait until we’re in the colony?” 
 
    Talulah sighed, “Well, I’d hate to be an ungracious host.” She looked at Aaron. “We’ll finish this discussion in my office. For now, let’s enter the colony.” 
 
    Talulah turned away, casting one last, curious glance at Rose, before she headed toward the small sofa in the middle of the cabin. She kicked the sofa out of the way, revealing an opening beneath it, with a set of wooden stairs that led down into a brighter room with a fireplace. Rose could practically feel the warmth from where she stood. “Follow me, and we’ll enter the Village of the Undead.” 
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    Rose froze as someone suddenly threw a heavy, wool blanket around her shoulders. She spun around to find out exactly who had decided to assault her with blankets and found herself face-to-face with one of the same vampires who had attacked Kara during their journey. As she glanced around the small room that they’d just entered, she realized that all of the warriors were passing out blankets. 
 
    The warrior held out an armful of blankets and offered Rose a friendly smile. “Do you need more? Or if you want a more internal warmth, we have some of the best whiskey and liquor you can find. Do you want me to get you a drink?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “You force us to walk through the cold version of Hell, and then offer us blankets and drinks?” she said, eyebrows high. “Well, I can honestly say you’re some of the nicest people who have ever tortured me.” 
 
    “You say that as if you’re tortured often,” someone chuckled. 
 
    Vaguely recognizing that low, womanly voice, Rose spun around to find Talulah standing behind her. “More than most people, I’m sure,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Talulah tilted her head, one of her long braids swaying as she moved. She squinted curiously at Rose, clearly trying to decide if she was joking or not. “I am sorry. I know it’s a difficult journey. I’ve traveled that path myself a few times.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at her politeness. She reached into her bag and pulled out a long, wooden arrow. “And these? Are you sorry about them, too?” 
 
    Talulah smiled. “No. That, I am not sorry for. Your lover deserved that.” 
 
    Rose returned the arrow to her bag and frowned at her. “My lover?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I can tell?” Talulah asked. “The way you look at her—the way she looks at you, for that matter—you two couldn’t be more obvious.” 
 
    Rose watched her warily. “Should I expect archers to attack me, too?” 
 
    Talulah laughed—a warm, pleasant laugh that didn’t fit such a brusque, intimidating woman. “No, my friend. She’s the one who betrayed me. Not you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I can’t tell whether you’re really nice or really vindictive.” 
 
    Talulah stepped toward her. “Perhaps I’m both,” she said with a smile. “When you’re nice, people take advantage of you. Just as your lover did to me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose said, shrugging bewilderedly, “for whatever Kara did.” 
 
    “You’re not the one who should apologize,” Talulah told her. “She is.” 
 
    Rose laughed at that. “I doubt you’re going to get an apology from Kara.” 
 
    “I know,” Talulah said, her smile deepening, “hence the arrows.” 
 
    Rose laughed again, watching as the tall, intimidating vampire turned and headed toward the other side of the room, where Kara and Aaron huddled closely together, engaged in a very serious discussion about something. She tugged the wool blanket tighter around her shoulders, sighing as its warmth thawed her skin. 
 
    “Making friends?” Erik asked, as he suddenly swooped in beside her. 
 
    Rose looked up at him, wrinkling her nose as she found him, of course, downing an entire bottle of whiskey. “I don’t know how friendly she is,” she said, glancing warily at the tall, intimidating vampire, “but she’s definitely interesting.” 
 
    Talulah cleared her throat, and everyone immediately fell silent. 
 
    “We’d like to welcome you to the Village of the Undead,” Talulah said. “We are honored to meet such interesting representatives of the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Why did that feel like an insult in disguise?” Rose said under her breath. 
 
    Talulah continued, “If you have need of more blankets or drinks, please let any of my warriors know, and they will procure them for you.” She paused for a moment, watching them expectantly. “If not, please, follow me to my office.” 
 
    They followed Talulah out of that small room and into a long, winding hallway. When they turned the first corner, Rose thought she caught a glimpse of Kara, up ahead, walking alongside Aaron, arguing with him about something, but then, she disappeared from sight. Rose listened closely, trying to find Kara’s voice in the noise, but when she heard the words Rose and grieving in the same sentence, she immediately stopped listening. Instead, she turned her attention to the halls themselves, to her surroundings. The Tomb of Blood had been culture shock, in a sense, but at the same time, it had reflected the kind of mood that one might expect from a vampire colony—intimidating, dangerous, and dark. This vampire colony was totally different. If she didn’t know it was an underground colony, full of vampires, she never would’ve guessed it. Because the place looked so civilized. 
 
    Rose turned to look at what, at first sight, appeared to be a bear—a huge, aggressive bear—but as she looked closer, she realized that it was actually just a mural—a very realistic mural—carved right into the wall. While she was staring at the brilliant artwork, having a mini-heart-attack at the sight of the bear, she wasn’t watching where she was going, and she walked directly into someone tall and thin. 
 
    Isaac—of course it had to be Isaac—turned toward her. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    “They’re already open, actually,” Rose said, pointing at her eyes. “See?” 
 
    Isaac lifted his eyebrows. “Yeah, well, try actually using them next time.” 
 
    “I was using them,” Rose said. “I was looking at the mural on the wall.” 
 
    “Do you like it?” someone asked. “I can introduce you to the artist.” 
 
    Rose spun around, startled to find the tall, intimidating vampire who led the colony standing beside her. “Uh,” she said awkwardly, “the artist lives here?” 
 
    Talulah laughed, “Yes. He’s lived here for about four hundred years.” 
 
    “Yeah. That was kind of a dumb question, wasn’t it?” Rose mumbled. “I doubt any human artists are going to come all the way out here. Audrey might, if you offered her enough pizza.” She looked at Talulah. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?” 
 
    Talulah studied her with a frown. “Who is Audrey? And what is pizza?” 
 
    Rose was still staring, slack-jawed, at the vampire who didn’t know what pizza was, when Kara strode over and took her by the arms. She reluctantly tore her gaze from Talulah and looked up at Kara, stunned to find that Kara’s brows were creased with concern. “She doesn’t know what pizza is,” she informed Kara. 
 
    “Are you all right, love?” Kara asked quietly. “I saw Isaac talking to you.” 
 
    Rose glanced around, stunned to find that Isaac had disappeared, along with the rest of the vampires. She noticed an ajar door behind Talulah, and she realized that the rest of them must’ve already gone on inside. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    Talulah watched them. “Is there something I should know, Viking?” 
 
    Kara turned toward her, a lazy smile twitching at one corner of her lips. “Ah, come on,” she complained. “We’re on a first-name basis by now, aren’t we?” 
 
    Talulah just stared at her, her gaze cold and dark. “Answer the question.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “Isaac is our problem,” she said sharply, “not yours.” 
 
    Talulah nodded. “Well, you better hope it stays that way,” she growled, “because if he does become a problem for my people, I’m holding you responsible.” 
 
    Kara watched as Talulah spun around and headed into the office, where the other vampires waited for them. “If it were up to me, he’d be dead already.” 
 
    “Kara,” Rose sighed, “you wouldn’t kill him for no reason, would you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara said with an easy smile. “I have fifteen reasons.” 
 
    Rose blinked and quickly followed when Kara started walking toward the office. “Fifteen?” she sputtered. “Umm, so, are you going to tell me any of them?” 
 
    Kara paused in the doorway, her hand on the door. “I’ll tell you the first.” 
 
    Rose stopped beside her, blinking at her. “Okay, what’s the first reason?” 
 
    “You,” Kara said, and then, she spun around and strode into the office. 
 
    Leaving Rose frozen in the doorway, wondering what that meant. “Me?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes at the elusive vampire and her vagueness, Rose stepped into the office and eased the door closed behind her. Kara lingered near the back, still, whispering something in Tom’s ear. Tom’s dark gaze darted toward Rose. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” Talulah told them, as she leaned against her desk. “I apologize for the lack of furniture, but stand wherever you want.” 
 
    The other vampires spread out across the room, Talulah’s warriors near the left wall and the vampires from the Tomb of Blood near the right wall, leaving a narrow path in the center. Rose stopped just inside the room, glancing around the office with a frown. The word office usually conjured up images of a small, stuffy room with a desk, one or two armchairs, and a sad, neglected bookshelf. 
 
    This was nothing of the sort. 
 
    She’d wondered how a group of so many vampires were going to fit in a tiny, stuffy office, but now, she realized that she hadn’t needed to worry at all. Because this office could have held fifty vampires, if they’d brought that many. 
 
    Rose figured an entire high school prom could’ve been held in this office. Not that she knew from experience. She’d skipped her own high school prom, of course. She’d already made plans to read her book, and she couldn’t have possibly changed them…even if someone had asked her to go with them. But…well…they hadn’t. Still, she remembered the size of her senior class, and she was pretty sure they would’ve all fit comfortably—poofy dresses and all—in this “office.” As a matter of fact, the only thing remotely office-like about this “office” was the desk. 
 
    “Why would anyone need a gymnasium-sized office?” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kara returned to her. “Come with me,” she said, and before Rose could object, she slid her hand into Rose’s and then gently pulled Rose along behind her, leading her toward the front of the room, where Aaron and Talulah waited. 
 
    Talulah sat on a massive, ornate desk at the front of the room—beautiful artwork carved into this wood as well, just like the wall in the hallway. She crossed one leg over the other elegantly and twirled one of her thick, raven braids between her fingers as she waited for Kara to join them. Rose stood awkwardly behind Kara and Aaron, not quite sure why Kara had brought her to the front. Since she had no ranking, she didn’t feel like she belonged near the front with the leaders. 
 
    Talulah crossed her arms. “So, why don’t you tell us why you’ve come?” she growled at Aaron. “I assume you’re not just here for a tour of the colony.” 
 
    “You know why we’re here,” Aaron said. “We need to forge an alliance.” 
 
    Talulah nodded. “I thought you’d say that, just like you should’ve known I’d say no,” she said calmly. “But you’re welcome to stay as long as you want.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her in disbelief. “We’re the only colonies left to unify.” 
 
    “There’s a reason for that,” Talulah said. “We lead two different kinds of colonies. My people have honor. They’d never align with someone like you.” 
 
    Aaron threw his hands up irritably. “Then, why even invite us here?” 
 
    Talulah shrugged. “I’m polite. We’ll open our arms to anyone, but that doesn’t mean that we like you. And it certainly doesn’t mean that we’ll join you.” 
 
    “We need to be unified,” Aaron tried to explain. “There is a war coming.” 
 
    “We are a peaceful colony,” Talulah growled, her voice low and dark, full of reproach. “If you want to wage war with humans, you’ll do it without us.” 
 
    Aaron’s jaw tightened, his lips twisting into a dark, threatening scowl. 
 
    Kara stepped forward, holding one hand out, her fingers curled slightly out, almost unnoticeably, signaling Aaron to stop before he said something he’d regret. “We don’t want war either, Talulah. Why do you think we came to you?” 
 
    Talulah let out a short, mocking laugh. “I’m to believe that you want peace?” she asked. “You? The warrior? With your commander? And your army?” 
 
    Kara grinned in response, taking the derisive tone in stride. “Is that what you think?” she laughed. She pointed her thumb at the vampires behind her. “You think this is our army? These aren’t warriors. They would make a pathetic army.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Wow. Thanks, Kara,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Kara shot an amused smile over her shoulder and winked playfully at her. 
 
    “What are they, then,” Talulah asked suspiciously, “if not an army?” 
 
    “Essentially?” Kara said with a thoughtful frown. “Special ops. Everyone here has a very specific skill-set or a specific type of knowledge that we need.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Talulah repeated. She stepped away from her desk, and her dark, narrowed gaze shifted toward Rose. “Even her? What is her special skill?” 
 
    Kara glanced uneasily at Rose. “Rose has an immense amount of power.” 
 
    “Yes, I can smell that in her blood,” Talulah said. “I want to know what kind of power she has.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why don’t you want me to know?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Aaron interrupted, “if you’ll agree to join the alliance.” 
 
    Talulah glanced at him. “You think I’ll change my mind because of her?” 
 
    “When you see what she can do, you will,” Aaron said with a smile. 
 
    Talulah cast another curious look at Rose. “You have my attention.” 
 
    “Did you hear about the Assassins of Light base in New York City?” he asked curiously. When Talulah nodded, he continued, “She did that. By herself.” 
 
    Talulah’s mouth fell open. “But…how? She seems like such a…” 
 
    “Baby vampire?” Aaron provided. “She is. It’s barely been two months.” 
 
    Rose fidgeted, anxiety jerking at her fingers and dancing under her skin. 
 
    “Believe me,” Aaron added. “You’ll want her with you, not against you.” 
 
    Talulah prowled toward Rose, her dark eyes shrewd and narrowed. Rose instinctually took a step back, swallowing uneasily as she looked up at the dark, intimidating woman. Talulah smelled like sandalwood and jasmine, and that warm scent overwhelmed Rose’s senses as Talulah invaded Rose’s space. The closeness made Talulah appear taller and even more intimidating. “Show me,” she growled. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Uhh…show you what?” she stammered nervously. 
 
    Kara moved closer to Rose. “Relax,” she whispered in Rose’s ear. She smiled slyly at Talulah. “Talulah won’t hurt you. Her bark is worse than her bite.” 
 
    Talulah actually smiled at that. “You would know,” she chuckled lowly. 
 
    “I’m not scared of her,” Rose told Kara. Which was true. Basically. She was a little intimidated, maybe, but not scared. Talulah raised an eyebrow at Rose’s audacity, but she seemed amused by it, rather than offended. Rose looked at Kara, leaning in, so she could whisper, “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “Show me this power of yours,” Talulah said, before Kara could answer. 
 
    “Just take a deep breath,” Kara told Rose, “and then, use your power.” 
 
    “I can’t really control it,” Rose tried to tell Talulah. “It’s unpredictable.” 
 
    “Show me,” Talulah said, stepping toward her, “or there’s no alliance.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Just do it, Rose. We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    Rose shot a peeved look at him. “I’m not a circus monkey,” she said, but then, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to clear the anxiety and insecurity that clouded her mind. She opened her eyes and focused on the stapler lying on the desk. It wiggled. Once. Twice. And then, finally, it flew off the desk. 
 
    Talulah turned, her eyebrows lifting, as the stapler flew across the room and hit the wall with a loud clack. “Telekinesis,” she realized. “Impressive.” But she didn’t sound impressed. She turned toward Aaron. “Forgive my frankness, but I don’t think that we’re going to win a war by throwing staplers at the humans.” 
 
    “She can do more than that,” Aaron said, “with the right motivation.” 
 
    “Aaron,” Kara pleaded, “she’s grieving. She hasn’t been sleeping.” 
 
    “Not my problem,” Aaron said without a hint of sympathy. He turned toward the rest of the vampires. “Tom,” he called out. “You know what to do.” 
 
    Rose spun around, her brows furrowing, as she watched Tom emerge from the group of vampires. The other vampires stepped aside to allow the tall, broad-shouldered vampire through. She noticed Erik leaning toward Elise and whispering something into her ear—probably asking her what Tom was going to do—but Elise just shrugged and watched them worriedly. Rose shot Kara a questioning look, and Kara offered her a sympathetic smile but didn’t explain. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this,” Tom told Rose, a reluctant grimace pulling at his lips. He snatched Kara back against him, wrapping his arms around her to hold her still, and then, before Rose could react, he slid his dagger across Kara’s throat. 
 
    Kara didn’t fight him. She didn’t even seem surprised. Her only reaction to the sudden attack was wincing a little when the sharp blade cut into her neck. 
 
    “Kara!” Rose gasped. The sight of blood spilling over Kara’s neck sent Rose’s pulse skyrocketing, and that crimson-red haze instantly overtook her eyes. 
 
    Talulah straightened, her eyes widening, as she saw Rose’s inhuman eyes. 
 
    Rose’s power emanated from her body in waves of light and darkness, a disruptive, visible power that caused her long, red hair to whip around her back and face, as if blown by a powerful wind. The walls groaned and shook from the force of her power, the paintings rattling against them. The dagger flew in one direction, over Rose’s shoulder, to land in the log-cabin-style wall, and Tom flew in the other direction, slamming into the opposite wall so hard, it nearly caved in. 
 
    Rose stepped forward and caught Kara in her arms as she fell forward. Blood spilled over the front of Kara’s thin, black shirt, staining her skin. And the emotions that burned inside of Rose—fear, love, confusion, and anger—caused the crimson haze in her eyes to flash and dance, like a violent, out-of-control fire. 
 
    “Oh my gods,” Talulah said, falling back against her desk, as she watched Rose warily. The other vampires in the room backed away from Rose as well. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kara whispered to Rose, her fingers trembling as she held Rose’s face. The severe, life-threatening injury left her weak. “It’s not deep. It’ll heal.” Her icy blue eyes fluttered closed. “Aaron needed to awaken your power.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Aaron, black shadows swirling within her glowing, red eyes, threatening to overtake them. “I don’t care why you did it,” she growled, the floors trembling at the sound of her voice. “Don’t ever hurt Kara again.” 
 
    Aaron took a step back, his eyes widening. “Someone calm her down.” 
 
    Erik stepped forward—but not before shooting a dangerous glare in Aaron’s direction. He moved close to Rose and held out his hand, offering to use his abilities to calm her. She nodded, even as she continued to glare murderously at Aaron. Then, Erik touched her face and used his empathic abilities to calm her. 
 
    The fiery glow in her eyes began to fade, finally flickering out, like a fire doused with water. Her eyes returned to their normal bright-blue color again. 
 
    Erik sighed in relief as soon as he could no longer feel her dark, volatile emotions. “She’s calm,” he told Aaron, his voice thick with anger and disapproval. 
 
    “I don’t need you judging my methods, empath,” Aaron snarled. “You’re here as a warrior, under my command. You do what I tell you to do. That’s it.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Fine, but don’t expect me to feel any sympathy for you when Rose finally kills you,” he said as he returned to where he’d stood earlier. 
 
    Even after Erik calmed her, Rose never stopped glaring at Aaron. 
 
    “I’m fine, love,” Kara whispered to her. “It looks deeper than it is.” 
 
    Rose glanced down, her brows creasing with concern, as she studied the deep, gruesome gash in Kara’s throat. “I need to give you some of my blood.” 
 
    Kara clutched Rose’s hoodie as she tried to hide how weak she actually felt. Her light blue eyes darkened with hunger. “It can wait. I’m still conscious.” 
 
    “I have a room back here,” Talulah spoke up, finally. She stepped away from her desk, her legs shaking, and opened the door at the back of the room, behind her desk. It opened into a dark, empty room. “If you need some privacy.” 
 
    When she heard the fear in Talulah’s voice, Rose glanced at her, a twinge of guilt twisting in her stomach. She hadn’t meant to scare anyone, after all. It was just what happened every time her power awoke. She certainly hadn’t meant to scare Talulah. It wasn’t Talulah’s fault that Aaron was such a heartless jerk. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Aaron told Kara. “If you miss anything, I’ll brief you later.” 
 
    Rose shifted, sliding her arm around Kara’s lean waist, as Kara draped her own arm around Rose’s shoulder, so that Rose could help support her weight. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose noticed Elise kneeling next to Tom, helping him to his feet. He seemed a little rattled by his collision with the wall. 
 
    “Sorry, Tom,” Rose said, wincing. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just…” 
 
    Tom held up his hand to stop her. The nauseating guilt in her stomach lurched again as she noticed the blood sliding over his dark skin, pouring from a rough gash in the side of his head. He leaned heavily against Elise, and her tiny body managed to support his much larger body with ease. “Nah, I’m fine,” he chuckled. “Besides, I hurt your girl. I get it.” He flashed a friendly smile at her. 
 
    Rose offered him a weak smile in response before helping Kara into the room that was connected to Talulah’s office. The muffled voices of the other vampires carried into the room, even after she closed the door. The room had looked empty from the office, but now that they were inside it, Rose realized that there was a sofa, wedged in the far corner, out of view. She helped Kara over to the sofa and then sat down beside her. “Did you agree to this?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Kara winced a little, lifting her hand to press her fingers against the gash in her neck. “I was given orders, and I followed them,” she explained. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “It’s your job. I can’t expect you to stop doing your job,” she sighed. “I just wonder…is there a limit? What will you do if he goes too far?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him to go fuck himself,” Kara said. “Like I did when he told me that we weren’t coming to save you. You’re more important than my job, Rose.” 
 
    Rose frowned, surprised. “Really? I mean, I’d understand, if I wasn’t.” 
 
    Kara let out a weak laugh, obviously meant to disguise her pain. “I made that mistake once already, remember? I won’t make it again. I won’t betray the woman I love again. Not for a stupid job.” She pulled her hand away, looking at the dark blood that coated her fingers. “But as for this, it’s just a shallow wound.” 
 
    Rose gave her a skeptical look. “It doesn’t look too shallow to me.” 
 
    “If he’d done it right, I wouldn’t even be able to speak,” Kara told her. 
 
    “Still,” Rose sighed, her brows creasing, “it looks painful.” She reached up, almost instinctually, toward the gash, but she stopped just shy of touching it. A wave of hunger twisted painfully in her stomach. “You smell wonderful.” 
 
    “So do you,” Kara said with a seductive smile. She tilted her head back, her sleek, dark hair sliding back behind her shoulders. “Go ahead. Taste me.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “No. You’re injured. You’re the one who needs blood.” 
 
    “It’s been two days since you last fed, and you’ve had nosebleeds because of how much power you used that night,” Kara reminded her, watching sadly as a pained look passed over Rose’s face. “I know what overuse does to you. I was with Alana for fourteen hundred years. She overused her abilities all of the time.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t even remember what I did.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said. She reached out and touched Rose’s hand, brushing her fingers over Rose’s knuckles. “I just want you to take care of yourself, love.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll feed later,” Rose amended. “For now, let’s get you healed.” 
 
    Kara ran her fingers over the sofa cushion, frowning at the old, rough fabric. “I think I’ve had sex in this room before,” she said with a curious smile. 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Wow, way to ruin a moment, Kara,” she teased. 
 
    Kara grinned and leaned toward her. She ran her fingers up Rose’s thigh, toward the center of her legs. “Am I still ruining it?” she murmured seductively. 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, exhaling a quick, shallow breath, as a rush of desire flooded her body. She smiled as she felt Kara’s soft, warm lips against her own. “Just hurry up and feed before someone comes in to check on us,” she giggled. 
 
    “If you insist,” Kara murmured, trailing kisses down Rose’s neck. 
 
    Rose moaned softly as Kara pushed her back against the sofa with one hand and straddled her hips, all while she continuously teased Rose’s neck with her tongue and lips. Then, finally, she gasped as Kara’s fangs sank into her neck. 
 
    Kara groaned at the taste of Rose’s sweet, powerful blood—the blood that sated her in a way that no one else’s ever had. She wrapped her fingers around Rose’s thick, auburn hair, tugging her head to the side, giving herself better access to Rose’s neck. She sucked harder at the wound, enjoying the way Rose writhed in pleasure beneath her. Finally, when she felt the blood begin to heal her, she pulled away from Rose’s neck, moving her blood-soaked mouth to Rose’s lips. 
 
    Their lips met slowly, their breath mingling, their chests heaving, as they both fought to hold back the desire that fizzled and sparked between them. Kara’s lips tasted sweet, still wet with Rose’s blood, and her tongue was warm and gentle, as it moved against Rose’s. Rose clutched Kara’s shirt, as she resisted the urge to move her hands elsewhere, as she ached to explore Kara’s muscles and curves. 
 
    Kara held Rose’s hips, her head tilting closer, her body curving forward, as if she were being pulled by a magnet, and she couldn’t resist its pull. “You must have some really strong self-control,” Kara said against her lips. She leaned back, just a little, sweeping her gaze down Rose’s body. “Because right now, I want…” 
 
    Rose swallowed, desire pulsing within her. “Believe me. I feel the same.” 
 
    Kara grinned and slid her hands down to Rose’s jean-clad thighs, tracing the inside seem of Rose’s jeans with her finger. “In that case, maybe we should…” 
 
    “No,” Rose laughed, catching Kara’s wrists, “there are people outside.” 
 
    Kara leaned back on her knees, her lips curving into a deep, mischievous smile. “I don’t care who’s around,” she said seductively. “I’d still have you…” 
 
    Rose released Kara’s wrists, just in time to press her finger to Kara’s lips. She smiled, her cheeks reddening, as she met Kara’s sparkling gaze. “I do care.” 
 
    Kara moved Rose’s hand away from her face and smiled. “I know,” she laughed. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against Rose’s cheek. “It’s cute.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes as she watched the tall, muscular vampire climb off the sofa and stand. “Wonderful! What I’ve always wanted to be: a cute vampire.” 
 
    Kara winked at her and then opened the door, peeking into Talulah’s office. She leaned against the doorframe, her arm folded, as she frowned at the emptiness of the office. “What happened to everyone else?” she asked Talulah. 
 
    Talulah stood behind her desk, sifting through files and papers. “The sun is rising in a few minutes, and I know it’s a tough journey—from the airport to here—especially at this time of the year,” she explained. Her dark gaze shifted toward Kara. “I assumed you all needed rest, so I sent them to their rooms. We can finish discussing the alliance tomorrow night, after I’ve consulted my colony.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “You’d leave the fate of the world up to them?” 
 
    “I run this colony democratically,” Talulah said. “I know that’s hard for a barbarian like you to understand, but in this colony, it’s how things are done.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Does it bother you that your insults do nothing to me?” 
 
    Rose climbed to her feet, lifting her eyebrows, as she listened to them argue. She couldn’t imagine how those two managed to get along long enough to have sex. She frowned curiously as she noticed something green, lying on a small table in the corner. She quietly made her way over to it. A jagged, green stone, attached to a long, gold chain lay, spread out across the wooden table. She reached out and picked up the necklace. She couldn’t help but notice that it looked eerily similar to her own necklace, the Stone of the Eklektos. The green stone flickered. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Talulah said suddenly. “I thought I saw it…glow.” 
 
    Rose spun around, her eyes widening, as she saw Talulah standing in the doorway, next to Kara. “Oh, I…” she stammered. “I’m sorry. I was just curious.” 
 
    Kara smiled at Talulah. “She’s always curious. It’s one of her quirks.” 
 
    Talulah shrugged. “It’s fine,” she told Rose. “You didn’t hurt anything.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” Rose asked, “where did you get this?” 
 
    “It was my mother’s,” Talulah said. “She passed it on to me hundreds of years ago, when I was still human. And it belonged to my ancestors before her.” 
 
    “Was it just a piece of jewelry, or,” Rose paused, “something…more?” 
 
    Kara remained silent, watching curiously, as Rose examined the necklace. 
 
    “It’s an emulet,” Talulah told her, “supposedly. It is said to have power.” 
 
    Rose looked up at her, her mind racing. “What kind of power?” 
 
    Talulah’s shoulders lifted in a casual shrug. “I don’t know for sure that it does anything. But my mother believed it allowed us to communicate with spirits.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Spirits?” 
 
    “Deities, really,” Talulah amended. “It allowed us to speak to our gods.” 
 
    “Gods?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. She glanced at the jagged, green stone again, dragging her finger over it, and it seemed as if, once again, it flickered, like a spark trying to ignite. “It just…reminds me of something I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Do you mean the necklace you’re wearing right now?” Talulah asked. 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise and glanced down at the Stone of the Eklektos. She thought she remembered tucking it under her shirt, and sure enough, it was hidden beneath Kara’s jacket, her hoodie, and the T-shirt she’d worn underneath. 
 
    But it wasn’t hidden anymore. Because, now, it was glowing. Brightly. 
 
    “What makes it glow like that?” Talulah asked. “It’s almost like…magic.” 
 
    Rose laughed nervously and covered the glowing Stone with her hand. “It just does that sometimes,” she mumbled. “It’s not usually that bright, though.” 
 
    Kara pushed away from the wall and made her way over to Rose. She made eye-contact with Rose before she scooped the jagged, green stone from Rose’s hand. “Have you ever seen it work?” Kara asked Talulah. “The necklace?” 
 
    Talulah shook her head. “No. For my people, it was mostly symbolic.” 
 
    Kara returned the stone necklace to the table. “But for your ancestors?” 
 
    “Supposedly, at some point,” Talulah said, “people believed it worked in a literal sense. The Stone was said to actually do something…or so I was told.” 
 
    “To communicate with the gods,” Kara repeated thoughtfully. 
 
    Rose watched Kara with a curious frown. She wished that she could hear what Kara was thinking…because it was obvious that she was thinking something. 
 
    “Like I said,” Talulah said easily, “to me, it was just a family heirloom.” 
 
    Rose could tell, just by the veiled expression on Kara’s face, that asking what Kara was thinking would be pointless. Whatever it was—it was something that she wasn’t eager to share. Not with Talulah around, at least. So, Rose turned to Talulah. “I’m sorry, by the way,” she sighed. “I didn’t mean to scare anyone.” 
 
    Talulah smiled politely. “You were provoked. No apology necessary.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I can’t really control my power yet. Aaron knows that.” 
 
    “So does Kara,” Talulah pointed out, “and she agreed to his plan.” 
 
    “I didn’t have much of a choice,” Kara said defensively. “You’re the one who wanted to see how powerful she was. That was the only way to show you.” 
 
    Talulah flashed a cold, bitter smile at Kara. “I’m just making sure she realizes what kind of woman you are. I wouldn’t want her to make my mistakes.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “You knew what I was like. It made you want me more.” 
 
    “I know what kind of woman Kara is, actually,” Rose spoke up, suddenly, surprising them, “but I’m not so sure that you do. I’m not even sure that she does.” 
 
    Talulah stared at Rose, her eyebrows lifting in surprise. “Is that so?” 
 
    Rose felt Kara’s gaze on her, and she sensed the anxiety that Kara felt. Because despite everything, Kara didn’t believe in her own goodness. Even now, she thought that Rose was wrong, that Rose had too much faith in her. “Thank you,” she told Talulah, “for trying to warn me, though. I just have to disagree.” 
 
    Talulah watched her, and slowly, a smile curled at the corners of her lips. Her dark gaze shifted toward Kara. “She’s a brave one, isn’t she? She threatened Aaron in front of his followers and his enemies, and now, she’s spoken up to me.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I hope that you’ll see the merit in that. And respect it.” 
 
    “I do,” Talulah said. She took a step toward Rose and extended her hand.  
 
    Rose hesitantly placed her hand in Talulah’s, not sure what to expect. 
 
    But Talulah simply shook her hand. “I want you to know that you have a clean slate with me. I have no respect for Kara or Aaron. But for you, we’ll see.” 
 
    Rose blinked and cast a bewildered glance at Kara, but Kara just smiled encouragingly. “Umm…I appreciate that,” she stammered. “You seem…nice.” 
 
    Talulah dropped her hand and frowned. “I seem nice?” she repeated. 
 
    “To Rose, that’s a compliment. She’s trying to compliment you,” Kara explained to Talulah. Then, she looked at Rose, an amused smile pulling at her lips. “She’s the leader of a vampire colony. She doesn’t want to be called nice.” 
 
    Rose’s mouth fell open. “Oh! Oh, gosh. I’m so awkward,” she groaned. She looked at Talulah, cringing a little under her dark gaze. “Fair? Is that better?” 
 
    Talulah laughed, “It’s okay. I’m not that easily offended. I’m not Aaron.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I can tell! You’re very different from Aaron,” Rose said. Then, she added under her breath, “I mean, for one, it’s been more than ten minutes since I met you, and you haven’t beheaded anyone with your bare hands yet.” 
 
    Kara snorted at that. 
 
    “Listen,” Talulah said suddenly, leveling Rose with an intensely serious look, “I have never seen that kind of power before. It was terrifying and awe-inspiring. Almost…godlike. And I’m religious, so I don’t use that word lightly.” 
 
    Rose frowned. Something about that pricked a memory. 
 
    Talulah continued, “You’re the most powerful vampire I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I’m not as powerful as I seem. I can’t control it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make you any less powerful,” Kara told her. 
 
    Talulah nodded, agreeing with Kara. “The way I see it—with power like yours, you’re not beneath Aaron. You’re his equal. You could take his power.” 
 
    Rose laughed nervously, “No. No. I don’t think so. I wouldn’t want…” she trailed off, casting a worried glance at Kara. “I have no interest in power.” 
 
    Kara just watched her curiously, her expression practically unreadable. 
 
    “Have you joined the Tomb of Blood?” Talulah asked. “Formally?” 
 
    “Not formally,” Kara told Talulah. “Aaron admitted her into the colony, but she made no promises. So, in a sense, she’s still…independent of a colony.” 
 
    Talulah nodded. “Then, that’s how we’ll treat you. You’re independent.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between them. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you’ll have to join the alliance, too,” Kara said, “on your own.” 
 
    “You’ll be treated just like Aaron and me,” Talulah told Rose. “In my opinion, with your power, you’re on the same level. You’re…your own colony.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rose mumbled. “I came with the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Until you’ve formally joined them, Aaron has no dominion over you,” Talulah said, “which means, you’re not part of the alliance, just because he is.” 
 
    “She’s saying that you’ll have to make the choice for yourself,” Kara said. 
 
    “But you’re backed into a bit of a corner,” Talulah added with a smile, “because I will only join the alliance, if you do. I don’t trust Aaron on his own.” 
 
    It was then that Rose had realized what Talulah had just done. Of course, she wasn’t surprised. Manipulation seemed to be a common theme among vampire leaders. It would’ve been naïve to assume that Talulah was above it. 
 
    “I’ll let you think about it tonight and decide tomorrow, when you’ve rested,” Talulah told her. “Just keep in mind how much rides on your decision.” 
 
    “I came, didn’t I?” Rose pointed out. “Isn’t that enough of a decision?” 
 
    “Not for me,” Talulah said. She turned to Kara, and her smile deepened. “Aaron isn’t going to like this, is he? As a matter of fact, I bet he’ll be very angry, especially when he realizes that you were the one who told me that she hasn’t formally joined the Tomb of Blood.” Her smile turned smug. Triumphant, even. 
 
    But Kara just smiled back. “Don’t worry about me. I can handle Aaron.” 
 
    Talulah snorted at that. She turned and headed into her office, and Kara and Rose reluctantly followed. “I assume you’re both tired, so let’s get you to your room. I think you’ll find the accommodations cozy. We, of course, don’t have electricity here, so you’ll have to use the fireplace to warm your room.” 
 
    As Talulah continued talking, Rose cast a worried glance at Kara, but if Kara was afraid, at all, of how Aaron would react, she didn’t show it. As a matter of fact, she looked amused, as if she were playing a game that just got interesting. 
 
    “Rose,” Talulah said, “if you don’t mind, I need to talk to Kara alone.” 
 
    Rose froze, anxiety rushing through her. Despite Talulah’s manipulation, Rose still believed that she was more trustworthy than Aaron. But…this was the same woman who had sent warriors to attack Kara on the journey there. Rose didn’t exactly feel comfortable leaving Kara alone with her. She glanced at Kara. 
 
    Kara gave her a gentle, understanding smile. “I’ll be all right, ást,” she said, her voice low and accented. “Wait for me in the hall, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze darted toward the beautiful, intimidating woman in the front of the room, and despite the insecurity that fluttered in her chest, she spoke up, “I wasn’t lying when I said that I can’t control my power. So…if you hurt her…” 
 
    Talulah stared at Rose, her eyes wide. “Are you threatening me, Rose?” 
 
    “I have no malicious feelings toward you,” Rose said honestly, “so, no, I wouldn’t call it threatening. It’s just a warning, really. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but if you hurt her…” She shrugged. “Like I said, I can’t control my power yet.” 
 
    Talulah watched, her face pale, as Rose turned and left the office. When the door closed behind her, she slowly turned toward Kara. “I can’t tell whether she’s just naïve to our ways,” she murmured, “or completely and totally fearless.” 
 
    Kara just smiled. “About ten percent naïve. Ninety percent fearless.” 
 
    Talulah waited expectantly. “Well? Is there anything you’d like to say?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, a lock of blue hair falling over her left shoulder, as she pretended to think very hard about something. “Nope,” she said. 
 
    Talulah’s nostrils flared as she exhaled slowly. “Are you sure?” she asked, sliding her hand over the desk to pick up a small knife. She stepped away from the desk and began to approach Kara. “Nothing at all? About our last meeting?”  
 
    Kara rested her weight on the heels of her feet, her chin lifted, her body language the picture of confidence. She smirked. “Well, it’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Talulah’s dark eyes narrowed. “Is it?” she said lowly. When she reached Kara, who still hadn’t moved an inch, she pressed a knife against Kara’s throat. 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “The last time you put a knife to my throat, I came out on top,” she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “In more ways than one.” 
 
    Talulah, with her—apparently—superhuman ability to not laugh, just stared at Kara, her dark gaze sweeping over Kara’s lithe, muscular body. “If I find out that you are here for any other reason than what you’ve told me, you’re dead.” 
 
    “Ah, come on, Talulah,” Kara chided, still grinning, as if there weren’t a sharp blade pressed against her throat. “We’re on the brink of war with all of humanity, and you think I care about your little quest for power?” She laughed. 
 
    Talulah’s dark eyes narrowed at her patronizing tone. “I have power.” 
 
    “And if I wanted to take it, I would have already done it,” Kara said, leaning closer, allowing the sharp blade to dig into her skin. “I’m older, stronger, and faster than you are,” she growled, as she grasped Talulah’s wrist and twisted the knife away from her throat. “I could kill you easily, if I wanted to. But I don’t.” 
 
    Talulah gasped in relief as Kara finally released her wrist. Her black eyes flashed with fury as she spun toward Kara. For a moment, she looked as if she were considering attacking Kara again, but then, she seemed to think better of it. She retreated to her desk and leaned against it, smoothing the wrinkles in her clothes, as if it would erase what had just happened. “Just don’t start any trouble.” 
 
    Kara knelt and picked up the knife that she’d forced Talulah to drop, and then, with an amused smile, she carried it over to Talulah. “I’ll try to behave.” 
 
    Talulah took her knife back and set it on the desk. “You’re lying,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “You couldn’t behave, if you tried—and you won’t.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I’ve been a troublemaker for fourteen hundred years. I doubt that’s going to change. I’d say sorry, but I never apologize for who I am.” 
 
    Talulah frowned at her. “This is the part where you usually seduce me.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Usually,” she said with a soft laugh. “But not this time.” 
 
    Talulah raised an eyebrow. “Kara Unnarsdóttir is turning down sex?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Crazy, isn’t it?” Kara chuckled. Her smile softened, then, taking on an affectionate quality. “But I’m in a relationship with Rose, so…” 
 
    “You were in a relationship last time, too, weren’t you?” Talulah asked. 
 
    “I was with Alana, then,” Kara said. “This is different.” Something came into her eyes, suddenly—a bright, burning emotion that Talulah couldn’t identify. It stunned her to see Kara so emotional. “I don’t want to screw this one up.” 
 
    “You’re in love with her,” Talulah realized, her deep, black eyes wide. 
 
    Kara didn’t respond for a moment. She studied Talulah with narrowed eyes, as if she were trying to decide if Talulah would use it against her or not. But finally, she answered, “Yes, I am. And unlike Alana, Rose actually loves me back.” 
 
    Talulah blinked in shock. “Wow. I’m genuinely impressed,” she said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I don’t think you’re capable of changing, but…a real, functional relationship?” She crossed her arms. “That’s a pretty big step for you.” 
 
    “Believe me. I know,” Kara said with a nervous laugh. “Alana and I were a mess—to say the least—but…” She shrugged. “Maybe this will be different.” 
 
    “I’d wish you happiness,” Talulah said, “but I still haven’t forgiven you.” 
 
    Kara laughed at that. “Fine by me. I’m still not going to apologize.” 
 
    “I’ll wish her happiness,” Talulah added, “but just misery for you.” 
 
    Kara grinned at her. “Did you need to talk to me about anything else?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Talulah said, turning back toward the desk. She picked up a key lying on top of the desk and held it out toward Kara. “This is the key to your room. I didn’t give yours to Aaron because I needed an excuse to talk to you.” 
 
    Kara chuckled and took the key from her. “Have a nice night, Talulah.” 
 
    “Have a pleasant,” Talulah replied slowly, painstakingly, “terrible night.” 
 
    Kara didn’t even try to suppress her laughter as she left the office. When she stepped out into the hallway, she glanced around, smiling as she found Rose staring, once again, at that bear mural, her back to Kara, her long hair cascading down her back in red waves. Kara took a step toward her, and she noticed Rose straighten as she suddenly sensed Kara’s closeness. Rose spun around to face her. 
 
    Kara held up the key and grinned. “Are you ready to go find our room?” 
 
    Rose stepped toward her quickly. “I swear I tried not to eavesdrop,” she began, her eyes wide, “but I couldn’t help it. Everything was just so loud, and…” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara interrupted, an amused smile twitching at the edges of her lips, “relax. I’ve been a vampire for a long time. I know how it is.” She studied Rose’s expression curiously. “What is it? Did I say something wrong in there?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said quickly, and then, she couldn’t help it: she smiled. 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows and smiled back. “Did I say something right?” 
 
    Rose bounced a little on her heels, her bright blue eyes sparkling with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. “She…um…wanted to sleep with you.” 
 
    Kara smirked. “Of course. What woman-loving woman doesn’t?” 
 
    Rose ignored that. “It’s just…Talulah is so…regal and…gorgeous.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “You think so?” she said with a wicked grin. She gestured toward the office door. “I mean, I can go talk to her, if you want me to. I’m sure she’d be up for a threesome, if you’re craving some extra…attention.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “W-what?” she sputtered. “No…no! That’s not what I was…” she trailed off, blushing. “I just thought that you would want her.” 
 
    Kara watched her with a smile. “Why would I? When I have you.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “We just… We hadn’t had that talk, you know. About what kind of relationship this is. And I didn’t know how to ask,” she rambled. “I didn’t want you to think I expected you to change, so if you weren’t into those kinds of relationships—the monogamous kind, I mean—I didn’t want to ask you to be…” 
 
    Kara stepped forward and pressed her lips against Rose’s, ending Rose’s rambling with a sweet, gentle kiss. She pulled back, amusement sparkling in her light blue eyes. “Rose,” she laughed, “you’re the only one I want. Can’t you tell?” 
 
    “Really?” Rose asked. “I mean, it’s not that I thought you were incapable of being in a monogamous relationship. It’s just…I didn’t think you’d want to.” 
 
    “I know. It’s weird for me, too,” Kara teased. She shrugged. “Honestly, sleeping around is just something I do when I’m single. Because it’s easier than relationships, and it staves off the loneliness. And of course, I do enjoy sex.” 
 
    Rose laughed at that, “Of course.” 
 
    “But right now, I’m in love with you, and you love me back. And,” Kara paused, shrugging, “I just don’t have the desire to be with anyone else. To be honest, I didn’t truly want to have sex with other people when I first fell in love with Alana. But it was the kind of relationship she wanted, and…I got lonely.” 
 
    Rose watched her for a moment, her lips curving into a soft, affectionate smile. “Do you know how much it means to me that you let me in?” she asked. “When you tell me these things about you, these personal things that you don’t usually talk about, it means the world to me. I love learning things about you.” 
 
    “The last person I trusted this much was Alana, and she ripped me apart, mentally and emotionally,” Kara sighed. “I always thought that I wouldn’t trust anyone like that ever again, but then, I met you. And…I guess…I’m trying again.” 
 
    “You know I’d never hurt you like she did, right?” Rose asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I do,” Kara breathed. She brushed her fingers over Rose’s cheek. “I’m sure you can hear my heart doing all these crazy flips right now,” she muttered, and Rose was stunned to see that Kara was blushing. Actually blushing. Kara offered Rose an enticing smile. “So, why don’t we go find our room?” 
 
    Rose spread out her arms. “Lead the way. I’ll get lost, if you don’t.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Follow me, my lady,” she said with a playful, flirty bow. 
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    Rose set her backpack on the hardwood floor, beside the door. She raised her eyebrow as she swept her gaze around the room. Aside from the lack of lights and windows, it looked like a typical log cabin, and with her sensitive, nocturnal eyesight, she barely even noticed the lack of electric lights. As a matter of fact, it actually made it easier to see. Two, plush, crimson-red rugs covered the hardwood floor, beneath the two, crimson-red armchairs and beneath the four-poster bed, which was also covered in crimson-colored bedding. Paintings of scenic places, beautiful lakes and waterfalls, covered the log-cabin-style walls. “No offense,” she said dryly, smiling at Kara, “but this looks much cozier than the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Kara stepped closer and slid her arms around Rose’s waist, a flirty smirk tugging at her lips as she gazed down at Rose. “Hey, now, I could have made you a lot cozier at the Tomb of Blood, if you had only let me,” she said playfully. 
 
    “I was referring to the furniture and décor,” Rose said, looping her arms around Kara’s neck. “Being in your arms is cozy, regardless of the surroundings.” 
 
    Kara smiled and pulled Rose closer, until Rose’s soft curves pressed against her front. A spark of mischief flashed in her light blue eyes as she leaned in close and whispered in Rose’s ear, “Oh? What about being between my legs?” 
 
    A surprised giggle escaped from Rose’s lips, and a warm, pink flush spread across her face. She leaned back and offered Kara a shy smile. “That, too.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Ah,” she murmured. “Now, I’m speechless.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “It was bound to happen eventually,” she teased. 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened, transforming from that surprised, slightly-turned-on smile to a warm, affectionate smile that reached every part of her face. “You have no idea how wonderful it is to see that sassy smile on your face again.” 
 
    Rose smiled hesitantly. “I can’t promise I won’t fall apart again,” she told her. She placed her hand over her chest. “The sadness is still here. It still hurts.” 
 
    “I know, love,” Kara murmured. She tucked a lock of red hair behind Rose’s ear. “I wish there were a way for me to take that pain away from you.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said with a smile, “you are pretty good at distracting me.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kara said. “Is there a certain kind of distraction you’re craving?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Is there a certain kind of distraction you want to create?” 
 
    Kara snorted at the evasive answer. “Let’s get you out of those clothes, and I’ll show you,” she growled, taking Rose’s face in her hands and kissing her. 
 
    Rose leaned into the kiss, her eyes sliding closed. “Yeah. Clothes. Bad.” 
 
    Kara laughed against Rose’s lips, moving her hands to Rose’s jacket and unzipping it without ever breaking away from Rose’s lips. She kicked the door closed with her boot, and then, as Rose stepped back to slide off her jacket, Kara fumbled with the lock until it clicked in place. She could’ve locked it quicker if she’d turned to look at it, but she was too busy enjoying the sight of Rose stripping off her jacket. When Rose finished, she said, “Feel free to keep going.” 
 
    Rose blushed under her lustful gaze. “You mean…take off my clothes?” 
 
    Kara leaned against the door, watching her with a hungry smile. “That is the idea, isn’t it?” she murmured seductively. “Unless you’re not in the mood?” 
 
    “No, I’m very much in the…” Rose trailed off, her blush deepening. 
 
    Kara chuckled, watching as Rose fumbled nervously with her jeans. But she couldn’t help but notice that Rose shivered a little as she did. “Are you cold?” 
 
    “What? Cold? In the Arctic?” Rose said sassily. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Let me start the fire. We’ll resume our activities afterward.” 
 
    Rose dropped her arms to her side. “Right. Pause the…activities,” she mumbled awkwardly, her face flushed. She watched as Kara strode over to the fireplace and knelt in front of it. With her mind already so full of disorienting, aroused bubbles, Rose couldn’t help but notice how perfectly the leather pants stretched over Kara’s thighs and backside as she knelt. Kara glanced over her shoulder, raising an eyebrow at Rose, and Rose quickly rushed over to join her. 
 
    Rose sat down on the plush, red rug, next to Kara. She crossed her legs in front of her, watching as Kara started the fire. “Our English word kindle,” she blurted out, “is derived from an Old Norse word.” She glanced hesitantly at Kara. 
 
    “Kynda,” Kara agreed with a smile. “I didn’t think you knew Old Norse.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Rose told her. She shrugged. “I just know the origins of almost every word in the English language. And the origins of most modern names.” 
 
    Kara turned away from the fireplace and raised an eyebrow. “Just?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “It’s just a thing I do. I get interested in random things, which leads to me reading books about it, which leads to me memorizing lots of useless information about it, which leads to me blurting it out at random times.” 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “Well, I happen to love listening to you blurt it out.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose said with a shy smile. “Because it annoys most people.” 
 
    “Not me,” Kara told her. She returned her attention to the fire. “Your passion is one of the most beautiful things about you, Rose, and that’s what I see in your eyes when you do that.” She glanced at Rose. “Your passion for learning.” 
 
    Rose felt her face grow warm. “Kynda? Is that how you pronounced it?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Kara said. “Would you like to learn Old Norse, Rose?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said easily. She watched as Kara continued to build the fire. “I love learning new languages. I’m fluent in Greek. I’m adequate at basic Latin. I took three classes in Old English. I’m fluent in Spanish and have been since high school. I also took a few high school classes in French, but I’m far from fluent…” 
 
    “That’s a lot for a twenty-three-year-old,” Kara said, her eyebrows high. 
 
    Rose shrugged sheepishly. “I’m a fast learner. If I read enough about a subject and practice it enough, I master it fairly quickly. Only the intellectual stuff, though. I’m not so good at the social stuff. Or the physical stuff,” she rambled. “Although, I do think I’m better at the physical stuff now that I’m a vampire.” 
 
    Kara piled the smaller logs inside the fireplace. “You’re doing very well, in my opinion,” she said as she added the kindling. “Marvelous, for a beginner.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Thanks,” she said, surprised. “But yeah, I’d love to learn Old Norse. I’d want to learn every language that’s ever existed, if I had time.” 
 
    “If?” Kara said. “You’re a vampire now. You have nothing but time.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Oh. I guess I do,” she realized. The flames danced in the fireplace, bathing them in a warm, golden glow. “If I survive everything to come.” 
 
    “You will,” Kara said confidently. She raked her hands over her leather-clad thighs, dusting them off, and she turned to face Rose. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Rose watched the shadows, cast by the fire, as they danced across Kara’s face. She watched the shifting glow of the fire as it highlighted the blue strands of Kara’s dark hair. She watched the fire’s light reflect in Kara’s light blue eyes, causing them to sparkle and glisten like ice. “Will you teach me your language?” 
 
    A smile curved slowly at the corners of Kara’s lips. “With pleasure.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily—because…Kara had this way of speaking, this way of purring certain words, of growling others, of making each word innately seductive. And the way she’d said the word pleasure just then—well, Rose suddenly felt very warm, and she suspected that it was only partially because of the fire. 
 
    Kara leaned forward, onto her knees, closing the space between them. “Let’s start with another easy one,” she murmured. “Kyssa. Say kyssa for me, ást.” 
 
    “Kyssa,” Rose repeated, watching the slow, sensual curve of Kara’s lips. 
 
    “Perfect,” Kara whispered, her voice barely audible above the crackling of the fire. She tilted her face closer. “Do you know what kyssa means, Rose?” 
 
    A shy smile twitched at one corner of Rose’s lips. “I’m sure I can guess,” she said slowly, blushing, “but…umm…maybe you could show me. Just in case.” 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened. “I was hoping you’d ask,” she breathed, her lips so close that Rose felt each word against her lips. Kara tilted her head, finding the most comfortable angle, her breath dancing across Rose’s lips. “Kyssa…means…” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, smiling, as Kara kissed her. She lifted her hands to brush Kara’s sleek, dark hair from her face and tilted her head for a deeper kiss. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Kara whispered. “Or should I show you again?” 
 
    “I think I need you to show me again,” Rose murmured against her lips. 
 
    “Liar,” Kara laughed, but she kissed her, anyway. She held Rose’s face to hers as she deepened the kiss, tasting her slowly, exploring her mouth indulgently. 
 
    Rose trailed her fingers down Kara’s neck, down to Kara’s chest, where she felt the slight curve of Kara’s breasts beneath her palm. She moaned as Kara’s mouth found her neck, nipping lightly. The scent of woodsmoke filled the room, mixing with the scent of violets and leather, and the unmistakable scent of lust. 
 
    Kara curled her hands around Rose’s hips and tugged, gently laying Rose down on the plush, crimson-red rug—now warmed by the fire. She climbed over Rose, her blue and black hair falling between them, her lips seeking out Rose’s. 
 
    Rose moved her hands between them, dragging them over the muscles of Kara’s stomach, down to the leather pants that hung low around her waist. She smiled as she heard Kara’s breath catch in her throat, as she heard Kara’s pulse quicken. Rose raised up, kissing Kara harder, as she slipped her fingers beneath the waistband of Kara’s pants, beneath her underwear, to touch her intimately. 
 
    Kara moaned at the softness of her fingers, the gentleness of her touch. 
 
    Rose froze as someone knocked softly at the door. She glanced toward the door, frowning as she tried to figure out if she’d really heard a knock or not. 
 
    Kara recognized that scent immediately—the soft, sweet scent of sweet pea petals and very familiar vampire blood. “It’s Elise,” she told Rose with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose mumbled, still watching the door. She slid her hand out of Kara’s pants. “Umm…I like Elise quite a bit, but I’d really like to get back to…” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Leave it to me,” she whispered, “and stay turned on.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Uhhh,” she said awkwardly, as she watched Kara climb to her feet, “I’m not sure if that’s something I can actually physically control.” 
 
    Kara chuckled. She didn’t even bother to straighten her clothes as she strolled over to the door. Her black, long-sleeved shirt rode up around her lean stomach, the fabric bunched up where Rose’s hands had been, and her pants hung open, unbuttoned and unzipped, revealing the black underwear underneath.  
 
    Rose sat up straight and dragged her fingers through her long, red hair. 
 
    Kara, on the other hand, wasn’t the least bit ashamed of her disheveled appearance as she opened the door and leaned against the doorframe. She crossed her arms and raised both eyebrows at Elise. “Lovely nightgown. Bad timing.” 
 
    Elise giggled. “I’m terribly sorry,” she said with a soft laugh. She slid into the room as Kara stepped out of her way. “But I was just wondering if either of you had any lotion with you.” She clasped her hands in front of her and shrugged. 
 
    Kara turned and walked over to her duffel bag, which lay on the dresser. 
 
    Rose stared at Elise, a flush spreading over her face, as she realized that Elise was in even more of a disheveled state than she was. Her yellow-blonde curls hung around her face in a messy, chaotic way, as if she’d been running her hands through them a little too much, and she wore nothing but a sheer, pink nightgown with red lace that barely brushed the tops of her thighs. “Lotion?” she managed to say, finally. “Why would we have lotion? Vampires don’t get dry skin, do we?”  
 
    Elise tilted her head to the side, messy spiral-curls falling over her mostly bare shoulder. “No,” she giggled, “but lotion still feels and smells nice.” Her smile widened, revealing bright teeth and fangs. “It’s also nice to use during a massage.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Have you decided to become a massage therapist?” 
 
    Elise tilted her head back and laughed. “No,” she said with an amused smile. She walked over to the fireplace and sank to her knees beside Rose. She lowered her voice as she moved her face closer to Rose. “I’m having sex,” she whispered playfully, “and massages are…very sexy.” She laughed as Rose blushed. 
 
    “With whom?” Kara asked distractedly. She didn’t sound like she really cared, more like she was just making conversation as she rifled through her bag. 
 
    Elise stood and turned away from the fire, facing Kara, who stood on the other side of the room with her back to them. “Well, Tom is gay. Nina and Isolde are not gay. Isaac is straight but totally intolerable. Who does that leave?” 
 
    Kara glanced at her, eyebrows high. “Aaron, Erik, Cassius, and Bradley.” 
 
    “It’s not Aaron, Bradley, or Cassius,” Elise provided with a playful smile. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Why do all of my ex-girlfriends sleep with Erik?” 
 
    “Alana and I are not all of your ex-girlfriends,” Elise said, laughing. She offered Kara a teasing, good-natured smile. “You have like…millions…of those.” 
 
    “Damn,” Kara said, pretending to be offended. “There aren’t that many.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose laughed, joining in the teasing, “at least you don’t have to worry about me sleeping with Erik, too. Erik and I are completely incompatible.” 
 
    Kara pulled a small bottle of lotion out of her bag and then turned back toward Rose, leaning against the dresser. A fond smile pulled upward at the edges of her lips. “I’m kind of hoping that you won’t ever be my ex-girlfriend, anyway.” 
 
    Rose smiled, surprised by the hesitant sincerity in her voice. “Really?” 
 
    Elise glanced back and forth between them, her blue-gray eyes sparkling with delight. She clasped her hand over her lace-covered chest. “Aww!” she cried. 
 
    Kara and Rose both rolled their eyes at the same time. “Here,” Kara said, crossing the room to hand the bottle of lotion to Elise. “You can just…keep it.” 
 
    Elise took the bottle of lotion from her and glanced down at it, frowning at the elegant label. “Ooh, this is an expensive kind. I didn’t know you used this.” 
 
    Kara crossed her arms across her chest and stared at the floor, purposely avoiding their gazes. “I don’t,” she said as Elise opened the bottle and sniffed it. 
 
    Elise gave her a puzzled look. “Then…why do you have it?” she laughed. 
 
    Kara shrugged a little too aggressively, and her face contorted with pain. 
 
    Rose recognized the scent of the lotion—that soft, elegant scent. As a matter of fact, she recognized it almost immediately, as soon as Elise opened the bottle. But she didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to embarrass Kara. 
 
    Elise frowned, confused by Kara’s silence. “You don’t want it back?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said quickly, holding up her hand. “Please. Just…keep it.” 
 
    Elise still looked a little unsure, but she nodded anyway. “Goodnight,” she said as she turned to leave. She blew kisses to them. “Have fun, ladies.” 
 
    After Elise left, Rose muttered, “Did she really just tell us to have fun?” 
 
    Kara chuckled at her. “Elise is a lot of things, but shy isn’t one of them,” she said as she returned to the fireplace. “Did she ever tell you how she died?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said. “She mentioned that Lafi helped her understand what she was, though. But I guess that was probably a little while after she died.” 
 
    Kara nodded and knelt on the rug, in front of Rose. “Yeah, I think it was about a month after Elise’s death when Lafi brought her to the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Rose watched the light dance across Kara’s face. “What happened?” 
 
    “She ran away from home,” Kara began, “when she was eighteen.” 
 
    Rose listened curiously, smiling as Kara crawled closer. “Why?” 
 
    “She met a painter. A female painter. That was her first relationship with a woman,” Kara explained, as she closed the space between them. “The painter wanted Elise to pose for her. Naked. And Elise agreed.” She braced her hands on either side of Rose’s hips, her body folded forward in a crouch. “Now, you have to remember: this was the early 1900s, and Elise was a young maiden. Her parents found out about the nude paintings and Elise’s Sapphic lover all on the same night. And they, of course, flipped out. So, Elise snuck out in the middle of the night and boarded the train for Paris, which is where her artistic lover lived.” 
 
    “And,” Rose said slowly, “apparently, they didn’t live happily ever after?” 
 
    Kara shook her head. “There was a vampire on the train. He killed her.” 
 
    Rose frowned sympathetically. “And what happened to the painter?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Apparently, she was with someone else, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just tragic,” Rose muttered sadly. “Poor Elise.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “It never bothered Elise much. She likes being a vampire.” 
 
    “I should’ve known Elise was a rebellious, nude model,” Rose laughed. 
 
    “Yep,” Kara said with an amused smile. “Not a shy bone in her body.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded. “Kara,” she sighed, “it was Alana’s lotion, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Kara looked away. “I shouldn’t have kept it. I feel like such an idiot.” 
 
    Rose took Kara’s face in her hands, urging Kara to meet her gaze. “Kara, you’re not an idiot,” she said with a sad smile. “You’re clever, and you know it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I am,” Kara joked half-heartedly. She offered Rose a weak smile and shrugged one shoulder. “After Alana died, Aaron wanted me to clean up her mess, tie up all of her loose ends, do damage control. I found the people she kidnapped and blackmailed, and I cleaned out the house that she stole. I threw out most of her stuff, but…I kept the lotion. Because it smelled like her.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “She’d just died. You needed something to comfort you.” 
 
    “How are you like this?” Kara sighed. She leaned forward, brushing her forehead against Rose’s, their breath mingling together. “Anyone else would look at me with a look of disapproval or…pity.” She cringed at the word pity. “But not you. You’re still looking at me with that kindness in your eyes. With empathy.” 
 
    Rose traced the soft angles of Kara’s cheekbones with her fingers, feeling the silkiness of Kara’s skin. “Kara, you loved Alana for fourteen hundred years. I can’t even imagine what that’s like. You’re still grieving. It’s only been a week.” 
 
    “It was just a weak moment for me,” Kara muttered, closing her eyes, her thick, dark eyelashes resting against her cheeks. “She’d just died. You’d just left. And I was hurting. I haven’t touched it since the night we came to the U.S.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was a weak moment,” Rose said. “Grief is normal, Kara. Everyone grieves, even tough Viking warriors like you.” She smiled affectionately. 
 
    Kara opened her eyes. “And even brilliant, powerful women, like you.” 
 
    Rose’s smile deepened. “In that case, maybe we should just start being honest with each other about what we’re feeling, and help each other through it.” 
 
    “Deal,” Kara agreed, kissing her, “but let’s make love by the fire first.”  
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The next night, Aaron made sure to wake up before the other vampires in the colony, to creep out of his room while the halls were dark and silent. Using a map that Kara had drawn for him, he navigated his way through the maze-like halls until he found the oversized, wooden doors that opened up into a library. 
 
    The air in the library felt quite a bit colder than his room had, since the library had no fireplace, but it didn’t bother him much. Not much did, anymore. 
 
    He set the map in a red armchair near the door and began to search the shelves. He—purposely—hadn’t asked Kara which shelves contained which kinds of books, so it was up to him to figure out where to look. He found the fiction books, the historical records, the maps, and then, finally, the religious books. He stepped closer, reading the titles of each book, disregarding the well-known ones, searching for something older, something rarer, something…long forgotten. 
 
    “Can I help you find something?” asked a familiar voice. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes and turned toward the door, meeting the dark gaze of the vampire who led the Village of the Undead. Talulah stood in the doorway, dressed in a black suit, four braids draped around her shoulders, two on each side. 
 
    “Since it is my library that you’ve broken into,” Talulah added bitterly. 
 
    Aaron shrugged and spread out his arms. “I’m just looking for a book.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “In the religious section? Are you religious, Aaron?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he muttered. “I’m older than your dumb religions.” 
 
    She lifted her eyebrows. “Then, why are you looking at my dumb books?” 
 
    “If it’s that big of a deal to you, then just forget it,” Aaron grumbled. 
 
    As Aaron stormed past her, intending to leave, Talulah stepped forward and picked up the map he’d discarded. “This is Kara’s handwriting,” she realized. 
 
    He spun around and snatched the map out of Talulah’s hands. 
 
    “I should’ve known she’d draw you a map of my living quarters,” Talulah said bitterly. “She has no limits. But honestly, Aaron, you should’ve just sent her. She never gets caught. If you’d sent her, you might’ve gotten what you wanted.” 
 
    He froze. “She doesn’t know about this, and I don’t intend to tell her.” 
 
    “Why not? Don’t you trust your second-in-command?” Talulah asked. 
 
    “If the matter doesn’t involve Rose Foster,” Aaron said, “then, yes.” 
 
    Talulah glanced at the bookshelves with a frown, and then, her dark gaze shifted toward Aaron. “What does a religious book have to do with Rose Foster?” 
 
    Aaron straightened as he realized his mistake. “Nothing. Just forget it.” 
 
    She watched him carefully, and when he started walking down the hall, back to his room, she followed, her boots padding down the hall. “Speaking of Rose Foster, I thought you should know,” she called out, smiling, as he stopped and turned toward her, “my conditions for joining the alliance have changed.” 
 
    He stared back at her, his eyes dark. “It’s hardly the time to play politics.” 
 
    “Like that’s ever stopped you,” Talulah scoffed. She tilted her head back, one of her braids falling behind her shoulder. “I’ll join the alliance, if Rose does.” 
 
    “Rose already has,” Aaron muttered bewilderedly. “She’s with me.” 
 
    “No, she’s not,” she argued. “Technically, she’s independent of a colony, and since she’s more powerful than any vampire leader in the world, I think that it would only make sense for us to treat her as our equal. So, she must join, too.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Equal? She’s only been a vampire for two months!” 
 
    She smiled. “I don’t see a problem. I guess I’m just more open-minded.” 
 
    “You mean more manipulative,” he growled. “I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Do you?” Talulah said, her smile deepening. She stepped closer to him, amusement dancing in her deep, black eyes. “I should also probably tell you that it was your own second-in-command who told me that Rose is independent.” 
 
    Pure rage flashed in Aaron’s eyes. “Kara,” he growled, “told you that?” 
 
    Talulah chuckled, “I’m beginning to think your wolf isn’t loyal anymore.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose sat up straight, the sheets pooling around her waist, her heart racing with such a ferocity that each, individual beat ached. She swept her gaze around the room, frowning at the shadows that danced along the wall, cast by the fire. 
 
    Kara raised up behind her, resting her head on Rose’s shoulder, pressing a warm, gentle kiss there. “It was just one of your nightmares, love. You’re safe.” 
 
    Rose breathed a sigh of relief. “Sorry for waking you,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kara cupped her hand over Rose’s cheek and turned Rose’s face toward her. “What are you apologizing for, sexy?” she murmured with a smile. She tilted her face forward, her lips brushing against Rose’s. “I like waking up with you.” 
 
    “Do you?” Rose asked quietly. “Even when it happens every night?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara told her. She lay back and folded her arm beneath her head, her bare, pale skin bathed in the golden glow of the fire. With her other hand, she beckoned Rose to lie down with her. “Have you ever considered asking Kallias?” 
 
    Rose curled up beside her, draping her arm around Kara’s middle, and resting her head against Kara’s shoulder. “Umm…asking him…what, exactly?” 
 
    “To control your dreams,” Kara said. “Alana figured out how to stop her own nightmares and control other people’s dreams as well. Maybe he can, too.” 
 
    “He has nightmares sometimes, too,” Rose explained, “about the torture that Theron put him through. He would’ve stopped his own dreams, if he could.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “It took a while for Alana to figure out how to do it,” she said thoughtfully. “I keep thinking…if she were still alive, I’d ask her to do it for you, but then, I realize…I’m remembering her all wrong. She wasn’t that kind.” 
 
    “She might’ve helped me,” Rose agreed. “I think she was sympathetic about my nightmares, honestly. But she would’ve taken something in return.” 
 
    “Me,” Kara said quietly. “That was always the deal. I’d ask her to help someone, and she would. But then, I’d have to spend the next ten years with her.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head back, staring up at Kara, studying her soft features in the warm glow of the fire. “Yeah, well, I’d be too stubborn to let you do that.” 
 
    Kara glanced down at her, a smile pulling at her lips. “Yeah, you would.” 
 
    With no warning whatsoever, the door suddenly flung open with a crash. 
 
    Kara didn’t even glance at the intruder. She just rolled her eyes. “I guess it was too much to hope Talulah would wait until after the ceremony to tell you.” 
 
    Aaron stepped into the room, his obsidian eyes flashing with pure rage. 
 
    Rose scrambled up into a seated position on the bed, scooping the sheets around her body to cover her bare skin. “You seriously have to learn to knock.” 
 
    Aaron’s dark eyes narrowed at her. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uh…nothing? But if I were, that would be private.” 
 
    Kara moved to the edge of the bed, sitting there totally naked, exuding as much confidence and pride as she did when she was fully-dressed. She glanced back at Rose. “He’s not asking what you were doing to me, Rose,” she said with an amused smile. “He wants to know why Talulah is treating you like his equal.” 
 
    Aaron growled at her, “She’s not my equal. She’s just a baby vampire.” 
 
    “Can you not ever just say young vampire?” Rose sighed. “Do you have to be condescending?” She rolled her eyes. “Who am I kidding? Of course you do.” 
 
    “Instead of losing your shit over this,” Kara asked Aaron, “why don’t you just ask Rose if she’ll join the alliance? If she says yes, nothing has changed.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be her choice at all,” he snarled. “She’s just a weapon.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rose muttered, “you know how to make a girl feel special.” 
 
    Kara stood, suddenly, placing herself between Aaron and Rose. “First of all, stop taking this out on Rose. It’s my fault. I should’ve realized that Talulah was playing at something when she asked that question, but I didn’t pick up on it.” Kara laughed, “She’s gotten a lot better at manipulation. I can tell you that.” Her smile changed, then, taking on a smug tilt. “Second, we need Rose for this to work. Therefore, you have no choice but to start treating her with respect.” 
 
    Aaron’s dark eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You wanted this, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kara straightened, frowning. “I wanted what?” she asked bewilderedly. 
 
    He stepped closer. “You can’t really expect me to believe that you were manipulated by Talulah. Alana was rarely able to manipulate you, and Alana was a far better manipulator than Talulah. You’re too cunning for manipulation,” he accused. “No, I think you wanted this to happen. You wanted me to treat your girlfriend better, so you told Talulah what she needed to know. Didn’t you?” 
 
    Kara let out a short, derisive laugh. “Wow. Are you really this insecure?” 
 
    A low, dangerous growl echoed throughout the room, a growl so full of power that Kara felt it beneath her feet, in the floor, and he snatched her up by the throat. Kara knew, as the pain tore at her throat, that he could tear her head off of her shoulders at that very moment, if he wanted, and based on the hatred that flashed in his black eyes, that she could see even through her blurred vision, she knew he wanted to. Whether he needed her or not, Aaron wanted to kill her. 
 
    A loud crash suddenly echoed throughout the room, and Kara fell to the floor, pressing her hands against the hardwood, panting for breath. She blinked slowly, trying to see through her blurred, shadowy vision, noticing Aaron’s form on the other side of the room, crumpled in the floor. “Rose?” she rasped. “Stop.” 
 
    Rose watched Aaron with those glowing, red eyes of hers. “Leave. Now.” 
 
    Aaron climbed to his feet, unsteadily, his entire body shaking with pain. 
 
    The walls trembled as Rose snarled, “Don’t ever touch her like that again.” 
 
    “You attacked me,” he breathed, his eyes wide, as if he couldn’t believe it. “You really shouldn’t have done that.” He began to move toward her. Slowly. 
 
    But despite the fact that every muscle in her body ached and trembled, Kara climbed to her feet and stepped between them. “Talulah said that she won’t join the alliance without Rose,” she said, her voice strained. “You can’t kill her.” 
 
    Aaron stopped and pointed at her. “You know it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    Kara stepped closer, her eyes narrowing dangerously. “But not today.” 
 
    “If you’re not loyal to me,” he growled, “I have no use for either of you.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, stunned. “Who said I wasn’t loyal?” she murmured. A surprised smile tugged at her lips. “Are you letting Talulah manipulate you?” 
 
    His eyes widened. He looked away, his brows furrowing, and then, rather than admit that Kara was right, he spun on his heels and stormed out of the room. 
 
    As soon as the door slammed behind him, Kara allowed herself to fall to her knees, too weak to keep holding herself upright. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Rose rushing forward. Rose knelt in front of her, her eyes still red, as she cradled Kara’s neck in her hands, examining the bruise with a pained look. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose breathed, her words barely audible, “are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said tiredly. “I just need a minute to regain my strength.” 
 
    Rose dropped her hands to her sides, and the fiery haze in her eyes began to dance violently. The flames in the fireplace seemed to mirror the dance of her eyes—flickering brighter, stretching higher, dancing faster. “What is his problem?” 
 
    Kara lifted her hand, brushing her fingers over her bruised neck, wincing at the tenderness. “He’s scared,” she murmured. “It’s only a matter of time now.” 
 
    “Scared?” Rose said with an incredulous laugh. “What could scare him?” 
 
    Kara looked at her. “You,” she said, her icy blue eyes glistening. “No one has threatened his power in thousands of years. Until you. You could usurp him.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “I don’t even want his power. I don’t want any power.” 
 
    “But you have it,” Kara told her. “Psychic. And now, political, as well.” 
 
    “Political?” Rose repeated. “As in like government? Because I’m not…” 
 
    “Not human politics,” Kara interrupted. “Vampire politics.” She sighed, “It’s more dangerous and more manipulative. And it involves more decapitation.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” she said with her sassiest smile. “Because historically, there have been a lot of beheadings in human politics, too.” 
 
    Kara smiled weakly at that. “Rose…you shouldn’t have attacked Aaron.” 
 
    Rose frowned at her. “He was hurting you. He could’ve killed you.” 
 
    “In his mind, you just crossed a line,” Kara said, her brows creased with worry. “That’s an unforgivable offense. Eventually, he’ll try to kill you for that.” 
 
    “He was already planning to kill me,” Rose said. “What else could I have done? Just let him hurt you? Could you just stand there, if he were hurting me?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said slowly, “but I wouldn’t have done something that would be considered an attack. Unless I had no other choice.” 
 
    Rose stood, pain flashing across her face. She grabbed her T-shirt from the dresser and pulled it on, and then, she began to search her bag for a pair of panties. She felt the warmth of Kara’s body behind her, even before Kara draped her arms around Rose’s waist. “I can’t control my power,” she told her, shivering a little as Kara kissed her neck. “I just wanted to make him stop hurting you.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara sighed, her lips against Rose’s neck. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head back, her eyes sliding closed, as she felt the warmth of Kara’s breath on her neck and the soothing warmth of Kara’s arms around her waist. “I’m sorry,” she said sadly, her chest tightening, “if I made things worse.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Kara murmured. “I appreciate what you did for me, Rose.” 
 
    Rose stepped out of Kara’s arms, sitting on the edge of the bed, as Kara pulled on a tank top and a pair of boxers. “I just don’t understand why this is all such a big deal to him,” she muttered. “Why does he care what Talulah says?” 
 
    “Because words matter,” Kara told her. “If Talulah acknowledges you as a commander of power, as equal to Aaron and herself, she’s changed the game.” 
 
    Rose spread out her hands. “What game?” she said bewilderedly. 
 
    “Theirs,” Kara said with a shrug. “Talulah’s. Aaron’s. The other leaders.” 
 
    “I have no interest in their game,” Rose muttered, “or any game. I’m just here to save the world, which is what I thought everyone else was here to do.” 
 
    “Good intentions are a lot rarer than you think, Rose,” Kara sighed. 
 
    “Why is Talulah doing this?” Rose asked. “What does she get out of it?” 
 
    Kara leaned against the dresser and crossed her arms, her sleeveless shirt clinging tightly to her lean stomach. “Three hundred years ago, Talulah was rising to power, and Aaron didn’t like how quickly she was gaining power. So, he sent me to sabotage her. I succeeded, of course, and she’s a bit weaker than she used to be,” she explained. She shrugged one shoulder. “So, this is all mostly my fault.” 
 
    “Partly your fault,” Rose corrected. “It’s also partly Aaron’s.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Talulah is a bit…weak, for a vampire leader, which is, like I said, partly because of what I did,” she explained. “So, of course, Talulah needs to build her power. And in order to win against a powerful opponent, you have two choices. You either make yourself more powerful than them, or you make them weaker. Talulah isn’t capable of becoming more powerful than Aaron. She’s not even as old as I am, and I’m just his second-in-command. And her army doesn’t compare to ours, either. So, if she wants more power, she has to weaken Aaron.” 
 
    Rose shrugged bewilderedly. “How is this going to weaken Aaron?” 
 
    “She’s creating an enemy for him. A real enemy,” Kara told her. “You.” 
 
    “Me?” Rose repeated, throwing up her hands in frustration. “I’m not his enemy! I’m working with him. For goodness sakes, what is with vampires and this obsession with fighting everyone? We don’t have time to fight amongst ourselves.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think that humans—the species that invented war—fight amongst themselves?” she laughed. “You think it’s just us?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “You have a point,” she admitted, “but still, we have actual enemies to fight. Can’t these vampires put aside their ambition for a little while?” 
 
    “You’d think,” Kara muttered under her breath, “but apparently not.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Couldn’t I just…tell Aaron that I’m not his enemy?” 
 
    “After you just attacked him?” Kara said. “He wouldn’t believe you.” 
 
    “He was hurting you,” Rose said desperately. “Surely, he realizes…” 
 
    “He doesn’t care about the reason,” Kara interrupted. She spread out her arms and shrugged. “Not when it comes to this. It’s the one line you can’t cross.” 
 
    Rose shrank back, her brows twisting with confusion. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Kara stepped forward and knelt in front of her. “I know. With any luck, he will see this for what it was: Talulah manipulating us. That’s what I’m hoping. But he’s afraid, and fear brings out the worst in people. And Aaron was already an asshole, so…” She shrugged. “You won’t be able to rationalize with him.” 
 
    “What if I,” Rose mumbled, shrugging, “joined the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    “It’s a big commitment,” Kara said. “Do you believe in what the Tomb of Blood stands for? Do you trust Aaron? Would you follow his commands?” 
 
    “I don’t trust Aaron at all,” Rose said automatically, “but I trust you.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I only command the colony when it’s absolutely necessary. You’d follow Aaron’s commands more than mine. So, if you don’t trust him…” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, frowning curiously. “Do you trust him?” 
 
    “I don’t trust anyone,” Kara replied easily, “but I used to believe I didn’t need to trust someone to follow them. Now, I’m in…a complicated situation.” 
 
    Rose watched her, waiting for her to elaborate on that, but of course, she didn’t. “Okay, so what does that mean? We’ll have to do things Talulah’s way?” 
 
    Kara straightened and nodded. “You have the join the alliance yourself.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose sighed. “I don’t have a colony. This doesn’t make sense to me. Why isn’t it just a matter of everyone agreeing to stop the Assassins of Light?” 
 
    “Vampire colonies are ancient,” Kara sighed, leaning against the dresser, crossing her arms across her chest. She shrugged. “As an Ancient History student, you know as well as I do that ancient people are bound by tradition. I mean, even I regard certain things with more…reverence…than a modern person like you.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “Like your oath of fealty?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kara said. “To me, that’s unbreakable. To you, it’s silly.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I just don’t think you should risk so much for me.” 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “Well, we’re bound to disagree on some things. With any luck, it’ll lead to some really hot make-up sex one day,” she said playfully. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, but a small laugh escaped her lips. “Okay, so, what kind of tradition are we talking about here? If I join, what will be required of me?” 
 
    “Participation in a ritual,” Kara said. “The ritual is basically just a public acknowledgement that you are joining the alliance and that you are willing to work with the other colonies—the Tomb of Blood and the Village of the Undead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose sighed, nodding. “And you think that I should join, right?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I think it’s your choice, and I wouldn’t want to pressure you to do anything that you’re not comfortable doing, no matter what’s at stake.” 
 
    “But what is at stake?” Rose asked. “What would happen, if I said no?” 
 
    Kara grimaced, clearly not eager to answer that question. “The alliance won’t happen. This is Talulah’s out. She doesn’t trust Aaron, but she’s willing to give you a chance. So, if you join the alliance, then she will, too. But if you don’t, she’ll take that as confirmation that Aaron can’t be trusted, and she won’t join.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Why would she place so much trust in my decision?” 
 
    Kara looked away and breathed out slowly. “Well, it’s possible that she can see how honorable you are,” she said, but she sounded doubtful. Her icy blue eyes shifted toward Rose. “But more likely, it’s because of me. She believes that if Aaron were planning something, if he were untrustworthy, I would warn you.” 
 
    “Would you?” Rose asked. “Would you risk the alliance for my safety?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara admitted. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin, refusing to feel shame for her decision. “I’d risk it, no matter the consequences.” 
 
    Rose frowned, her stomach sinking with guilt. “Kara…if this war isn’t stopped, the whole world will be in danger. Risking that for me—it’s not right.” 
 
    Kara crossed the space between them. She braced her hands on the bed, on either side of Rose’s hips, and leaned over her, their lips almost touching. “I know it’s not. But I never claimed to be good, Rose. I just claimed to love you.” 
 
    Rose reached out and brushed her fingers over Kara’s face, watching as Kara’s eyes fluttered closed in response. “Then, tell me about the consequences.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, her face twisting with worry. “Rose,” she began. 
 
    “I need to know what would happen, if I said no,” Rose insisted. 
 
    Kara straightened. “Without the alliance,” she sighed, “we’ll look divided and vulnerable, especially compared to the humans, who can unite against us by the end of the night, if they need to. We need to show them that they don’t want war with us…in the most peaceful way possible, which is by uniting the colonies.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “But this is also preparation, in case there is a war, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said. “If there is a war, all allied colonies will have to fight.” 
 
    “Which is what you’re trying to protect me from,” Rose realized. 
 
    Kara sighed, “If you don’t agree to the alliance, you’ll have an out. When the war starts, you can tell Aaron that you didn’t agree to this, that you don’t want to fight humans, and he’ll have to let you go home. But if you join the alliance…” 
 
    “I won’t have a choice,” Rose finished. She shook her head. “I can’t fight innocent humans, just because their leaders were stupid enough to declare war.” 
 
    “Then, say no,” Kara suggested. “No one is going to force you into this.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Not even Aaron?” she said skeptically. 
 
    “I won’t let him,” Kara declared. “This is your decision to make, not his.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “What about the other colonies? Can we ally with them?” 
 
    “It’s a chain,” Kara explained. “We’re already allied with the vampire colony in London. The colony in London is allied with a vampire colony in Africa. Talulah’s colony is allied with a vampire colony in South America, and the colony in South America is allied with a vampire colony in Asia—the only one left. If we form an alliance with Talulah’s colony, we’re all connected. If not, we’re divided.” 
 
    “So, there’s no other way, then,” Rose realized. She chewed on her lip thoughtfully. “Okay, so, I’ve heard the consequences. Rationally, the next step is to hear the positives. What are the good things that would come out of this?” 
 
    Kara crossed her arms, considering Rose with a pensive frown. “Power.” 
 
    “Power?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. “Do you mean power for…me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said. “Being recognized as a leader—as a commander of power—by Aaron and Talulah would give you influence in the eyes of vampires all over the world. You could start a colony. Vampires would flock behind you.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “But…why?” she sputtered. “I haven’t even been a vampire long. Why would anyone want to flock behind me? I don’t…want that.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “We’re an animalistic species. Vampires need leaders like wolves need alphas. Not to mention, in situations like this, someone has to be in charge. In a war, someone has to command the warriors. It’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “How could I command anyone?” Rose laughed. “The only thing I know about war is what I’ve read in books. I’m hardly qualified to command an army.” 
 
    “You destroyed an Assassins of Light base by yourself,” Kara reminded her. She said it gently, but Rose still winced at the memory. “You are an army.” 
 
    “I just don’t feel that powerful,” Rose said quietly, avoiding Kara’s gaze. She spread out her hands and sighed sadly, “I don’t want to be that powerful.” 
 
    Kara stepped closer, once again, and she bent forward, placing her hands on the bed, on either side of Rose’s hips, crouched over Rose. Rose looked up at her, startled. “Have you ever thought,” Kara whispered, “that maybe you should?” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Maybe…you should want power,” Kara said. She breathed the words so quietly that it felt as if she were sharing a secret, and perhaps, she was. Kara straightened, suddenly, and then, she retreated from Rose, pacing the hardwood floor, as if she were thinking very deeply about something. “I’m a warrior. I’ve known commanders since birth. My father was one. I know what they’re like. I know how they think. And after all of these years, I’ve come to expect a certain amount of ambition and selfishness from them.” She spun back toward Rose, her intense, blue eyes bright with emotion. “But then, I met you, and I began to think. I began to wonder…if it’s possible for a leader to be compassionate and strong.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Wait. You think I’m a leader?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Well, I didn’t swear an oath of fealty to you for nothing.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, no, no. I’m sorry, but you are so wrong,” she laughed in disbelief. “I’m shy. I’m socially awkward. I couldn’t command a fly!” 
 
    “You command the forces of nature, Rose,” Kara pointed out. “The laws of gravity bend for you. The entire world bows to your command.” She smiled affectionately. “The only thing holding you back is you. And your fear of yourself.” 
 
    Nervousness fluttered in Rose’s chest. “I don’t want power. I never did.” 
 
    “But you have it, anyway,” Kara said. “Now, what are you going to do with it? Do you want to waste it, or do you want to do something good with it?” 
 
    Rose looked up at her, a sudden warmth blossoming in her stomach—hope. “Something good?” she repeated. “Do you mean I could help someone?” 
 
    “If you want,” Kara said. “By joining the alliance, you become one of the leaders. You would help make decisions in war. So if, for instance, you wanted to minimize the deaths of innocent humans, you would have the power to do that.” 
 
    “I could help my friends,” Rose mumbled. She glanced up at Kara. “Tell me the truth: if I’m not part of the alliance, will they show any mercy to humans?” 
 
    “To a certain extent, possibly,” Kara said. “Aaron would show a minimal amount of mercy because he’s been part of this world for a long time, and believe it or not, he does care a little for humans. Talulah would show a little bit of mercy. But the other leaders? They’ll call for an equal and opposite reaction. If humans try to rid the world of vampires, they’ll vote that we rid the world of humans.” 
 
    “Genocide of the entire human race?” Rose breathed in disbelief. 
 
    “Most vampire leaders are ancient,” Kara said. “They’ve been separated from humanity for a long time. They don’t share your sympathy for humans.” 
 
    “I can’t let that happen, Kara,” Rose whispered. “That’s so horrible.” 
 
    “In war, people always fall into the it’s-us-or-them mindset,” Kara sighed. She shrugged helplessly. “I’m not saying it’s right, but it’s how people think. The Assassins of Light want genocide of the entire vampire race. So, in response, most vampires will want the same for humans. But with power, you could stop that.” 
 
    “Then, I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” Rose said. “I have to join.” 
 
    “You always have a choice, Rose,” Kara said. “If I had a vote, I’d vote for the one that kept you safer. But if you choose to join, I’ll support that, too.” 
 
    “Kallias would have a fit if he knew I was considering this,” Rose sighed. 
 
    An amused smile pulled at Kara’s lips. “I won’t tell him, if you don’t.” 
 
    Rose stood and crossed the space between them. She looked up at Kara, offering her a regretful smile. “I’m sorry, but…I have to join the alliance. I can’t give up the chance to help people, just because it makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    Kara cupped Rose’s face in her hands. “Don’t apologize for being brave, Rose. I told you that I’d support you, no matter what you decide, and so I will.” 
 
    “You’re not angry that I’m making your job more dangerous?” Rose said. 
 
    A seductive smile curled slowly at the corners of Kara’s lips. She dropped her hands, resting them on Rose’s hips. “Oh, Rose, don’t you know?” she said, leaning in closer, until their lips nearly touched. “A bit of danger turns me on.” 
 
    Rose started giggling, “You can’t be serious for ten minutes, can you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Kara said. She stepped back, toward the bathroom, and raised an eyebrow. “Now, since I’m turned on, would you like to join me in the shower?” 
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    Kara stopped in the doorway, toweling her dark, wet hair dry. She hadn’t bothered to get dressed after her shower, so she stood there now, unabashedly naked, watching as Rose dressed, water dripping from her hair and sliding over her skin, pooling on the hardwood floor beneath her feet. She tilted her head to the side, a wicked smirk tugging at the corners of her lips, as she blatantly stared at Rose’s backside. “I remember those jeans,” she murmured, her low, sensual voice catching Rose off-guard. “You wore them at the Tomb of Blood, the night you stayed back with me. They got wet when I was teaching you how to fight.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise and looked down at the blue jeans that looked almost identical to every other pair of jeans she owned. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “I remember how your ass looked in them.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I don’t know if I should be impressed or appalled.” 
 
    Kara strode over to her, tossing the towel onto the bed, as she passed it. She leaned in close to Rose, her wet, violet-scented hair falling forward. Her lips tilted into that sexy smirk, and her warm breath fell against Rose’s lips. “Oh, don’t act like you don’t do it, too. I’ve caught you staring at my ass a few times.” 
 
    Rose’s face reddened. “What? I…don’t know what you mean,” she lied. 
 
    Kara chuckled and held Rose’s face with one, still slightly damp hand as she captured Rose’s lips with her own. She explored Rose’s mouth slowly with her tongue, tasting the spearmint on Rose’s breath, and then, she ran one of her hands down the curve of Rose’s back, her fingers gentle and persistent, as she pressed Rose’s jean-clad hips against her bare hips, feeling the roughness of her jeans against her wet skin. She moaned at the sensation, as Rose’s soft, clothed body pressed against her, as Rose slid her fingers into Kara’s long, drenched hair. 
 
    Kara’s hands roamed Rose’s soft curves, her fingers sliding down Rose’s spine, until she cupped Rose’s ass in her hands, grinding her hips against Rose’s. 
 
    Rose gasped, stunned by the sudden rush of arousal that poured through her, burning her skin, aching and pulsing between her legs. She showered Kara’s shoulder and neck with those sweet, gentle kisses that Kara loved so much, as she fought against the overwhelming desire inside of her. “You need to get dressed,” she said breathlessly, even as she ran her hand over one of Kara’s breasts. She bent her head and kissed Kara’s other breast, causing Kara to hiss in pleasure. 
 
    Kara looked down at Rose, watching as Rose kissed her breasts, her light blue eyes so dark with desire that they looked as if they had become another shade of blue entirely—a dark, seductive blue. She slid her fingers into Rose’s long, red hair, holding Rose close to her breast. She tilted her head back and moaned lowly as Rose swirled her tongue around Kara’s nipple. “Are you sure you want me to get dressed? Because you seem to be enjoying my…current state of undress.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Kara, a smile twitching at the corners of her lips. “I am,” she said, moving to kiss Kara’s neck, “That’s the problem. I can’t resist you.” 
 
    Kara grabbed Rose’s face and pressed her lips against Rose’s. “Good.” 
 
    Rose smiled against her lips, moaning softly as Kara unbuttoned Rose’s jeans and slid her fingers into them, beneath the band of Rose’s underwear, until her forefinger brushed against soft, wet skin. “How much time do we have left?” 
 
    Kara peered over Rose’s shoulder, at the clock on the nightstand, but she continued to touch Rose intimately as she looked at it. “Negative seven minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said breathlessly, moaning. But then, her eyes widened as the gears in her mind clicked into some kind of disjointed motion. “Wait. What?” 
 
    “We’re late, babe,” Kara laughed, bending her head to kiss Rose’s neck. 
 
    “Oh my word. Then, stop kissing me and get dressed,” Rose said. She had intended to sound serious and assertive, but Kara chose that moment to suck at a very sensitive part of Rose’s neck, so the words came out as a moan, instead. 
 
    Kara chuckled against her neck. “Are you sure? You don’t sound sure.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I mean, I am sure,” Rose stammered, too distracted by the pleasant sensation of Kara’s teeth on her neck. “I mean…you’re a bad influence.” 
 
    “Oh, baby, I’m the worst influence,” Kara laughed, pulling back, so that she could flash a wicked smile at Rose. “Haven’t you been paying attention?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, unable to hide her smile. “You need to get dressed.” 
 
    “Or we could just make them wait,” Kara suggested. “They can’t start without us, so hypothetically, we could make them wait all night, if we wanted.” 
 
    Rose nudged Kara toward the black, leather duffel bag that lay, unzipped, on the dresser. “One: that would be rude. And two: I’m not walking in there with everyone knowing where we’ve been and what we’ve been doing,” she explained, her face reddening at the thought. She tried not to look at Kara’s gorgeous, naked backside as she pushed her toward the duffel bag. And…she failed. Terribly. 
 
    Kara shot a knowing smirk over her shoulder as she pulled out a pair of underwear. “I saw that,” she teased. She laughed when she saw Rose’s face turn an even darker shade of red. She turned toward Rose as she stepped into her underwear. “Oh, and if you think that they don’t know what we’ve been doing, over and over, for the last several hours, then, you, my love, are adorably naïve.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that,” Rose complained. “I’ll never show my face again.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow as she pulled on her sports bra. “You mean you’d stay in this bedroom forever? Just you and me?” she asked. She trailed her gaze over Rose’s body with deliberate, sensual slowness. “Mmm. Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her skin burning under Kara’s heated gaze. “I’m just going to wait outside,” she muttered, “to prevent any more…accidental sex.” 
 
    Kara laughed as she watched Rose head toward the door, “If you insist.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Talulah stared at them for a long moment, her deep, black eyes narrowed, before finally saying, “Thank you for finally joining us. We have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    Kara snorted in amusement. As soon as Talulah turned her attention to Aaron, Kara leaned toward Rose and whispered in her ear, “She definitely knows.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Rose mumbled worriedly. “Surely, she doesn’t.” 
 
    Elise squeezed in beside Rose, standing so close that her curly, blonde hair tickled Rose’s arm. “So, did you two have fun?” she asked with a bright smile. “When you disappeared. For three hours. In your room. With the door locked.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Rose muttered, turning to leave. She pointed at the door. “I’m just going to go crawl under something and die of embarrassment.” 
 
    But Kara caught her by the arm before she could run away. 
 
    The room they’d gathered in now made Talulah’s office look small. Rose realized that—while Talulah’s office might sometimes be used as a meeting place for her warriors or visitors—this room was the one that was designed for meetings. 
 
    All of them fit comfortably in there—the vampires that Aaron and Kara had brought from the Tomb of Blood and every single member of the Village of the Undead. And although Talulah’s colony was half the size of Aaron’s, it still housed an unbelievable amount of vampires. Rose guessed around five hundred. 
 
    The floor of the room ascended at an incline, much like a theater, which allowed the vampires in the back of the room to see what was happening at the front of the room. Talulah and Aaron stood at the lowest part of the room, facing the other vampires, as they spoke. Kara pulled Rose in that direction now, much to her dismay. Rose had been quite happy with staying out of the view of every vampire in the room. A small table separated Talulah and Aaron—a wooden table with gorgeous designs carved into it, much like the mural in the hall and the desk in Talulah’s office—and on that small table set a stone goblet that looked very old. 
 
    “What’s with the creepy goblet?” Rose mumbled, as she followed Kara. 
 
    “As I explained to my people earlier tonight,” Talulah continued to say, her voice carrying throughout the room, despite its size, “we’re joined tonight by representatives of the most powerful vampire colony in the world: the Tomb of Blood. And we are honored to have them, despite any ill feelings we might have toward them.” She smiled politely, as if that would completely negate the last thing she said. “We are also joined by another commander of power. A new one.” 
 
    “Commander,” Aaron scoffed. He rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. 
 
    Talulah turned toward him so suddenly that her braids flew over her shoulder. “Show me the minimal amount of respect in front of my people, please.” 
 
    Aaron flashed her a dark, bitter smile. “Minimal,” he repeated. “Got it.” 
 
    She stared at him, her jaw tight. “Ridicule me again, and you’ll leave.” 
 
    “Guys, guys, guys,” Kara chided, as she and Rose reached the lowest part of the room, joining them at the front. “This is not how you start an alliance.” 
 
    “I wasn’t ridiculing you,” Aaron explained to Talulah. “I was ridiculing your ridiculous assertion that Rose is a commander of power, and since it is, as I said, ridiculous, it deserves to be ridiculed.” He smiled. “Do you understand now?” 
 
    Kara stepped between them before Talulah could get herself killed. “You don’t want to attack him,” she told her. “He’s looking for an excuse to kill you.” 
 
    Talulah stepped back, despite the seething anger in her deep, black eyes. 
 
    Rose watched them, her eyes wide, her heart fluttering with anxiety. “The frequency of vampires-almost-killing-each-other that takes place when vampires get together is enough to give me a heart attack,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    She heard a low chuckle beside her, and she turned to find a tall, muscular man leaning against the table, just a few feet away, chuckling at her snarky remark. 
 
    He smiled, his teeth bright and sharp. “You’ll get used to it, eventually.” 
 
    “Hello, James,” Kara said to him, as she returned to Rose’s side. 
 
    “Hi, Kara,” he replied easily. “Betrayed any powerful vampires lately?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head and smirked. “Depends on how you define lately.” 
 
    “I have agreed to join the alliance with the Tomb of Blood,” Talulah told everyone in the room, her voice surprisingly calm, “but only if Rose Foster does.” 
 
    Rose grimaced, her face warm. “Everyone’s looking at me, aren’t they?” 
 
    James looked up at the huge crowd of vampires and smiled at her. “Yep.” 
 
    Talulah turned toward Rose, now. Her dark, curious gaze shifted toward Kara and then back toward Rose. “Well? Have you made your decision, Rose?” 
 
    Rose nodded nervously. “I have to do what’s necessary to stop the war.” 
 
    Talulah straightened, her eyebrows lifting in surprise. She glanced at Kara quizzically. Clearly, she’d expected Kara to stop the alliance, to warn Rose against it. But then, she turned to Rose and smiled. “Very well. I’ll trust your judgement.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously. “So, does that mean the alliance is happening?” 
 
    “Of course,” Talulah assured her. “We’ll do the ritual here. Right now.” 
 
    “Ritual?” Rose sputtered, as Talulah approached the small, wooden table. 
 
    Talulah wrapped her hands around the ancient, stone goblet and lifted it from the table. She showed it to them. “We already have the cup. For the blood.” 
 
    “I am so freaking confused right now,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    Kara tilted her head toward Rose’s, her breath warming Rose’s ear, as she explained, “It’s called a blood oath. It’s how vampire colonies forge alliances.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her. “A blood oath?” she whispered. “How is it done?” 
 
    “It’s kind of like blood sharing,” Kara said quietly, “but without the sex.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “I’ve done that plenty of times. You and I have even done that. It didn’t involve some kind of ancient goblet,” she said skeptically. 
 
    Kara smiled at her snarky tone. “No, but any time vampires share blood directly, there is an emotional reaction and a blood bond. No leader of any vampire colony is going to let their guard down in that way with another powerful leader.” 
 
    “So, they bleed into a goblet, instead?” Rose asked. “What does that do?” 
 
    “It’s just symbolic,” Kara said with a shrug. “Each person offers a few drops of blood, and then, each person sips from the goblet. The blood represents the alliance. It’s similar to the contracts that humans sign. This is just our version.” 
 
    “Except it’s a lot weirder,” Rose muttered. She glanced curiously at James and Talulah. “I barely know these people. I don’t want to share blood with them.” 
 
    “It’s blood. It’ll taste great, regardless,” Kara said, “and you only have to take a sip of it. There’s no danger of a blood bond. Don’t worry. It’s only a ritual.” 
 
    “Lots of horror novels start with ‘Don’t worry. It’s only a ritual,’” Rose said. 
 
    Kara chuckled at that, and then, she straightened as Talulah approached. 
 
    “You must name a second to take the oath with you,” Talulah told Rose. 
 
    Rose blinked. “Uh…but I don’t have a… I don’t even have a colony.” 
 
    “Which is why you shouldn’t be involved,” Aaron said under his breath. 
 
    “It’s part of the ceremony,” Talulah told her patiently. “You must choose someone who will be responsible for carrying out your will. Someone you trust.” 
 
    “And it can’t be me,” Kara added, “because I’m already Aaron’s second.” 
 
    “I…” Rose sputtered, nervousness dancing in her chest. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Erik said suddenly. He navigated his way through the crowd until he reached her. His bright green eyes burned with sincerity. “You’re one of my best friends, Rose. I’d protect you with my life. And…you’re the wisest person I’ve ever met. As a warrior, if I were going to serve under anyone, it’d be you.” 
 
    Rose stared up at him, stunned by his declaration. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “For once, I am,” Erik said with a grin, “but don’t expect it to last long.” 
 
    “Erik is a perfect choice,” Kara whispered to Rose. “He’s a warrior.” 
 
    Talulah glanced back and forth between them. “Do you trust him?” 
 
    Rose looked at her. “Uh…well…yeah, actually,” she realized, blinking, “I do.” She wasn’t sure when she’d come to trust Erik so much, but…she did. 
 
    “As long as he’s skilled in combat, and you trust him,” Talulah said, “he’s qualified.” She looked back and forth between them. “But you have to say it.” 
 
    Rose could barely keep up. It was so foreign to her. “What do I say?” 
 
    “You just have to say that he’s your second-in-command,” Kara said. 
 
    “But in command of what?” Rose sighed. “I don’t even have command.” 
 
    “You do now,” Talulah informed her. “You represent your own power.” 
 
    Rose spread out her hands in defeat. “Okay,” she sighed. She looked up at Erik, who smiled and nodded encouragingly. “Erik Olafsson is my…second.” 
 
    Talulah glanced up at him. “And you’ll take the blood oath with her?” 
 
    Erik waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah, I can handle a little goblet blood.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rose whispered. “Haven’t you been starving yourself?” 
 
    “I can handle it,” Erik told her. “I can control myself when I want to.” 
 
    “And if he can’t,” Elise said suddenly, her soft, thickly-accented voice startling them, as she moved to stand behind them, “I’ll let him feed from me.” 
 
    Kara turned, raising an eyebrow at her ex-girlfriend. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Elise said easily. “He’s already bound to me. It makes sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, remember when I fed from her in Norway?” Erik reminded Rose, who had been drained of blood at the time. “I’m still bound to her. It’s been fun.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “That explains…a lot, actually.” 
 
    Elise winked at her.  
 
    “All right,” Talulah said, walking back toward the center of the circle. “If everyone is ready, let’s begin the blood oath.” She cradled the stone goblet in her hands. “We’ll stand in a circle. Your seconds should be on the right side of you.” 
 
    They adjusted, which really only required Talulah and Aaron moving into their places and everyone else shifting until they were in a tight circle. Talulah turned and carefully placed the goblet in Erik’s hands. He’d never done this either. Only Kara, Aaron, Talulah, and James had. So, he waited for Talulah to explain. 
 
    “I’ll start the blood oath, but you must take my blood,” Talulah told him. 
 
    “It’s to symbolize the complete connection,” Kara explained to Rose and Erik. “No one will take their own blood. It’ll be the person standing to their left.” 
 
    “So that the second’s blood is always taken by their leader,” James added. 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “By taking your blood, you mean…bite you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Talulah said, “but don’t swallow the blood. Pour it into the cup.” 
 
    “Vampires have some really weird rituals,” Rose said under her breath. 
 
    “So do humans,” Kara whispered. “Rituals are supposed to be weird.” 
 
    “Which is why I generally abstain from them,” Rose added dryly. 
 
    Talulah offered her hand to Erik, and Erik stepped closer, wrapping his hand around her wrist. He lifted it to his mouth and sank his fangs into her wrist. His face twisted with pain, as his hunger reacted to the blood so close to his lips, and Kara straightened, her brows creasing with worry. But he pulled Talulah’s wrist away from his mouth, slowly, blood dripping from his fangs, and slowly, carefully, he turned her wrist over, allowing the blood to spill into the goblet. He waited, as her blood poured from her wrist, until Talulah nodded in approval. 
 
    Talulah lifted her wrist to her mouth and licked the bite wound so that it would heal faster. Then, she took the goblet from Erik and turned toward James, her second-in-command. The ritual continued around the circle: from Talulah to James, from James to Aaron, and then, finally, Aaron turned to Kara. With each person, the scent of blood grew stronger, creeping ever closer to Rose, and her hunger burned more intensely with each minute. And now, it was Kara’s turn. 
 
    Rose’s body reacted instantly to the scent of Kara’s blood. It took every ounce of strength in her body to restrain herself when all she wanted was to feed. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Kara’s gaze dart toward her. 
 
    Rose wondered how the other vampires controlled themselves so easily. She wondered if they even remembered how it felt to be a young vampire, still at the mercy of the insatiable hunger. She cast a curious look at Erik, noticing the tightness of his jaw, the tightness of his shoulders. Even if none of the others understood, she knew he did. His hunger was as insatiable as hers, at the moment. 
 
    If not more. 
 
    After Kara added a few drops of her blood to the goblet, she turned to Rose. “It’s almost over,” she whispered. “Can you control it a little longer?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Yeah,” she sighed. She held out her hand, her palm up. 
 
    Kara took Rose’s wrist, her fingers warm and soft against Rose’s skin. Somehow, Rose doubted that any of the others had performed their part of the ritual the way Kara did, but then, when had Kara ever done things the right way? 
 
    Rose breathed out shakily as Kara bent her head and pressed a warm kiss against Rose’s wrist. Then, with a seductive smile, she sank her fangs into Rose’s wrist. Rose felt a sudden rush of desire flood her body as Kara reluctantly pulled away from her bleeding wrist. Kara tilted Rose’s wrist, allowing the blood to spill into the goblet, her icy blue eyes darkening with hunger, as she watched the blood. 
 
    “Your turn,” Kara whispered. She licked Rose’s wrist slowly, healing the small bite wound, her lips tilting into a mischievous smile as Rose’s breath caught in her throat. She placed the stone goblet in Rose’s hand. “Take Erik’s blood.” 
 
    Rose nodded, even as the desire swam around her head, disorienting her. 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “I bet you never thought you’d be biting me.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “This is weird enough. Don’t make it weirder.” 
 
    He snorted. “Remember,” he said, as he held out his wrist to her, “you can’t swallow any blood. It would create a blood bond, and that would be weird.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Rose muttered. She took his wrist and bent her head. The sound of his heartbeat thundered in her ears, and the scent of his blood—sweet and powerful—filled her senses, even now, before she’d even bitten him. She exhaled slowly, trying to keep her hunger under control, and then, she sank her fangs into his wrist. Pulling back—when the blood was so close to her mouth—was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. It went against every instinct in her body, but somehow, she pushed the instincts back. She controlled her hunger. 
 
    She heard Kara’s sigh of relief behind her as she managed to pull back. 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “Impressive self-control for a baby vampire.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Rose grumbled as she turned his wrist, letting his blood flow into the stone goblet. The blood filled about a third of the goblet now. She looked up at him for a moment, and then, she whispered, “Thank you for doing this.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I’m only doing what any good friend would do.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for that, then,” Rose said, “for being a good friend.” 
 
    Talulah gestured for Rose to pass the goblet to Erik. So, Rose placed it, carefully, in Erik’s hands. Her apprehension increased as they began the final part of the ritual: each one of them would drink blood from the goblet. Just one sip. 
 
    The reason most vampires killed their victims was that it was almost impossible to stop after just one taste of blood, and humans could only lose so much. The reason starved vampires didn’t spike their drinks with blood was that one taste of blood would only intensify the already ravenous hunger. There were so many things that could go wrong, so many reasons for this ritual to scare Rose. 
 
    “Relax,” Kara told Rose and Erik, who looked equally nervous. “It’s one sip of blood, and then, it’s over. You can do this. You can control your hunger.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Erik muttered. “You’re used to controlling it.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I know. But if you do lose control, we’ll handle that, too.” 
 
    Erik sighed with relief. He knew Kara could stop him, if he lost control. She’d done it plenty of times in the past, after all. He turned to face Talulah. 
 
    Before Talulah drank from the goblet, she called out, loudly enough for all of them to hear, “The three powers, gathered in this circle, have given their blood. This blood symbolizes the connection we are establishing with the alliance. Just as we sacrificed some of our blood, we also sacrifice some of our independence for this alliance, but we do it in hopes of gaining something more.” 
 
    Rose watched as Talulah sipped the blood. Talulah’s eyes slid closed, as that taste of blood affected her. When her eyes opened again, Rose thought she saw that flash of hunger in those deep, black eyes, but Talulah controlled it well. 
 
    Talulah took the goblet from Erik’s hands and turned to her second-in-command, James, offering it to him. The ritual continued this way—from Talulah to James, from James to Aaron, from Aaron to Kara. Then, it was Rose’s turn. 
 
    Rose stared apprehensively at the stone goblet that Kara offered to her. Her stomach twisted with hunger as the scent of fresh blood swirled around her head. “Have I mentioned that I think this is really weird?” she mumbled to Kara. 
 
    An amused smile pulled at the corners of Kara’s lips. “Once or twice.” 
 
    Rose sighed and stepped closer. Kara tilted the goblet against Rose’s lips, and Rose swallowed a sip of blood. And her entire body roared with hunger. 
 
    “Easy,” Kara whispered, as she sensed that Rose was losing control. She pulled the goblet away from Rose’s lips. “Look at me, Rose. Not the blood.” 
 
    Rose looked up, meeting Kara’s sharp, piercing gaze, and suddenly, she felt grounded. It was as if Kara’s gaze held her in place, as if those beautiful, blue eyes had brought her back. Her hunger faded just enough for her to regain control. 
 
    “Perfect,” Kara whispered, still holding her gaze. “Now, take the goblet.” 
 
    Rose wrapped her hands around the goblet and turned toward Erik. He looked as apprehensive as she felt. “Are you all right?” she asked him quietly. 
 
    “For now,” he said, staring at the blood. “Let’s just get it over with.” 
 
    Rose lifted the goblet a little higher—because he was so much taller than her—and he leaned forward to drink from it. His shoulders stiffened as soon as he tasted the blood, and he turned his face away, his jaw tight, as he tried to resist. 
 
    “Erik?” she whispered worriedly. “Are you okay? Can you control it?” 
 
    He nodded, but the action looked so forced and pained that it only made Rose worry more. But then, he straightened and took the goblet from her hands. 
 
    Talulah took the goblet from him and returned it to the table. Then, she addressed the Village of the Undead and the Tomb of Blood, together. “The ritual is done. In the face of the greatest threat this world has ever seen, we are united.” 
 
    Rose noticed, out of the corner of her eye, Erik folding forward, as if he were about to pass out. She reached out and grasped his arm. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He fell forward, his head against her shoulder, as if he were hugging her. 
 
    “Thanks for the hug and all,” Rose grunted, “but you’re kind of heavy.” 
 
    She wondered, for a moment, as he sagged against her, motionless, if he’d lost consciousness somehow, but then, she felt sharp fangs graze her neck. 
 
    Kara jerked him back, suddenly, her hand clutching the back of his neck, as if he were an animal that she were holding by its scruff. He snarled at her, his eyes wide and feral. “Elise?” she called, her eyebrows lifting, as Erik tried over and over—and failed over and over—to escape her grasp. “I think he’s hungry.” 
 
    “Goodness,” Elise murmured, squeezing between Rose and Kara. She pulled off her coat and draped it over Rose’s arm. “He really is starving, isn’t he?” 
 
    Rose watched, her eyes wide, as Elise swept her long, curly blonde hair to one side and approached Erik. Honestly, she was impressed by the small, blonde vampire’s boldness. Because, honestly, in this state, Erik was pretty scary. 
 
    “I’ll stop him if he tries to take too much blood,” Kara assured Elise. 
 
    Elise nodded, and then, Kara released Erik. Elise gasped as Erik sank his fangs into her neck, but it didn’t take long before she was sighing out in pleasure. 
 
    Rose looked away, her face hot. She hadn’t expected to see that today. 
 
    Kara returned to her side. “Do you want me to hold that?” 
 
    It took Rose a moment to realize that she was talking about Elise’s coat. “Oh, no, I’ve got it,” Rose mumbled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Erik like that.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I have,” she sighed, glancing back at him. “He’s always had a pretty insatiable appetite, and Alana used to encourage him to feed from one human after another, which would intoxicate him and make him more feral.” 
 
    “Was I like that?” Rose asked curiously. “When I nearly drained you?” 
 
    “A little,” Kara said with a smirk, “but it’s hot when you get like that.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “If you say so,” she said skeptically. She swept her gaze around the crowded room, expecting to find a lot of vampires watching Erik and Elise—in shock or horror—but instead, she found them all engaged in conversation—some excited, some wary, some casual. “No one’s even noticed?” 
 
    “You’re in a vampire colony,” Kara told her. “There’s no shame here.” 
 
    Rose turned to Kara, frowning curiously. “No shame in losing control? Or no shame in feeding from someone in the middle of a crowded room?” 
 
    “Neither,” Kara said easily. “Both are just part of what we are.” 
 
    “Thank you, everyone, and welcome to the alliance,” Talulah said, finally, her low, warm voice carrying across the crowded room. “To our allies, we invite you outside, beneath the moon and stars, to watch the Lights with us. It’s possible that we could be at war with humans by the end of the week, if we’re unable to stop it. Therefore, I think we should spend time together and enjoy the peace.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes at the sentimentality. “But tomorrow, we plan our attack,” he said, moving to stand beside Talulah, “So, don’t get too comfortable.” 
 
    “It’s freezing outside,” Rose muttered under her breath. Everyone in the room had begun to leave or talk amongst themselves, so only Kara heard her snarky remark. “I don’t think there’s any chance of us getting too comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose tilted her head back, watching the stunning, greenish light shift and dance across the navy blue sky like a living, breathing being. “It’s almost worth the cold to see that,” she said. She looked over as she felt Kara sit down beside her. 
 
    The five of them—Erik, Tom, Elise, Kara, and Rose—huddled together, on short, wooden benches, around one of the many bonfires outside the colony. 
 
    Kara looped her arm around Rose’s shoulders, pulling Rose closer to her. 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but sigh pleasantly as she leaned against Kara’s side, relishing the warmth of Kara’s body, breathing in the sweetness of Kara’s scent. 
 
    The low, steady beat of a drum carried across the snow-covered valley, as music played somewhere nearby, as vampires danced sensually to the music. 
 
    The sound of boots crunching in the snow drew their attention to the person approaching them from behind. Talulah’s tall, dark form came into view. She lifted a small, metal flask to her lips, and the scents of blood and whiskey drifted out toward them. “Do you guys need anything?” she yelled over the music. 
 
    Kara lifted an eyebrow. “Why don’t you sit down and relax, for once?” 
 
    “It’s easier to relax near people who haven’t betrayed me,” Talulah said. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Kara laughed, as Talulah spun around and walked away. 
 
    “Do you always make such a lasting impression on people, Kara?” Erik said playfully. He took a sip from a bottle of whiskey and then passed it to her. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kara said as she took the bottle. She opened it and drank some of it. “It’s not always good. It’s not always bad. But it’s always memorable.” 
 
    Elise leaned toward Nina, her curly, blonde hair falling forward, over the front of her jacket. “So,” she sang, drawing out the word, “you and Aaron, huh?” 
 
    Nina straightened. “What? No. He just…” she trailed off, blushing. She turned toward Elise, her brows furrowing, and shrugged. “How did you know?” 
 
    “My room is right next to his,” Elise said with an amused smile. “I could hear the…er…sound effects.” She laughed and lifted her eyebrows meaningfully. 
 
    Nina’s big, brown eyes looked even bigger than usual. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I kind of liked the sound effects, actually,” Erik said shamelessly. 
 
    Elise giggled. “Why are all of you Vikings such pervs?” she teased. 
 
    Erik exchanged an amused look with Kara. “We weren’t pervs. We just liked to indulge in certain…pleasures. And we were open about it. Proud, even.” 
 
    “Unless you were a lesbian,” Kara added. She lifted the bottle of whiskey to her lips and sipped it. “Then, everyone just pretended that you didn’t exist.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kara drank the amber-colored liquid. “I find it hard to believe that anyone could’ve ignored your existence,” she said with a playful smile. 
 
    Kara laughed, “No. I didn’t let them. I had everyone talking.” She set the bottle down in the snow, between her boots. “One lady told my father that he should be ashamed of himself for having such a disturbed daughter. So, I slept with her daughter.” She grinned wickedly. “She didn’t have much to say after that.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh my word,” she laughed, “that’s terrible.” 
 
    Elise was laughing, too, along with most of the other vampires around the bonfire, when she noticed that Nina was still blushing. “Relax,” she told the young vampire, nudging her with her shoulder, “No one here is judging you.” 
 
    Tom smiled at her from across the fire. “Yeah,” he snorted. “Let’s face it: there aren’t many people in the Tomb of Blood that Aaron hasn’t fed from.” 
 
    Nina raised an eyebrow. “Even you?” she asked with an amused smile. 
 
    Tom shrugged and took another sip from his flask. “A few times.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Elise, Nina, and Tom, as they laughed. “How does someone as cold and unfeeling as Aaron manage to seduce so many people?” 
 
    Elise lifted an eyebrow. “Have you ever seen him turn on the charm? He is surprisingly good at it. I mean, he’s still an asshole, but the man can flirt.” 
 
    “Hey, do your rooms have one of those really big bathtubs?” Nina asked. 
 
    “Mine has a walk-in shower,” Tom told her. “It’s a pretty nice room.” 
 
    As Rose listened to their conversation, she buried her hands deep in the front pocket of her hoodie and hunched her shoulders forward, in an attempt to keep warm in the brutal weather. She straightened in surprise when she felt the warmth of Kara’s body against her. Before she could turn to look at Kara, she felt the heat of Kara’s breath on her ear. She shivered at the arousing sensation. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Kara whispered, her lips twitching into a knowing smile. 
 
    “Why would I be cold?” Rose sassed. “We’re only in the freaking Arctic.” 
 
    Kara laughed softly, and the pleasant, breathy sound caressed Rose’s ear in just the right way, causing her to shudder…again. “Dance with me,” Kara said. 
 
    Rose turned to stare incredulously at her. “Don’t you know me at all?” 
 
    Kara trailed her heated, light blue gaze over Rose’s curves. “I know how much I want to feel your soft hips moving against mine,” she murmured quietly. A slow, seductive smile curved at the edges of her lips. “I promise you’d like it.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “If you want to embarrass yourself, there are easier ways.” 
 
    “I would never be embarrassed by you, Rose,” Kara said easily, her brows furrowing, as if she thought that it was absurd to think otherwise. But then, that serious look in her eyes faded away, the icy blue of her eyes catching fire, burning with lust. She tilted her face toward Rose’s, as if she were going to kiss her. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. I saw you watching me the night we met, in the bar. You wanted to dance with me as much as I wanted to dance with you.” 
 
    Rose swallowed as a painful wave of desire traveled through her body. 
 
    “Come on, sexy,” Kara said, her dark hair falling around her face, as she leaned toward Rose. She smiled and lowered her voice. “I need you to dance with me,” she whispered. “I’ll explain in a moment…when we’re dancing…alone.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. She pulled her hand out of her hoodie, and Kara immediately took her hand, her long, warm fingers intertwining with Rose’s. She allowed Kara to pull her to her feet and lead her away from the other vampires. Her tennis shoes sank into the snow as she followed Kara toward a dark area of the snowy valley. All around them, vampires danced sensually and with reckless abandon, as if they didn’t have a care in the world, as if they felt no shame for their dark, sensual desires. Rose envied the confidence and freedom in their expression. She didn’t feel that yet, and she wasn’t sure if she ever would. 
 
    Kara used their joined hands to drag Rose closer to her, until her cool, lean body bumped against Rose’s softer, warmer body. “I wasn’t lying, you know, about wanting to dance with you,” she murmured, sliding her arms around Rose’s waist. Her hips moved in a sensual rhythm, in time with the music, and without even thinking, Rose found herself moving with Kara, as if their bodies were in tune with each other. Kara’s lips brushed against Rose’s. “When I saw you in that bar, I wanted to ask you to dance. I wanted to feel your body against mine.” 
 
    Rose moaned softly, desire burning her skin, even as the cold air rushed around them. She locked her arms around Kara’s neck, sinking her fingers into Kara’s silky, blue-and-black hair. “Then, why didn’t you?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “Would you have said yes, if I had?” she whispered. 
 
    “Probably not,” Rose said, “but since when are you afraid of rejection?” 
 
    A cocky smirk pulled at the edges of Kara’s lips. “I’m not,” she said. Her fingers found their way underneath the bottom of Rose’s hoodie and then under her shirt, until her fingertips connected with the warm, soft skin of Rose’s hips. “I just like to make a girl want me first.” She ran her fingers over Rose’s hipbones, caressing Rose’s skin with just enough gentleness to make her moan, and then, she moved her lips to Rose’s ear and whispered, “You want me now, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, breathing out shakily, as the desire burned painfully throughout her body. “Uh,” she stammered, “what did you need to tell me?” 
 
    Kara chuckled at the abrupt change of subject. She grabbed Rose’s hand and spun her around, urging Rose to dance with her back pressed against Kara’s front. She looped her arms around Rose’s stomach, her breasts pressing against Rose’s back, as she showered kisses along the curve of Rose’s neck, smiling as Rose moaned at the sensation. “The dancing is a good cover, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Rose murmured, closing her eyes. “Cover for what?” 
 
    Kara’s lip brushed against Rose’s ear as she explained, her voice low and lilting, “I received word from one of my spies today. She said that she has reason to believe that the Assassins of Light are going to bomb another vampire colony.” 
 
    Rose stiffened in surprise. “Oh my word. We have to warn someone.” 
 
    Kara tightened her hold on Rose’s hips. “We can’t,” she said quietly. “It would cause panic and chaos, and—while I do love a bit of chaos every now and then—now is a very bad time for chaos. Just stay calm. Keep dancing with me.” 
 
    Rose raised both eyebrows in disbelief. “What the heck, Kara? You can’t just tell someone they’re about to get bombed and then ask them to dance.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kara said. “I shouldn’t have told you about the bombs.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “That is not what I said,” she muttered, “at all.” 
 
    “The chances of them bombing this colony are slim,” Kara assured her. “We’re in the wilderness, and there are no airports for miles. It would take them too long to get here, and I would know long before they got close enough to hurt any of us. If they even think about heading this way, my spies will let me know.” 
 
    Rose breathed a small sigh of relief. “What about the other colonies?” 
 
    Kara spun her around again, and Rose smiled, amazed that her ungraceful self had managed to twirl in the snow without falling. But then again, Rose always felt as if she could do anything when she was in Kara’s arms. It was just an effect that Kara had on people. It wasn’t enough that Kara was strong and confident herself. She empowered others, as well—generously showering compliments and reminding people of their own inner strength. As Rose stared up into Kara’s light blue eyes, lost in thought, she felt her lips curving into a soft, affectionate smile. 
 
    “I envy Alana and Kallias,” Kara said suddenly, watching the beautiful curve of Rose’s lips, “because I’d love to know what you’re thinking right now.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m glad that you don’t. It’s embarrassingly sappy.” 
 
    Kara smiled at that. Her hands dropped dangerously low, a wicked gleam in her icy blue eyes, as she held Rose close. Her hips moved fluidly and sensually against Rose’s, as they danced beneath the cloud-covered, purplish-black sky. 
 
    “You never answered me,” Rose said. “Are the other colonies safe?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “I was hoping you’d forgotten the question.” She offered Rose an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid the odds aren’t as good for them.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Then, we have to warn them. They need to know, Kara.” 
 
    “I sent word to the Tomb of Blood,” Kara said, her expression twisting with worry. “I told them to evacuate, but I didn’t tell them why.” She shook her head sadly. “You have to understand…we’re on the brink of war with the entire human race. None of us want that. If word gets out that the Assassins of Light are planning to bomb vampire colonies, vampires will attack humans openly.” 
 
    Rose sucked in a harsh breath. “Peace wouldn’t be an option after that.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kara said. “So, this needs to stay between you and me, okay?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Of course. But…isn’t there anything else we can do?” 
 
    “We can keep trying to stop the war…until they attack another colony,” Kara said, “because once they drop the next bomb, we will officially be at war.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip. “Are Kallias and my friends in any danger?” 
 
    “No,” Kara assured her. “They’re in a home in the middle of New York City. The Assassins of Light would never kill that many civilians, just for one or two vampires. Not because they have a rational sense of morality or anything. But simply because they wouldn’t be able to justify that choice to the general public.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I just,” she trailed off, an anguished sigh escaping her lips, “I don’t think I can just sit here and do nothing while a colony gets bombed.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” Kara murmured understandingly. “We’re not doing nothing. We’re going to keep trying to stop the war. Even if we could warn the other colonies, the message wouldn’t get there in time. Most of them have disposed of all traceable devices. The messages would have to be taken on foot.” 
 
    “But now that we’re united,” Rose asked, “we’re going to stop the war?” 
 
    “We’re going to do everything in our power,” Kara stated confidently. 
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    Kara stared at the phone in her hand, her brows creasing with concern, as she read the message. “I’m sorry, love,” she sighed, her icy blue gaze shifting up toward Rose. “I have to take this call. Privately. Will you be all right out here?” 
 
    Rose glanced around at all of the unfamiliar vampires that were dancing in the snow and huddling around fires for warmth. “Yeah,” she mumbled, looking back at Kara. She crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders forward, as she tried to keep warm. She missed the warmth of Kara’s body against hers. In more ways than one. “Is it about…what you told me? Oh, I guess I shouldn’t ask that.” 
 
    Kara smiled warmly. “You can ask whatever you want, sexy,” she said. Her voice sounded light but sultry, somehow flirty and affectionate, all at once. “But…I might not answer.” Her smile faded. “I’m sorry. It’s just part of my job.” 
 
    Rose nodded, feeling a twinge of disappointment in her gut. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Kara lifted an eyebrow, as if she didn’t believe it. “I’ll…apologize later.” 
 
    Rose didn’t react to that, as Kara turned to head back toward the colony’s entrance, but then, she suddenly remembered how Kara had apologized last time. 
 
    Kara must have felt her surprise because she suddenly spun back toward Rose, walking backward through the deep snow, as if it were the easiest thing in the world. Her lips tilted into that sideways, mischievous smirk, and she winked. 
 
    Despite the brutal, arctic weather, Rose’s face couldn’t have felt hotter. 
 
    The sound of a soft laugh of someone nearby caught her attention. Rose turned around, watching as a woman tilted her head back, her wavy, brown hair cascading down her back, as she stared at the sky. She still had her arms looped around a man’s neck, slow-dancing with him, but they both stared up at the sky. 
 
    Rose followed their gazes, unable to hold in her gasp of awe, as she saw the curtains of purple and green light that weaved and danced through the sky. 
 
    She noticed the sound of snow crunching beneath someone’s feet, and then, as that someone neared her, the scent of sandalwood and jasmine filled her senses. But she couldn’t bring herself to tear her gaze from the aurora borealis, fascination burning in her bright blue eyes, as she watched the dance of lights. 
 
    The crunch of footsteps stopped. “You must not see them often.” 
 
    Rose straightened at the sound of that voice—that dark, womanly voice. It was an instinctual reaction to a voice like that—a voice that seemed to demand attention and respect. She pulled her gaze away from the sky, finally, and glanced at the vampire beside her. The tall, regal vampire stood a few feet from her. She watched the sky, the lights dancing across her dark skin, reflecting off of her raven hair. “Talulah,” Rose mumbled, mostly to herself. “Do you need something?” 
 
    Talulah’s deep, black gaze shifted toward Rose, her eyebrows lifting, as she noticed Rose’s nervousness. “I should be asking you that. This is my colony, after all. You’re a guest here.” She smiled. “I want to make your stay pleasurable.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Uh…that’s nice of you, but I’m really not hard to please.” 
 
    That seemed to amuse Talulah. “You seem fascinated by the Lights.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said. “I’m from the Southern U.S. We don’t see them.” 
 
    Talulah nodded. She tilted her head back, returning her gaze to the sky, her long, black braids falling down her back—so long that they brushed against the curve of her lower back, nearly reaching her waist. A reminiscent smile pulled at the edges of her lips, and that smile made her look hundreds of years younger. Not that she looked old, as it was. Physically, she looked like a woman in her late twenties or early thirties, but her true age was in the shrewdness of her black eyes, the hard set of her jaw, the stiffness of her shoulders. “My people believed that the Northern Lights were spirits,” she told Rose. “The dead. Dancing in the sky.” 
 
    “Who were your people?” Rose asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “Ah,” Talulah sighed, “I’ve had so many homes, and I’ve known so many people. I even ruled some of them. But…originally, when I was young, the Inuit.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose said with a bright, sincere smile. “That’s so fascinating.” 
 
    Talulah glanced at Rose, her eyebrows lifting in surprise. “You think so? 
 
    Rose shrugged shyly. “I study history. Or I did. When I was human,” she paused, her smile slipping, just for a moment. But then, it returned to her face, and she shifted her bright blue gaze toward Talulah. “I love learning about the past. The framework of who we are. The fruit of our good choices. The ghosts of our bad ones. It’s such a surreal subject. I used to travel across the world on study trips, just to see an artifact that survived time, that connects us to the past. And now, I’m a vampire, and I’m meeting actual people who survived…history.” 
 
    Talulah watched her with a smile. “I see why Kara likes you so much.” 
 
    Rose frowned, confused by the vague comment. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Two thin, black braids fell over Talulah’s shoulders as she tilted her head, gazing thoughtfully at a distant fire. “Have you ever looked into a fire? It’s strange what happens. You don’t intend to get caught in its mesmerizing dance, but you do. You find yourself unable to tear your gaze away. You can’t help but watch the way it shifts and dances, casting light and shadows, at once, creating warmth and destruction simultaneously. And you realize…the reason it captivates you the way it does is that…it seems as if it’s alive. More alive than you ever have been.” 
 
    “I mean, technically, it’s not alive,” Rose said with a cute smile, “at all.” 
 
    Talulah ignored her teasing remark. “You’re like that,” she said, her deep, black eyes suddenly shifting toward Rose. “You’re like the fire. Captivating and alive. You speak with passion. It moves in your eyes. It’s fascinating. And rare.” 
 
    The humor in Rose’s expression faded away, as she stared at the vampire beside her, stunned by her words. “Umm…thank you,” she mumbled, “I think.” 
 
    Talulah smiled. “It was a compliment, if that’s what you’re unsure of.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily and nodded. “You’re much nicer than Aaron.” 
 
    Talulah tilted her head back and laughed. It was a warm, gravelly laugh that sounded pleasant in Rose’s ears. “Is there anyone who isn’t nicer than Aaron?” 
 
    Rose laughed, too. “My boyfriend could give him a run for his money.” 
 
    Talulah watched Rose curiously. “You have a boyfriend and a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Ah,” Rose said, her chest tightening. “No. He’s my ex-boyfriend now, actually.” Sadness poured over her, weighing her down. “It ended…recently.” 
 
    Talulah nodded. “Because of Kara?” she asked, as if she already knew. 
 
    Rose frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think so,” she said quietly. “I fell in love with her while I was with him, but…I think I lost him months before that.” 
 
    She felt Talulah’s dark, inquisitive gaze on her skin, but she kept her gaze on the white, endless blanket of snow that stretched before her, unable to make eye contact with another person while she hurt so deeply. Talulah waited for her to continue, but when she didn’t, Talulah prodded, “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Long story,” Rose sighed. The words that Alana had spoken to her once replayed in her head: Your choices have consequences, Rose. “I made a choice. I believed it was the right thing to do. I still do. But he never forgave me for that choice.” 
 
    Talulah sighed, “Then, I guess you’re right. He doesn’t sound very nice.” 
 
    “Deep down, he’s kind,” Rose said. “Kinder than Aaron could ever hope to be. But you have to look past the things he says, the façade he uses to protect himself. He may not always be the nicest guy, but he’s definitely a good one.” 
 
    “In that case,” Talulah said, “you were probably safer with him than Kara.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “I’m starting to get the feeling that you didn’t come over here just to talk about the Northern Lights,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Talulah moved closer to Rose—close enough that the warmth of her tall, curvy body alleviated a bit of the cold seeping into Rose’s skin. Rose watched the intimidating vampire warily as she leaned toward Rose, one of the long braids in her hair brushing Rose’s arm. “I don’t mean to speak ill of your lover,” she began. 
 
    “Then, you probably shouldn’t say what you’re about to say,” Rose said. 
 
    Talulah continued, “But I’ve known her for hundreds of years. And she’s an amazing asset—with her unique skills and influence—but I’d never trust her.” 
 
    Rose scanned the crowd of vampires, looking for Elise or Tom or Erik or…literally anyone who could save her from this deceptively polite interrogation. 
 
    “The truth is,” Talulah said, “the only thing constant about Kara is that she always has bad intentions.” She tore her gaze from the sky, finally, and looked at Rose, her eyes blacker than the sky. “Is that who you’d trust with your life?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, “but the Kara I know is more than who you say she is.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do,” Talulah said, “that after this is over, as soon as Aaron no longer needs you, he’ll command her to kill you. She’s a warrior, Rose. Where do you think her loyalty lies? With her commander? Or her lover?” 
 
    “I really want to like you,” Rose sighed, “but I’m not a big fan of being manipulated.” She smiled bitterly. “I got my lifetime supply of that from Alana.” 
 
    “I can assure you that those are not my intentions,” Talulah told her. She sounded sincere, but Rose remained wary. “I just want you to think about this.” She leaned in closer, so she could whisper, “I can offer you protection. From her and Aaron. If the need arises. All you have to do is…tell me what Kara is hiding.” 
 
    Rose spotted Elise—or the yellow-blonde curls that cascaded down her back, at least—and she sighed in relief at the perfect timing. “Sorry,” she yelled over her shoulder, as she ran away. “I have to talk to Elise! About the…cat.” 
 
    Talulah frowned. “Cat?” she repeated bewilderedly. “What cat?” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When Elise felt a gentle tap on her shoulder, she spun around, her lips curving into a surprised smile as she saw Rose behind her. “Oh, hey, Rose,” she said, lifting a glass of blood-spiked wine to her lips. “Do you need something?” 
 
    Rose glanced over her shoulder, swallowing, as she noticed Talulah, still there, watching her with narrowed, black eyes. “Yes, actually,” she mumbled, spinning back toward Elise with a worried look. “Can you pretend to talk to me?” 
 
    An amused smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “I can do better than that,” she laughed. “I can actually talk to you. I’m doing that already, aren’t I?” 
 
    Rose nodded, too nervous to think about how awkward she must have sounded. “I might have used you as an excuse to run away from a conversation.” 
 
    Elise giggled, “Use me all you want, cutie.” When Rose squinted a little at that, Elise gave her a playful wink. Elise took another sip of her drink, making eye contact with Talulah over the top of her glass. “Let me guess,” she murmured, lowering her glass. “The person you ran away from—it was Talulah, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Rose stared at her warily. “She wants to know if Kara is hiding anything.” 
 
    Elise let out a short, knowing laugh. “Kara’s always hiding something.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And I’m a terrible liar,” she muttered. “I figured running away would be less suspicious than one of my lies. In hindsight, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Elise just smiled. “So, what are you and I supposed to be talking about?” 
 
    Rose winced. “Umm,” she began hesitantly, her eyebrows lifting, “a cat?” 
 
    Elise burst into laughter, nearly spitting out her wine. “A cat? What cat?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I don’t know. I said the first thing that came to my mind.” 
 
    Elise giggled and ran her fingertip over her lips, wiping away a drop of red liquid that had leaked from one corner of her lips while she laughed. She lifted her eyebrows at Rose. “Clearly, Kara hasn’t instructed you on how to lie yet.” 
 
    “Well, I mean,” Rose said, looking away, “we have been pretty busy.” 
 
    Elise’s eyebrows arched even higher. “I bet you have,” she said playfully. 
 
    Rose’s cheeks reddened. “That’s not what I meant,” she mumbled. 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray eyes practically glowed with amusement. She stepped closer to Rose and whispered, “Ooh! Has she done that thing yet? With her…” 
 
    “I’d really prefer not to talk about this,” Rose interrupted, her eyes wide.                                                                                          
 
    But Elise acted as if that were some kind of code, rather than an actual declaration. “Ooh, do you want me to give you advice? I know what she likes.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Umm, no, thanks,” she said slowly. “I’m good.” 
 
    “I bet you are,” Elise said with a sly smile. “The shy girls are always good.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “That’s such an odd generalization to make.” 
 
    “She’s been smiling so much lately,” Elise continued shamelessly, clearly undeterred by Rose’s reddened face. “You must have given her a lot of orgasms.” 
 
    Rose’s face was practically its own source of heat, by now. “Define a lot.” 
 
    Elise widened her eyes playfully. “That many, huh? I’m almost jealous.” 
 
    “This conversation is not going as planned,” Rose mumbled to herself. 
 
    Elise laughed, obviously enjoying Rose’s misery. The music changed, and a slower, sexier song began to play. “Ooh, I like this one,” she said, straightening. She looked at Rose, a smile curving at her lips. “Rose, you must dance with me.” 
 
    “No, I must not dance,” Rose said, her eyes wide. “I don’t dance. Ever.” 
 
    “You danced earlier,” Elise pointed out, “with Kara. It was very sexy.” 
 
    Rose felt herself blush. Again. “You saw me dancing with Kara?” 
 
    “Everyone saw you, darling,” Elise laughed. “You’re gorgeous together.” 
 
    “Oh. Umm, thanks,” Rose said with a shy smile. “But the dancing was a one-time thing. Kara coerced me. Basically. Dancing goes against my…beliefs.” 
 
    Elise raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what beliefs are those?” 
 
    “My belief in not embarrassing myself?” Rose offered. 
 
    Elise giggled, “Fine. I guess I’ll have to find someone else to dance with.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I’m sure you’ll find plenty of willing dance partners,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder and sighed in relief as she found that Talulah was no longer watching her. “And I successfully evaded Talulah’s question. Yay.” 
 
    “Yay,” Elise replied companionably. She watched the crowd of dancing vampires, her blue-eyes sparkling with excitement as she spotted someone in the crowd. “Ooh, I think I’ll go steal Erik’s dance partner! Just to prove I can.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “Hey, before you go, have you seen Aaron recently?” 
 
    Elise frowned thoughtfully. “No. He must be inside, still. Why?” 
 
    Rose flashed a fake smile. “No reason,” she lied. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Aaron straightened when he heard the door open. He slammed the book closed, dust scattering into the air, and spun toward her. “How did you find me?” 
 
    Rose closed the door. “I tracked you by scent,” she said, as she stepped into the dark room. It took her a moment to realize that she’d just stepped into a library—several bookshelves separating her and Aaron. “I know your scent, still.” 
 
    Aaron leaned his hip against the desk, his palm still firmly planted on the cover of the book. “One of the many reasons I never let anyone feed from me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said. “Well, you wouldn’t be able to use me, if I’d died.” 
 
    He nodded, not the least bit ashamed of his dark motives for helping her. He’d never claimed to be anything other than evil, and he had no interest in acting as if he were. “I’m pleased to see that you’re finally learning to use your instincts.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I’m a fast learner,” Rose said. “I always have been.” 
 
    “You think I’m unaware of your intelligence? It’s hard to miss,” Aaron said. “It doesn’t mean much. Being a fast learner just means you’re easy to train.” 
 
    She weaved her way through the bookshelves, walking toward him, her tennis shoes squeaking on the hardwood. Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not a dog.” 
 
    “No,” he said, “but you are some type of untamed beast, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rose stopped, just a few feet in front of him. “I’m not your enemy.” 
 
    “Who said you were?” Aaron scoffed. He took his hand off of the book, finally, and crossed his arms. “Talulah manipulated us. I get it. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “I never said you were,” she said gently. “I just want you to know…” 
 
    “Did you think that would work?” Aaron growled. “That you could just waltz in here, tell me that you’re not my enemy, and then, I decide to let you live?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “You just said that you understood that it was Talulah.” 
 
    “Earlier today? Yes,” he said. “But your days are still numbered, Rose.” 
 
    Rose held up her hands. “Fine. Whatever. I’m sorry for disturbing you.” 
 
    Aaron narrowed his eyes at her sarcasm and stepped toward her, as she tried to turn and leave. He caught her by the arm and jerked her back toward him. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said, shooting a peeved glare at him. “You know, there’s an English word—it’s pronounced wait—that works wonders in situations like this.” 
 
    A cloud of anger passed over his face. “Just so you know, I don’t care if Talulah calls you our equal,” he snarled, “you’re not my equal. You never will be.” 
 
    Rose nodded slowly. “I agree,” she said, to his surprise. “Talulah calling me her equal changes nothing. Equal is just a word. It doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    He straightened, blinking in surprise. “Exactly. You’re still beneath me.” 
 
    “Now, I didn’t say that,” Rose said with a sassy smile. She tilted her head to the side, her long, red hair falling over her shoulder. “No one is equal because someone says they are. They’re equal because they’re a person, just like you.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not entitled to more respect because of your age, position, or because you killed a bunch of people. You’re a person, just like me, and maybe, if you stopped thinking that everyone else is beneath you and treated them with respect, as equals, then you’d earn your respect, instead of having to demand it.”  
 
    Aaron released her arm, suddenly, as if he’d been burned by her skin. 
 
    Rose straightened, wincing a little at the tenderness in her arm, and then, she turned to leave, once again. “I’ll let you get back to your book,” she muttered. 
 
    He turned back toward the table, his back to her, as if she weren’t even significant enough for his attention. And yet, he still didn’t let her leave. “You’re so important to other people, but you mean nothing to me. Do you know that?” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows at him. “And yet, you feel the need to tell me.” 
 
    Aaron turned toward her. “To me, you’re just the woman who’s fucking my second,” he said with a smile, “and there’s a different one of you every week.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, insecurity fluttering inside her chest, but she swallowed down her fear and stepped forward. “Oh, that’s not all I am,” she reminded him. “I’m also your monster on a leash that you’ll sic at your enemies.” 
 
    His smile deepened. “Yeah. That, too.” 
 
    “And then, when you’re done with me, you’ll put me down,” Rose said, taking a step toward him, closing the space between them, “like a rabid beast.” 
 
    He laughed, “Or better yet, I’ll let your girlfriend do it.” He took a step forward, too. “That would suck, wouldn’t it? Being killed by your own lover?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You think she’d kill me? For you?” 
 
    “I’m a commander,” he said. “She’s a warrior. What else would she do?” 
 
    “She’s a warrior, not a soldier,” she countered. “There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Is there?” he said with an amused smile. “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “You made an erroneous assumption, though,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    “You just love pointing out people’s mistakes, don’t you?” Aaron sneered. Does it make you feel less powerless? Because intelligent or not, you’re still weak.” 
 
    “Deflection,” she countered. “Does that keep your ego intact?” she said, mimicking his tone. “You can’t handle hearing your mistakes, so you deflect?” 
 
    His smile faded. “Fine,” he said, shrugging. “Tell me about my mistake.” 
 
    “You can’t leash a monster,” Rose told him. “We’ll always break free.” 
 
    To her surprise, Aaron actually smiled at that. It was that small, slightly amused smile that he let slip occasionally, the one that made Rose wonder if he actually found the conflict exciting somehow, if everyday life bored him so much that he actually enjoyed being challenged. Just a little. “Go back to the celebration, Rose,” he said, returning to the table and the old book. “Enjoy your last days.” 
 
    Rose nodded and spun on her heels. She weaved around the bookshelves without even thinking, moving mostly on instinct, and then, without a word, she opened the door and stepped out into the hall. With each step, the residual fear and pain left by Aaron’s words, and the anger engulfing her insides, came rushing to the surface, growing stronger, until she felt power begin to ripple over her skin. 
 
    Rose only made it halfway down the hallway before she saw Kara walking toward her at a brisk pace. Still a little shaken from Aaron’s threat—her death at Kara’s hands—she intended to keep walking, to not even cast a glance in Kara’s direction—not until she got her anxiety under control, anyway—but Kara caught her by the arm and pulled her back. She felt the heat of Kara’s gaze on her, felt, rather than saw, the intensity of Kara’s piercing, blue gaze. Kara’s grip tightened. 
 
    “What did he say to you?” Kara growled. She moved closer, the length of her body pressing against Rose’s side, and then, her voice softened, becoming less accusatory, and more…pained. “I felt your emotions. Tell me what he said.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her, her stomach flipping. “He told me the truth.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze roamed Rose’s face, assessing the spark of courage in Rose’s eyes, and the anxiety—the question, carved so clearly in the furrow of her brows. “Which is?” she asked softly, even though she knew already what it must’ve been. 
 
    “That he’ll command you to kill me one day,” Rose answered boldly. 
 
    Kara’s face contorted with pain—so much so, it struck Rose speechless. “Did you believe it? Do you believe it?” she asked tiredly. “That’d I’d kill you?” 
 
    “Would you?” Rose asked curiously. It surprised Kara to see that Rose’s voice held no judgement, no accusation. It seemed that Rose was withholding judgement, waiting to see what Kara had to say. “You can tell me the truth, Kara.” 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment, as if she were trying to make up her mind about something, and then, she began to pull on Rose’s arm. “Follow me.” 
 
    Rose stumbled behind her for the first few steps, until she caught up with Kara’s brisk pace. She frowned at their room as they passed it. “Where are you taking me?” she stammered, puzzled by Kara’s determined steps, by the tightness of her grip on Rose’s arm, by her silence, and especially by the fear in her face. 
 
    They must have traveled down five or six hallways before Kara finally pulled her to a stop. Kara jerked open the last door on that hallway and pushed Rose inside. She stepped inside, too, moving around Rose to close the door. She trapped Rose against the door, her hands braced on each side of Rose’s shoulders. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Kara whispered. She tilted her face closer to Rose’s, her breath caressing Rose’s lips. “Do you trust me, still? After what he told you?” 
 
    Even though Kara had trapped her against the door, her lean, muscular arms outstretched, preventing Rose’s escape, Rose didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.” 
 
    A hint of surprise lightened Kara’s eyes, but then, they darkened again, the emotion hidden. Her hand moved so swiftly that Rose barely noticed it—just a puzzling blur of movement. Then, Rose felt it—the cold, sharp edge of a dagger against her throat. Kara watched Rose’s reaction, as she pressed the dagger against Rose’s neck. “And now?” Kara whispered. “Do you trust me now? After what he said to you? While you’re alone? With me holding a dagger against your throat?” 
 
    Rose swallowed, wincing as that caused the blade to press harder against her throat. She thought she saw a flash of concern in Kara’s eyes, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared. Rose studied Kara’s face, searching for a hint of what Kara was doing—a hint of mischief, of actual anger, of any emotion whatsoever. But she found nothing, except the calm, smoothness of Kara’s skin, the calculated question in Kara’s icy blue eyes. The question that Rose had yet to answer. “Yes.” 
 
    Kara immediately dropped the dagger. She took a step back, her brows furrowing, as she tried to make sense of Rose’s answer. “But why? You have no reason to trust me. As a matter of fact, you have every reason not to trust me.” 
 
    “I trust you because I believe in you,” Rose said, “and because I love you.” 
 
    Kara stepped forward and cupped Rose’s face in her hands. Her gaze burned with intensity, as she tilted her face closer and whispered, “I swore fealty to you, Rose. My loyalty is yours—and yours alone. If he orders me to kill you, I need you to remember this. I need you to remember that no matter what, even if I have a dagger against your throat, I will not hurt you. I would never hurt you.” 
 
    Rose watched her curiously. “Is that your plan? You’ll pretend to kill me?” 
 
    Kara dropped her hands and looked away uncomfortably. “I don’t know what I’ll do yet, but I’ll come up with something, I promise. Aaron is too powerful for me to kill without some sort of advantage or trickery. If I refuse the order outright, he’ll kill you himself…after he kills me. So, I need him to think I’ll do it. For now.” She looked at Rose. “But I sensed what you felt, and I couldn’t let you think that I’d actually…” Pain flashed in her eyes. “I won’t betray you, Rose.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Rose told her. “But I’ll pretend not to, if that’ll help?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Aaron must believe that I’ll do it. For now. He’d kill us both tonight, if he thought otherwise. Whatever care he does have for vampires or humans—it pales in comparison to his ambition. He’s usually swift in getting rid of threats to his power. The only exceptions have been Alana, Kallias, and you.” 
 
    “Is that why you brought me to this room?” Rose asked as she swept her gaze around the dark, unfamiliar room. “So that he wouldn’t be able to hear you?” 
 
    Kara nodded and rapped her knuckles against the wall. “Sound-proof.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rose said, glancing at the strange, paneled walls that surrounded them. Candlelight danced across those unusual walls, cast by the candles that were set up around each shrine. She stepped away from the door. “What is this place?” 
 
    “The chapel,” Kara told her. She pointed at a cross on the other side of the room. An altar, made of beautifully-carved wood, set beneath that cross, and a few old, tattered books scattered the surface of the altar. “That part of the chapel is for Christians.” She pointed toward the other side of the room, which was filled with beautiful carvings of animals and faces, and handmade, musical instruments. “And that part of the chapel is for the Inuit—like Talulah.” She swept her hand out, gesturing broadly to the many other shrines. “And those are for the many other religions represented in this colony. Nearly every religion you can think of.” 
 
    A surprised smile tugged at Rose’s lips. “A chapel? In a vampire colony?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Talulah is all about inclusivity, tolerance, and peace.” 
 
    “And Aaron? What is he about? Other than himself,” Rose added sassily. 
 
    Kara snorted at that. “I suppose…safety. The Tomb of Blood is meant to be shelter and companionship. Alleviation from the loneliness of immortality.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Which is also good,” she admitted. “It seems—to me—that despite all of their differences, Talulah and Aaron want similar things.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara agreed. “Aaron is far more powerful and influential, but less democratic. Talulah is weaker…in the physical sense, but her followers are loyal, which is more than we can say about Aaron’s followers, based on how easily they were swayed to Alana’s side. They both have their own strengths and weaknesses, but deep down, I think they want the best for our species. Well, that and power.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Clearly.” She stepped past Kara, peering curiously at the cross on the wall. “Do you think anyone would mind if I take a look around?” 
 
    Kara waved her hand. “Go ahead,” she said easily. She knelt to pick up her dagger, and as she followed Rose, she tucked the dagger into her weapon belt. 
 
    Rose reached out and took a Bible from the altar. “Are you religious?” 
 
    Kara leaned against the wall, watching as Rose flipped open the tattered book. “I was. Once. But not anymore,” she said, shrugging. “The Norse gods and goddesses are still part of my past. Their stories are still with me. But…I suppose, when you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn to only have faith in yourself.” 
 
    Rose looked up from the book, meeting Kara’s gaze. “Only yourself?” 
 
    A smile twitched at Kara’s lips. “Well…maybe one other person.” 
 
    Rose smiled at that. “You have faith in me?” she asked softly. 
 
    “How could I not?” Kara murmured. “You’ve been a flame of light since you first stepped into my life.” She swept her gaze down Rose’s body, then, and a hungry smile curved at the edges of her lips. “And a beautiful, velvety darkness.” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “That’s…a bit of a contradiction, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara agreed, a curious frown tilting at her lips, “Yes. You are.” 
 
    Rose stared at her for a moment, caught up in that intense gaze, like a fly in a spider’s web. Then, finally, she looked down at the book in her hands and swallowed uneasily. “Do you know what I think is strange about this book?” 
 
    “The gold-trimmed pages?” Kara guessed. When Rose raised an eyebrow at her, Kara just shrugged. “I’m just saying…they don’t seem to have a purpose.” 
 
    Rose laughed. She thumbed through the pages thoughtfully. “The first time I read it all the way through was when I was eight years old, and to me…” 
 
    “You read that all the way through when you were eight?” Kara laughed. 
 
    “Oh, this wasn’t the biggest book I read that year,” Rose assured her. 
 
    Kara chuckled, her eyebrows lifting. “Of course not.” 
 
    “But when I read it,” Rose continued, frowning at the pages, “I saw love. I saw stories of kindness and sacrifice. And the lesson to—above all else—love.” She looked up at Kara. “But other people read this, and that’s not what they see at all. They see something totally different. They twist it to inspire hatred, to justify cruelty, and commit unspeakable atrocities. Look at the Assassins of Light, for instance. They started out with just…this.” Rose held out the worn, leatherbound book in her hands. “It all depends on the person who holds it, I guess. You can use it to inspire kindness and love, or you can twist it to fit your own hatred, your own corruption.” Her bright blue eyes flashed with worry. “I wonder: does power work in the same way? Alana used her power to do terrible things. Was that because of her? Or the power itself? Will I lose myself to the power like she did?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said confidently. “You’re too strong to ever let it take you.” 
 
    “I wish I believed in my own strength as much as you do,” Rose sighed, “but I don’t. Most days, I feel weak. Like a damaged dam, just barely holding back the floodwaters.” Her chest tightened. “But I believe that…something, in and of itself, can’t be good or evil, because that’s us. That’s what we do to things. We use them for good and evil. It’s all about our choices and our intentions. I guess, what I’m trying to say is…I don’t think my power is evil, and I hope that I’m not.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said, her gaze softening with affection, “you could never be evil. I know that as well as I know how fast your heart is beating right now.” Her gaze flickered down toward Rose’s chest, where she heard Rose’s heart racing with fear. “If you can go through all of the shit you’ve been through and remain good, then you don’t have to worry about a bit of power. You’ll always be good.” 
 
    Rose looked away. “But…you saw what I did the night Zach died. You saw what I did to Osiris when he attacked you. I don’t even remember doing it, but I did. I’m not sure that a good person could have done something like that.” 
 
    “I saw it,” Kara agreed, “and…it’s hard to explain, but Rose, that wasn’t you. Whatever it was—it wasn’t you. Not to mention, even that, you did because of love. And love isn’t evil, is it? How could it be? It’s the definition of good.” 
 
    Rose smiled wryly. “I mean, technically, it isn’t,” she corrected, “but I get what you mean.” Her smile faded. “It’s just…sometimes, I feel like I’ve fallen into a hole. A dark, shapeless hole. What happens when I can’t find my way out?” 
 
    Kara stepped toward her, suddenly, and she lifted her hands, sliding them over Rose’s face, her touch warm and light. She leaned into Rose and pressed her forehead against Rose’s. Their faces tilted closer. Their breath mingled together. And Kara whispered, “I’ll call you back.” Her words were low and lilting, breathy and thick with emotion. “I’ll be your beacon. I’ll show you the way out. I’ll go into the hole with you, if I need to. But I’ll never let go. I’ll never give up on you.” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, overwhelmed, in that moment, by the warm scent of Kara, by the quick pulse of her heart, by the quaking sincerity in her voice. Her chest felt too tight, and hyperactive butterflies fluttered around in her stomach. 
 
    Kara tilted her head, her lips brushing against Rose’s, her breath catching. 
 
    The door opened, and the scent of jasmine and sandalwood wafted into the room. Kara released Rose and stepped back, flashing a sly smile at Talulah. 
 
    “I don’t remember you being particularly religious, Kara,” Talulah said. 
 
    Rose buried her face in a book, hoping it would hide her flushed skin, erratic pulse, and labored breathing, but…well, she was asking a lot from a book. 
 
    “Believe it or not, Talulah,” Kara said with a wicked smirk, “I was deeply engaged in a moment of reverence and feeling when you so rudely interrupted.” 
 
    Talulah lifted an eyebrow. “In that case, carry on,” she said, waving her hand. “There’s a shrine for the Norse gods over there…if you’d like to worship.” 
 
    “Nah,” Kara said. She leaned against a shrine, her icy blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “I prefer to worship my goddess on my knees. In the bedroom.” 
 
    Rose dropped her book. “Oh my word,” she mumbled, her eyes wide. 
 
    But Talulah just smiled and muttered, “Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    Kara laughed and stepped away from the shrine. “Goodnight, Talulah,” she said, tugging a very stunned Rose along behind her, as she headed to the door. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose leaned against the dresser, frowning curiously, as she watched Kara and Erik play some kind of board game. They sat in the floor, on the rug in front of the fireplace, with a strange, wooden board between them, moving stone pieces and tossing something that looked a little like dice. “What are you two playing?” 
 
    Kara leaned forward and moved her game piece, smiling triumphantly as she shoved Erik’s pieces off the board. “It’s an old board game we used to play.” 
 
    “Back in our Viking days,” Erik said, grimacing at his side of the board. 
 
    “It looks kind of like chess,” Rose said as she watched them, “with dice.” 
 
    “It’s similar,” Kara told her. Then, she smiled and moved another piece. 
 
    Erik shot a peeved look at Kara and moved a stone piece on his side of the board. “Do you want to play the winner?” he asked Rose, during Kara’s turn. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t know how to play the loser. So, no.” 
 
    Erik glanced down at the board and then back up at Kara, his eyes wide. 
 
    Kara leaned back, resting her weight on her hands, and grinned at him. 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between them. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik muttered bitterly, emptying the board. “She won. Again.” 
 
    “I always win,” Kara said. She tilted her head back. “Play with me, Rose.” 
 
    “No,” Rose said with an amused smile, “because I know you’ll cheat.” 
 
    Kara winked at her. She held out her hand, revealing the hidden pieces. 
 
    Erik gaped at her. “That’s how you’ve been beating me? All this time?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “You’ve known her for thirteen hundred years, and it never occurred to you that the lying, cheating spymaster might be cheating?” 
 
    Erik sulked about his loss the entire time he was putting up the game. Afterward, he strode over to Rose and asked—out of nowhere, “How’s your grief?” 
 
    Rose spread out her arms bewilderedly. “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    His bright green eyes narrowed shrewdly. “The kind of question you ask someone who’s grieving,” he said unapologetically, “and pretending they’re not.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Rose said sassily. “How’s your grief, Erik? Have you cried about Alana lately? See? It’s not the most pleasant question to be asked, is it?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I cried about Alana for three hours today. Your turn.” 
 
    Rose winced. “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting you to actually answer that.” 
 
    He sighed, “Am I the only one here who’s not afraid of my feelings?” 
 
    Rose and Kara looked at each other and responded, in unison, “Yes.” 
 
    “End of the world or not,” Erik said, “you can’t just bury your feelings.” 
 
    “If I want to bury my feelings under a truckload of sarcasm and pretend they don’t exist, I have every right to do so,” Rose declared, throwing out her arms. “This is America! Unhealthy emotional habits are what we’re founded on.” 
 
    “This is Canada, actually,” Kara reminded her. “We’re in Canada now.” 
 
    Rose nodded, frowning thoughtfully. “Is Canada emotionally-healthy?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “You have to find a way to deal with it.” 
 
    “You could kill someone,” Kara offered. “That’s how I deal with grief.” 
 
    Rose stared at her. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s not emotionally healthy.” 
 
    “When I’m sad,” Erik said, “I drink too much and make bad decisions.” 
 
    “How is that any different from every other day of your life?” Rose said. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Good point,” he admitted. The three of them were quiet for a moment, and then, Erik said, “You could deal with it the way Kallias does.” 
 
    Kara glanced up at Erik. “How does Kallias deal with his feelings?” 
 
    Rose flashed a sassy smile at her. “He gives me the silent treatment,” she said with false lightness. She glanced at the clock. “For…three days, apparently.” 
 
    “Mature,” Kara muttered as she pulled her phone out of her pocket. 
 
    “Yeah, well. I deserve it,” Rose sighed. She turned toward Erik, suddenly serious. “Do you think I should call him? What if something happened?” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” Erik told her. “I’m sure he’ll call. Eventually.” 
 
    Rose studied him suspiciously. “He called you,” she realized, “didn’t he?” 
 
    Erik cringed. “Maybe. But just to give me updates. And to check on you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “He must really not want to talk to me, then.” 
 
    “He’ll call, eventually,” Erik said. “He can’t hold a grudge that long.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Rose said sarcastically. “It’s not like he hated Theron and Phoebe for thousands of years. Or Aaron. Or every liar who’s ever existed.” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “That is…a valid point, actually,” he admitted. 
 
    “I might as well face it,” Rose muttered. “He’s never going to call me.” 
 
    “He says he’ll call you in seventeen minutes,” Kara said suddenly. 
 
    Rose spun toward her. “What?” she sputtered. She glanced at the phone in Kara’s hand, which still had the message on the screen. “Wait, you texted him?” 
 
    Erik frowned at Kara. “Why do you have your girlfriend’s boyfriend’s phone number?” he asked bewilderedly. “I’m just saying…it’s a little weird.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I’m only dating one person, Erik.” 
 
    He snorted, “Rose, you’re the only person in the world who believes that.” 
 
    “I’m a spy. I have everyone’s number,” Kara told Erik. 
 
    Rose frowned. “So, what? You just texted him and asked him to call?” 
 
    “Basically,” Kara said hesitantly. 
 
    Rose’s frown deepened. “Basically?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I mean, I may have also threatened to cut off a few of his limbs if he made you cry,” she added, “but I didn’t think that was relevant.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “It’s a little relevant.” 
 
    “He said he’d call,” Kara said easily. “That’s what you wanted, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said with a worried frown, “I guess.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and headed for the door. “I’ll be out in the hallway, if you need me.” But before she left, she spun back toward them. “For the record, though, I am grieving. So, if a tear does happen to escape my eyes, it’s not because of Kallias.” 
 
    Kara held up her hands and grinned. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.” 
 
    Rose pointed her finger at Erik. “Don’t let her near any sharp objects.” 
 
    “I have twenty-three weapons within reach at this moment,” Kara said. 
 
    Rose sighed. “Just…don’t let her pull any of them out,” she told Erik. 
 
    Erik glanced back and forth between them, his eyes widening. “How am I supposed to stop her?” he called out, as Rose left. “She’s stronger than me!” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose answered on the second ring, “Kallias?” 
 
    “Hey,” he said, his low, slightly accented voice filling the line, “Rose.” 
 
    She smiled a little at the familiarity of his voice. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kallias told her. “Your friends are fine. Audrey’s eating everything in the house, including a very suspicious amount of pickles, and Owen’s adjusting to his new life as a vampire. Tom left him a bunch of blood bags, so he’s able to feed safely. I haven’t even had to teach him to resist blood yet. Well, maybe once.” 
 
    Rose waited, but he didn’t elaborate. “You don’t want to tell me?” 
 
    “He asked me not to,” Kallias said—a hint of amusement in his voice. 
 
    “Ah,” she laughed as she realized what he meant. “He almost bit you?” 
 
    He laughed, too. “Very much like you did to Emma on your first night.” 
 
    “It’s very overwhelming,” Rose said defensively. “What about you?” 
 
    He snorted, “I’m much too old to accidentally bite someone, Rose.” 
 
    “You accidentally bit me once,” she pointed out, “and you almost bit me several other times. But I guess that was different.” Her smile faded. “But actually, that’s not what I meant. I meant: you told me about my friends, but how are you?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you about me because you shouldn’t care,” he said coldly. 
 
    Rose leaned against the wall, feeling the roughness of the wood against her back. “But you know I do,” she sighed, clutching the phone. “I always will.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them for a moment. So long, in fact, that Rose began to wonder if their call had been dropped. Then, finally, Kallias spoke, his voice low and soft, almost inaudible, “I’m sorry I didn’t call. That was…petty.” 
 
    Rose felt a small smile tug at her lips. “You don’t have to say that,” she assured him. “I’m not going to let Kara cut any of your body parts off.” 
 
    He laughed, but it sounded weak. “I know. But she was right. I shouldn’t do this to you. You’re dealing with enough pain already. I shouldn’t cause more.” 
 
    The fact that he still cared enough to say that was enough to make her eyes burn with tears. “I deserve it, though. I hurt you, and I’m really, really sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, hell, Rose,” he scoffed. “You fell in love with someone else. You didn’t intentionally hurt me. We’re immortals. It was bound to happen, eventually.” 
 
    “That sounds like a tiny step up from the we-never-would-have-made-it-anyway speech you gave me before I left,” Rose said. “Does that mean we’re still friends?” 
 
    “I doubt you’d let me not be friends with you,” Kallias laughed. “Look, just give me time. Once all of this is over, who knows? Maybe we’ll be friends, or maybe we’ll be lovers. But right now, we have other things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like actually surviving,” Rose agreed. “Listen, about the pickles…” 
 
    “She’s pregnant. I know,” he interrupted. “I’m a telepath, remember?” 
 
    “Ah,” she said, nodding. “Audrey didn’t want me to tell you, so…” 
 
    “So I’ll wait for her to tell me,” Kallias said, finishing her sentence. He sighed, “But Rose, she’s going to need things. Medicine, doctor visits, etcetera.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose agreed. “Kara told Audrey that she’d send someone with vitamins and a few other things. But I don’t know what to do about doctor visits.” 
 
    “Well, she can’t leave the house,” Kallias said, “not while the Assassins of Light are still out there. Not to mention, I think human doctors close at night.” 
 
    Rose considered that. “Do you know of any vampire doctors?” 
 
    “Geoff,” he said. “Geoff is a scientist, but when he was a human, they trained scientists in many fields. He’d know what to look for, at the very least.” 
 
    She nodded. “She’ll need to see a modern, specialized doctor, eventually.” 
 
    “But for the next few weeks, at least,” he said, “this is our best option.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose agreed, “but she didn’t want me to tell anyone, so just…” 
 
    “I’ll tread the subject lightly,” he said. “Don’t worry. I can handle this.” 
 
    “I know you can,” she said. She paused for a minute, wondering if she should say it, wondering if it would make things worse, but ultimately, she decided that the only thing she knew for sure was that the truth was best. “I miss you.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “I need to call Geoff. Goodbye, Rose.” 
 
    And then, the call ended with a harsh click that felt as sharp as a knife. 
 
    Rose sighed and slid the phone into her pocket. She leaned her head back against the wall, waves of pain rushing over her, threatening to spill from her eyes in tears, but she refused to cry. Not again. There was so much pain inside her—from everything that had happened recently—that if she let it out, even once, she feared she’d never be able to stop. With a defeated sigh, she returned to her room. 
 
    The warmth of the fire, crackling in the fireplace, enveloped her as soon as she stepped into the room, bathing her with comfort and relief from the cold air in the hall. She glanced around the room, its cozy, wooden furniture lit by the flickering, yellow glow of the fire. Erik was nowhere to be seen, but she found Kara lying on the bed, on top of the blankets, tossing one of her throwing knives. 
 
    Rose watched with a mixture of fascination and anxiety. Kara lay on her back, one leather-clad leg bent, the other outstretched. Her thin, black clothing molded to her muscles—the muscles that seemed totally relaxed, despite her precarious situation. She had one arm tucked beneath her head, her blue and black hair fanned out over the pillow, as she used the other hand—just one hand—to toss the throwing knife into the air and catch it before the blade could pierce her. 
 
    Rose cringed as the blade spiraled toward Kara’s face. “Where’s Erik?” 
 
    Kara caught it with two fingers and flung it back into the air. “He went back into his room,” she said casually, even as the knife raced toward her face. 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sakes, Kara,” Rose squeaked, clasping her hand over her chest as Kara once again caught it, just in time, “you’re making my heart race.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head and grinned wolfishly at Rose. “Don’t I always?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “In a sense,” she muttered grumpily as she walked toward the bed. She took the knife out of Kara’s hand and lay it on the nightstand. 
 
    Kara watched, her piercing, blue eyes darkening, as Rose crawled onto her, straddling her hips. A slow smile spread across Kara’s face. “It’s still racing.” 
 
    Rose smiled shyly, her cheeks reddening. “But for a better reason.” 
 
    Kara’s smile deepened, and she lifted her hand, curling her finger back toward her, beckoning Rose closer. Rose leaned forward, her long, red hair falling around her face, as she closed the space between their lips. Their bodies melded together—softness, hardness, muscles, curves, everything—as their lips met. 
 
    Kara’s fingers trailed over Rose’s neck and into her hair, as she tilted her face forward, deepening the kiss. Rose moaned at the softness of Kara’s touch, the warmth of her lips, the taste of her mouth, and her heart thundered louder. 
 
    Rose pulled back, barely, just enough for her to whisper, “Thank you.” 
 
    Kara chuckled warmly, “For what? Threatening your boyfriend?” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend anymore,” Rose said, a twinge of sadness in her voice. “And I might not agree with your methods, but I’m glad you got him to call.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head back, staring up at Rose. “Do you still love him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose whispered, her brows creasing with pain. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kara pressed her finger against Rose’s lips. “Don’t apologize for what you feel,” she murmured. “I know you love him. That’s why I asked him to call.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “It doesn’t bother you? You don’t get jealous?” 
 
    Kara smiled and shook her head. “I’m not the jealous sort,” she told her. “I can respect what you feel for him and still appreciate what you feel for me.” 
 
    Rose raised up, still straddling Kara’s hips. “I feel like the worst girlfriend.” 
 
    Kara trailed her hands along the curves of Rose’s hips, causing Rose to suck in a sharp breath. “You’re not,” she said with a smile. “Trust me. I’ve had enough girlfriends to know the difference.” She slid her fingers beneath the hem of Rose’s shirt, tracing the softness of Rose’s stomach. Her smile widened as she watched Rose react to her touch. “I think you’re pretty excellent, actually.” 
 
    “It’s hard to think,” Rose moaned, “when you’re touching me like that.” 
 
    Kara raised up, suddenly. She kept her hands on Rose’s hips, so that Rose wouldn’t fall backward when she sat up so quickly. So now, they both sat, face-to-face, Rose straddling Kara’s lap, her breath on Kara’s lips. “Good,” Kara said, tilting her face closer, as if she were going to kiss Rose. “You think too much.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes playfully, and as if to challenge Kara’s statement, she kissed her. She pressed light, teasing kisses along the slender curve of Kara’s neck, along her mostly bare shoulders, just above the low neckline of Kara’s shirt. “Am I still thinking too much?” she asked as she began to tug Kara’s shirt upward. 
 
    “Possibly,” Kara said with a smirk, “but I quite like this line of thinking.” 
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 Mercy Killing 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Susan Jones left the Senate Chamber as quickly as she could, her shoes clicking through the halls, as she walked as briskly as possible. Occasionally, she’d slow enough to glance in a room or office, searching for a quiet place where she could make a very important phone call. She froze when she heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “Good evening, Senator Jones,” the man said, as he caught up with her. 
 
    Susan turned toward him, desperately hoping that he wouldn’t recognize the distress that flashed in her gray eyes. “Good evening, Senator Thompson.” 
 
    “I was hoping I could talk to you about the coming war,” he explained. 
 
    She laughed, “Aren’t you going to talk to all of us later this week? You and your…friends?” She forced a smile. “I’ll be happy to listen to your side then.” 
 
    “Side?” he repeated, as she turned to leave. His blue eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I don’t see it as sides. You either care about people, or you don’t. Isn’t that right, Senator Jones? Haven’t you built your entire career on that ideal?” 
 
    She looked at him. “I said that in my book. I didn’t realize you’d read it.” 
 
    A friendly smile spread across his wrinkled face. “I did my research.” 
 
    Susan sighed, “Fine. I’ll listen to what you have to say, but not right now. I’m really busy. How about, instead, you and your…team join me at my home for dinner?” She offered him a polite smile. “I’m sure we’ll have an exciting night.” 
 
    “My team?” Senator Thompson repeated, his gray eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “The other people from your organization,” Susan explained. “The ones who are appearing before the Senate later this week. You can practice your pitch on me. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Because you think I’ll be hard to persuade?” 
 
    He smiled. “You don’t have the best track record for being pro-war.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she said sharply. “Maybe you can change my mind.” 
 
    Senator Thompson nodded. “I’ll bring my best,” he told her, and then, he spun around and retreated down the hall, disappearing as he turned the corner. 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” Susan said under her breath. Then, as quietly as she could, she slipped into an empty room and locked the door behind her. She crept toward the corner and pulled out her phone, dialing a familiar phone number. 
 
    Someone answered on the first ring. “Can I help you?” a man said. 
 
    Susan lowered her voice. “Yes, I need to speak directly to…the Wolf.” 
 
    A long silence followed that. “You know that’s not how we do things.” 
 
    “I know,” Susan sighed, “but this is an emergency. I need her. Only her.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the day,” the man tried to explain. “She’s sleeping.” 
 
    “She needs time to make preparations,” Susan hissed into the phone. She shot a worried look at the door before adding, “It’s about the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    The other spy was silent for a moment. “Very well. I’ll transfer you.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose awoke to the sound of someone knocking at their door. She opened her eyes, frowning at the time on the clock. It wasn’t even sunset yet. Since when did vampires go around knocking on each other’s doors before sunset? She sighed miserably and turned onto her side to look at Kara. But Kara wasn’t there. 
 
    Rose sat up quickly, clutching the sheets to her chest, to cover her bare skin. She glanced around the dark room, looking for any sign of Kara, but all she spotted were their clothes, scattered across the floor. The knocking continued at the door, and Rose had no choice but to check. She toed the clothes on the floor, checking to see if Kara had taken any of her own clothes, but if she had, it wasn’t the clothes she’d worn earlier. Rose grabbed a pair of pajamas from the drawer and quickly slipped them on, still buttoning her shirt, as she approached the door. 
 
    Rose opened the door hesitantly and frowned curiously at the stranger that stood outside her door. Aside from the natural sense of danger that emanated from any vampire, this man didn’t seem intimidating at all. He was about an inch shorter than her, and his build was slight and thin. She wondered what he must’ve looked like as a human, to still be so small, even as a vampire. His curly, brown hair looked messy and tangled, as if he’d just woken up, and his brown eyes widened, flashing with pure terror, as he stared at her. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    He continued to gape at her, and Rose realized that she could hear his heart pounding violently, faster than she’d ever heard anyone’s heart beat before. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Rose asked worriedly. “You seem…frightened.” 
 
    “It’s you,” he mumbled as his face took on a greenish tint. “You’re the one from my visions. I thought it was you when I saw you yesterday. I knew it.” 
 
    Rose leaned against the doorframe as she listened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s a mercy killing, really,” he continued to speak, as if he hadn’t heard her. He spoke quietly, as if he were talking to himself, and his brown eyes looked wild and manic. “If you’d seen it, if you’d seen what I’ve seen, you’d understand.” 
 
    Rose glanced out into the dark, empty hallway, but she saw only empty hardwood floors, as far as she could see, on either side. She desperately wished that she knew where Kara had gone. She glanced back at the frantic man, her blue eyes burning with sympathy, as she listened to his rapid pulse. “Do you need me to call someone for you? I’ll call whoever you want. Just let me get my phone.” 
 
    Just as she started to turn away, the vampire suddenly grasped her arm. 
 
    “No,” he hissed, his eyes even wider than before. “I have to do this.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at her arm, where his blunt fingernails dug into her skin, drawing blood. “Umm,” she said nervously, “you’re kind of hurting me.” 
 
    “You’d want me to do this,” he explained, “if you knew your future.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him, her brows furrowing. “I’d want you to do what?” 
 
    Before she could react, the vampire thrusted something at her, so fast that she couldn’t even make out the object, only a blinding gleam as the firelight reflected off of its shiny surface. But the sharp object never penetrated her chest. 
 
    She yelled out in pain as the vampire’s fingernails, still dug into her skin, dragged down her arm, carving deep, bleeding wounds from her forearm to her wrist. When her arm finally came free from his grasp, she looked up, blinking in shock, as she found him in the clutches of a familiar, usually-unfriendly vampire. 
 
    Isaac met her gaze for a moment, his greenish-brown eyes flashing with some kind of emotion—amusement, maybe? But then, his gaze shifted down to the terrified vampire in his arms, who seemed even more crazed than before. 
 
    “You have to let me do it!” he cried. “She’s a threat to all of us! I saw…” 
 
    Isaac didn’t let the vampire finish his sentence. Instead, he grasped the short, cutlass sword in the man’s hand—the sharp object he’d tried to stab Rose with—and he twisted it back toward the man, forcing the blade through the man’s throat. Rose stepped back, stunned, as blood sprayed from the beheaded vampire. 
 
    The lifeless body of the strange vampire—now in two pieces—fell at her feet with a soft thud. Rose stepped back, a little disturbed by the sensation of the limp, blood-soaked body on her feet, and then, she slowly shifted her gaze up toward the tall, thin vampire that stood across from her. Tiny, wet droplets of blood covered his thin face and soaked his messy, brownish-blonde hair, but he seemed unfazed by the entire incident. Clearly, he wasn’t new to killing people. 
 
    Rose stared at him, her heart pounding inside her chest. “You saved me.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” he asked coldly. “We’re on the same side, aren’t we?” 
 
    Rose shivered. Not because of the temperature. As a matter of fact, the fire dancing and crackling in the fireplace enveloped the room in warmth. No, it was something else that caused her to shiver, something about the sterile coldness of Isaac’s greenish-brown eyes. “Yeah,” she said breathlessly. “I guess we are.” 
 
    “Rose?” breathed a familiar, lilting voice from the doorway. “Holy hell.” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze from Isaac to Kara. Kara stood behind Isaac, barely dressed, her hands on her underwear-clad hips, as she stared at the dead vampire on their bedroom floor. “Uh, yeah,” Rose mumbled. “You missed some stuff.” 
 
    Kara looked up at Rose, both eyebrows raised. “I can see that,” she said, glancing sidelong at Isaac. Her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing in our room?” 
 
    He smiled at her—or well, it looked like he was trying to smile, at least, but his lip curled in disgust as he did, which left it looking more like a grimace than a smile. “Saving your lover’s life,” he sneered. “You should be thanking me.” 
 
    Kara glanced questionably at Rose, and when Rose nodded, she shifted her gaze back toward Isaac. “Thank you,” she mumbled, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “He seemed so scared,” Rose said, staring at the body that lay at her feet. 
 
    Kara frowned curiously at her. “What exactly happened? Who is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said, shaking her head. “I’ve never seen him before in my life. He knocked on our door, and then, he kept saying something about a mercy killing, and when I offered to call someone for him, he tried to stab me.” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue eyes flashed with pain. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been here.” 
 
    “He must have been talking about me,” Rose realized. “Mercy killing.” 
 
    Isaac watched her, as if he were waiting for her to realize something else. 
 
    Kara glanced back and forth between them. “He did attack first, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Isaac said. He knelt a picked up the blood-soaked cutlass sword. “This is his weapon. He tried to shove it into her chest. I killed him afterward.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Good. In that case, this counts as retaliation. We just need to report it to Talulah,” she said, stepping over the lifeless body. She held a small, black phone in her hand, but for whatever reason, she strode over to the bed and picked up another phone that lay on the nightstand—the phone that Rose usually saw her using. She scrolled through the phone until she found Talulah’s number. 
 
    Isaac stepped back. “Well, since you no longer need me, I’m going to…” 
 
    Kara crossed the room so quickly that all Rose saw was a blur of fair skin and dark clothing. She grasped Isaac by the upper arm and shoved him against the doorframe. “Not so fast,” she growled. “Talulah will need to talk to you.” 
 
    Rose watched them worriedly. “About what? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Kara assured her, concern burning in her light blue eyes. “It’s just protocol.” She shrugged her bare shoulders. “One of her vampires was killed by one of ours. But it’ll be fine because it was just retaliation. He attacked you first.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “And if he hadn’t? What would happen, then?” 
 
    “It’s against the rules,” Kara sighed, “and technically…it’s an act of war.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    How Talulah managed to look intimidating in a pair of fuzzy, baby blue pajama pants, Rose would never know. But as she stood in their doorway, her shoulders rolled back and her dark, curvy form rigid with shock and anger, she certainly did give off an air of intimidation. Her dark gaze shifted from the lifeless body on the floor, up to Rose, then Isaac, and then, finally, Kara. “I want to know exactly what happened, and if you lie to me, Kara, or leave out a single detail…” 
 
    “Ah, come on, Talulah,” Kara chided. She leaned against the edge of the bed, which inconspicuously placed her between Talulah and Rose—who stood next to the dresser, on the other side of the room. Everything about Kara’s stance looked casual, and yet, in reality, each choice she made was deliberate. “The threats are a bit unnecessary, don’t you think? You and I both know you can’t intimidate me.” She crossed her arms across her chest and flashed a cocky smirk at Talulah. “Besides, if I were going to lie, I would have never called you in the first place.” 
 
    Talulah didn’t look convinced. “You murdered one of my vampires.” 
 
    “She didn’t do it,” Rose said. “She wasn’t even here when it happened.” 
 
    Kara’s intense blue gaze darted toward her, and although she seemed less than pleased that Rose had revealed that detail, she didn’t seem surprised, either. 
 
    Talulah studied Kara with a suspicious scowl. “Then, where were you?” 
 
    Rose cringed a little, as she realized that she might’ve revealed something that Kara didn’t want Talulah to know. She’d reacted without thinking when she heard Talulah speaking so angrily to Kara. She didn’t want Kara to take the blame for something that she hadn’t done. Rose offered Kara an apologetic smile. 
 
    Kara smiled at Rose, as if to reassure her, before shifting her gaze toward Talulah. “I left to answer a phone call, which, I realize now, was a mistake.” 
 
    Talulah’s deep, black eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Oh? What kind of call?” 
 
    Kara smiled bitterly. “One that is completely irrelevant to the situation. And if you think I’m going to start revealing my secrets now, just because one of your vampires tried to murder the woman I love, then, you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    “No one knows you, Kara,” Talulah said. “That’s why I don’t trust you.” 
 
    Kara grinned wickedly. “You trusted me enough to let me in your bed.” 
 
    Isaac scoffed in disgust. “I don’t see why anyone needs me here for this.” 
 
    They ignored him. “That’s not much,” Talulah told Kara in a cold voice. “And I had a weapon hidden within arm’s reach the entire time, just in case.” 
 
    “Between the mattress and the headboard,” Kara said with a cocky smirk. When Talulah’s dark eyes widened, Kara laughed, “You thought I didn’t notice?” 
 
    Talulah’s jaw tightened. “I’ll have to find a new spot for it,” she muttered. 
 
    “It’s been decades, and you still hide it in the same place?” Kara laughed. “Well, that’s your first problem. Habit and routine are like bait to people like me.” 
 
    Rose listened to the sharpness of Kara’s breathy, accented voice, to the way she taunted Talulah, wondering why she seemed so determined to aggravate Talulah. She would’ve assumed that speaking nicely to Talulah would be the most diplomatic strategy, but clearly, Kara had something else in mind. There was also something else in Kara’s voice that caught Rose off guard—a slight edge, almost as if something that Talulah had said had bothered Kara, almost as if Kara were trying to keep her voice light, to hide the shame she felt about something—her job, perhaps? As far as Rose knew, Kara loved her work, but as she watched Kara, she sensed an emotion, emanating from Kara, that very much resembled shame. 
 
    Talulah scowled. “Just tell me what happened,” she said impatiently. 
 
    “He knocked on the door,” Rose interjected, since she was the only one who knew the entire story, “and when I answered it, he seemed frightened. I have no idea why he’d be afraid of me. I’ve never seen him before. He kept saying…” 
 
    Kara caught her gaze, then, and there an intensity flashing in Kara’s light blue eyes that caused her to stop. “He attacked her,” Kara said, as soon as Rose paused. She shifted her gaze back to Talulah. “What else do you need to know?” 
 
    “The rest of what she was about to say, for one,” Talulah told her. She pinned Rose with one of her dark, intimidating looks. “He kept saying what?” 
 
    “I…I don’t remember,” Rose mumbled. “It just…slipped my mind.” 
 
    “Think carefully before you lie to me, Rose,” Talulah said. “I trust you far more than I trust Kara. For now. But if you lie to me, I won’t trust you again.” 
 
    “If you truly trusted her,” Kara said, “you wouldn’t assume that she was lying. But since you’re already assuming that, I think it’s pretty clear that you’re a liar, too.” A sly grin twitched at the edges of her lips. “But that’s not surprising to me. No one gains the kind of power you have without a little manipulation.” 
 
    Talulah glared at her. “I took my power without bloodshed. Can you say the same about your leader? We all know the horrors that Aaron has committed.” 
 
    Kara shrugged a shoulder. “Aaron’s not the one pretending to be good.” 
 
    “I remember what he said,” Isaac said suddenly. Talulah turned toward him, attentive and curious, and Kara glanced worriedly at him. He straightened. “It was gibberish. None of it made any sense. He was obviously out of his mind.” 
 
    Kara raised both eyebrows, clearly impressed that he was playing along. 
 
    “Gibberish?” Talulah said skeptically. “You couldn’t understand him?” 
 
    “I know many languages,” Isaac said. “If he were speaking actual words, I would have understood. But he wasn’t. He sounded drunk or deranged. He said something unintelligible, and then, he tried to kill Rose. So, I came to her rescue.” 
 
    Talulah frowned. “Sometimes, he has these odd spells after his visions. He starts sweating and becomes visibly disturbed. Did he mention his visions?” 
 
    Rose straightened at that, but this time, she glanced in Kara’s direction before answering. Kara shook her head—almost unnoticeably—signaling Rose to keep that part a secret as well. “He has visions?” Rose asked, instead, her brows furrowing. “What kind of visions? Hallucinations? Or…the precognitive kind?” 
 
    “The latter,” Talulah answered. “Logan had precognitive abilities.” 
 
    Rose glanced at the man’s lifeless body, her chest twisting with sympathy for this vampire who had tried to kill her. She also felt a stab of fear as she tried to remember all of the things he’d said. At the time, she’d assumed he was insane, but if he had precognitive abilities, everything he’d said—it could have been true. 
 
    “He never mentioned any visions,” Isaac lied. “He just attacked her.” 
 
    Kara watched him, her brows furrowing, as she tried to figure out why he was lying for Rose. But she quickly shifted her gaze back to Talulah, hiding any confusion that had been on her face. “Do you have what you need now?” 
 
    Talulah looked down at Logan’s body, her brows creasing. “I guess…” 
 
    “Because if that’s not enough, then we can involve Aaron,” Kara added. 
 
    Talulah sighed. “I’m leaving. I’m leaving,” she grumbled. “Just don’t call Aaron. I’m exhausted, and I don’t have the patience to deal with him right now.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I assume you’ll want someone to dispose of his body?” 
 
    “I’ll send my second-in-command,” Talulah told her. “He won’t disturb you, if you’re asleep. Just leave the door unlocked. I’ll tell him to make it quick.” 
 
    Isaac waited until Talulah left to say, “Now, can I go back to bed?” 
 
    Kara watched him, her icy blue eyes burning with curiosity and suspicion. “Yes. Thank you for your help. I trust you’ll keep certain…secrets…between us?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, of course,” Isaac said, as he headed toward the door. “Bye.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Rose called out, her brows furrowing. “For…saving me.” 
 
    Isaac paused in the doorway and turned back toward her. A small, almost unnoticeable smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Yeah,” he muttered quietly, almost as if he were talking to himself. Then, he stepped over the corpse and left. 
 
    “That was weird,” Rose mumbled. She was still staring at the door, trying to understand what had just happened, so she didn’t notice Kara making her way toward her until the warm scent of violets filled her senses. The room smelled of Logan’s blood, still, but Kara’s scent appealed to Rose in a way that was so deep and instinctual that it overruled even her hunger for blood, her instinct to feed. 
 
    Kara curled her fingers around Rose’s forearm and lifted it so that she could look at it. Rose didn’t understand what she was doing, at first, but then, Kara slid the sleeve of Rose’s flannel pajama shirt up to her elbow, revealing the partially-healed scratch marks carved into her arm. Kara traced the wounds with her finger, her touch so soft and gentle that it didn’t even hurt. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose sighed. She watched the guilt that burned in Kara’s light blue eyes, the shame that twisted at the angles and curves of her face. Rose felt torn in two directions: between her desire to soothe Kara’s pain and her curiosity about where Kara had gone. “Kara,” she murmured softly, “where were you?” 
 
    Kara looked away, her brows creasing with pain. “Answering a call.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her bright blue eyes full of understanding. “Hey,” she said, lifting her hand to touch Kara’s face. As Rose traced the softness of Kara’s face with her thumb, Kara’s eyes fluttered closed, and the lines of her face smoothed and softened with relief. “Is something wrong?” Rose asked. “You seem upset.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, pinning Rose with her intense, piercing gaze. “I’m just…sorry,” she sighed, shaking her head in frustration. “I should’ve been here.” 
 
    “You can’t always protect me, Kara,” Rose said, “no matter how many crazy oaths you make.” She offered Kara a weak, playful smile. “And I’m fine.” 
 
    “Because of Isaac, oddly enough,” Kara muttered with a frown. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said. “I’m grateful and all, but something feels…off.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s definitely up to something,” Kara agreed, “but if we want to figure out what it is, we need to make him believe we trust him. We can’t let him realize that we suspect anything. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “You want me to lie. You do know I’m bad at it, right?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I can help with that.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded. “So,” she began, chewing on her lip worriedly, “I’m assuming you left because you didn’t want me to hear your conversation?” 
 
    Kara avoided her gaze. “My job demands a level of secrecy.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I know that,” she assured her. “It’s okay. I trust you.” 
 
    Rose had expected that to put Kara’s mind at ease, to smooth those lines of distress in Kara’s face, but instead, it only seemed to distress her more. Kara’s gaze darted up toward Rose’s face, and for a moment, she just stared at Rose, her skin even paler than usual, her jaw tight. “Why would you? No one trusts me.” 
 
    “I do,” Rose breathed. The words came so easily, so effortlessly, as if she had known them all along. “Everyone in the world could warn me not to trust you, and I still would. Because I can’t help it. Because…everything inside of me tells me that you’re more than what people think you are. You’re strong and sly and cunning, but you’re also sweet and kind and compassionate. You’re not just confident. You empower other people to be confident as well. And you don’t like to see people in pain any more than I do. I’m not saying that you’re always good. I’m just saying that I think you’re good when it counts. And I think you love me.” 
 
    “I do love you,” Kara breathed, barely able to speak, “immeasurably so.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I love you, too. And love is more powerful than fear. The fact that we’re together is proof of that. Because I was afraid. But not anymore.” 
 
    Kara’s chest rose and fell quickly, and her heart raced. Her brows creased with worry, as she seemed to deliberate something. But then, suddenly, the lines in her face smoothed, and her piercing, blue eyes lightened, as if she’d suddenly reached a decision. She took Rose’s wrist into her hand again and turned Rose’s arm over so that her palm was facing upward. She placed a phone in Rose’s hand. Kara took a step back, her eyes wide, feeling terrified and exhilarated, all at once. 
 
    Rose glanced down at the old, black phone in her hand. “What is this?” 
 
    “My secrets,” Kara said breathlessly. “I use that phone for my work.” 
 
    “To speak to your spies?” Rose asked. “Why are you giving it to me?” 
 
    “Because I trust you, too,” Kara murmured. “I kept telling myself that I shouldn’t, that giving you access to this could ruin everything. But…like you said, love is stronger than fear. And I love you. So, I’m giving you access to my secrets.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I never asked you to do this, Kara. You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said. “I want to do it. I want to stop hiding things from you. You can look at as much or as little in that phone as you want. Your choice.” 
 
    Rose smiled in surprise. “You’re serious? You’d really let me do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, fierce boldness burning in her eyes. “You could ruin me with that much information. That’s the kind of power I’m giving you. I’ve told you where to stab and given you the knife. Now, what do you want to do?” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Kiss you,” she said, stepping closer. “I want to kiss you.” 
 
    Kara’s pale lips curved upward, into a surprised smile. “Then, kiss me.” 
 
    With the phone still tucked between her thumb and palm, Rose lifted her hands and cupped Kara’s face, tilting her own face forward, until their lips met. 
 
    Kara remained still for a moment, allowing Rose to taste her lips, to kiss and suck and nip at them, and then, when she was too turned on to hold back any longer, she pushed Rose back, until her back hit the desk, and began to kiss back, her lips warm and soft, and rough and desperate, all at once. Rose gasped as she slid her hands beneath Rose’s shirt, touching Rose’s soft stomach and then cupping Rose’s even softer breasts. Kara slid her leg between Rose’s thighs, separating them, her bare thigh brushing against Rose, teasing her with pressure in the place she needed it most. Rose’s skin flushed with desire. Her heart raced. 
 
    “Would you like me to take out the dead body before you get started?” 
 
    Rose pulled back, startled by the sound of the unfamiliar voice. Her eyes widened as she noticed the large man in their doorway. He looked as if he’d just stumbled out of bed, dressed in nothing but a pair of green sweatpants, his dark skin bare from the waist up. He ran his hand through his hair, pushing his long, curly hair out of his face and offered them an apologetic—but amused—smile. 
 
    Rose realized that she’d seen him before—the night before, at the ritual. 
 
    Kara laughed, casually removing her hands from Rose’s shirt. She turned around. “Rose, you remember James, don’t you? Talulah’s second-in-command?” She looked at Rose and lifted an eyebrow, as if she were about to impart some intriguing knowledge. “James was a spy during the American Revolution.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between them. “Really? For which side?” 
 
    James scratched the back of his neck, wincing a little. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Rose studies history,” Kara explained. “She loves that kind of thing.” 
 
    James looked at Rose. “You were a historian when you were human?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I was just a student, really,” she said with a shy smile, “but the Head of the History department did tell me that I had a guaranteed spot in the Ph.D. program, if I wanted it. But then again, he also tried to kill me, so…” 
 
    He frowned curiously, as if he were trying to figure out if she was serious. 
 
    Rose tried to smooth her ruffled clothing. “So…are all seconds spies?” 
 
    “Nah. Not all,” James said as he kicked Logan’s lifeless body out into the hallway and returned with a mop. “But our skills do come in handy sometimes.” 
 
    “No one makes it to the top without playing dirty,” Kara remarked. 
 
    James glanced at her, as he continued to mop the blood from the floor. “Maybe, but at least Talulah prefers to do things in a cleaner manner than Aaron.” 
 
    Kara scoffed at that. “Snob,” she said with an amused smile. 
 
    James laughed, “She’s not your biggest fan tonight, either.” 
 
    “She never has been,” Kara said. “She thinks I lack honor.” She laughed, “Probably because I visited her colony under false pretenses, stole information, and then gave that information to Aaron, which gave him more power over her.” 
 
    James gave her a disapproving look. “Yeah. She’s still pissed about that.” 
 
    “It was three hundred years ago,” Kara said defensively. She shrugged her bare, lean shoulders and smiled. “I’ve done plenty of worse things since then.” 
 
    Rose watched Kara, her eyebrows raised. “And she still slept with you?” 
 
    “Before and after,” Kara said with a cocky smirk. When she noticed Rose’s confusion, she chuckled, “Haven’t you ever heard of hate sex? It’s fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, that definitely sounds emotionally unhealthy,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to go,” James said as he finished cleaning the floor. He flashed a playful grin at Kara before he left. “Try not to start any more trouble.” 
 
    Kara snorted, “I live for trouble.” She waited until he closed the door before she spun back toward Rose, her piercing, blue eyes sparkling with mischief. She stepped closer to Rose, resting her hands on Rose’s hips. “Where were we?” 
 
    Rose laughed, “That was so embarrassing.” A pink flush spread across her face. “Maybe we should be more careful about when we decide to make out.” 
 
    “That’s going to be hard,” Kara said, “since I can’t stop kissing you.” 
 
    Rose smiled at that. But then, the memory of Logan and his terror-filled eyes flashed in her mind. “What do you think he meant by that? Mercy killing?” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “Rose, every crazy killer out there has a good reason for why they do it,” she sighed, shrugging, “or apparently, it sounds good to them. To the rest of us, it makes no sense. This guy’s no different. He tried to kill you.” 
 
    “But why?” Rose said again. “What could he have seen in those visions?” 
 
    Kara looked away uncomfortably. “We should get some rest,” she said, changing the subject. “The sun sets soon, and we have a busy night ahead of us.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “We do? I thought all we had was that meeting tonight.” 
 
    Kara winked at her. “That’s what you’re supposed to think.” 
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    As Rose left the room, she glanced down at her phone, checking for any missed calls from Kallias or her friends. The warmth of the room, maintained by the fire, had sheltered them from the cool air, so much so that the cool air of the hallway stunned her momentarily. “I’ll just wait out here,” she called out to Kara. 
 
    “It’s you,” said a woman, suddenly—standing way too close for comfort. 
 
    Rose looked up, startled to find a vampire standing right in front of her. 
 
    The woman stood just a little taller than Rose, dressed in an emerald-green dress that clung to her soft, curvy figure and complimented her gorgeous, dark skin. Her curly, black hair hung around her shoulders, somewhat disheveled, in comparison to her nice clothing. And the skin beneath her round, brown eyes looked swollen, as if she’d been crying. “I came home to find my husband gone.” 
 
    Rose took a step back, suddenly feeling wary. “Umm…have we met?” 
 
    “No,” the vampire said, “but you met my husband. And you killed him.” 
 
    Rose didn’t even have time to react because the vampire punctuated that statement with a knife—that she swung at Rose’s throat. As Rose stepped back, dodging the attack, Kara stepped between them and caught the vampire’s wrist. 
 
    Kara twisted the vampire’s arm behind her back and restrained her, and the grieving vampire didn’t even fight back. “You don’t want to do this, Yolande.” 
 
    Yolande shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara sighed. “But that’s not Rose’s fault. He attacked her.” 
 
    “It is her fault!” Yolande sobbed. Her dark eyes narrowed at Rose. “She drove him insane. He would have never done something like that, if she hadn’t.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “Wait. What? How did I drive him insane?” 
 
    Kara’s light blue gaze shifted toward Rose. “Rose, don’t,” she warned. 
 
    “Those visions,” Yolande said. “He called me. He told me about them.” 
 
    Rose took a step toward her. “What visions? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said gently. “She’s grieving and angry. You’ll agitate her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose sighed. “I don’t mean to. I just…want to understand.” 
 
    “He can usually control his precognitive power,” Yolande said, “but you messed that up. He couldn’t stop having visions, and they were all about you.” 
 
    Rose’s heart began to race. “What did he see? Do you know?” 
 
    “No,” Yolande said. Even though her voice cracked, even though her face and lips were wet with tears, she lifted her chin, anger flashing in her brown eyes. “He wouldn’t tell me. He said he didn’t want to scare me.” She pulled against her arms, which Kara still held behind her back, leaning forward, closer to Rose. “But he did tell me one thing: you’re bad news, Rose Foster. For all of us.” 
 
    Rose stepped back, startled by those words, her gut twisting with dread. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Kara interrupted. Her intense, blue gaze darted toward Rose, flashing with worry, as she sensed Rose’s emotions. “Yolande, you know what happens if I report your attack to Talulah. I don’t think you want that, and neither do I. So, just…promise you’ll leave Rose alone, and we’ll forget this.” 
 
    Yolande watched Rose, her eyes dark and predatory. She tilted her head to the side, as if she were studying Rose’s reaction. “I wonder if she could do it.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “If I could do what?” she asked. She looked up at Kara. 
 
    Kara sighed, “If I report her attack to Talulah…you’ll have to kill her.” 
 
    “What?” Rose gasped, her eyes widening. “No! Why would I do that?” 
 
    Yolande smiled, her teeth bright and sharp. “I knew she was too weak.” 
 
    “She’s not weak. She’s compassionate,” Kara said, her mouth near the woman’s ear. “Which is why you should realize that she’s not responsible for your husband’s death. Now, I’ll give you one chance to walk away. Or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Yolande laughed bitterly. “Oh, Kara. How easily you turn on people.” 
 
    “I do what I must,” Kara said. “Now, please, Yolande, just walk away.” 
 
    “I should make you do it,” Yolande said, “just so you’d have to live with the fact that you killed an old friend. I don’t want to live without him, anyway.” 
 
    “Yolande,” Kara sighed, her brows creasing with sympathy. 
 
    “But…I won’t,” Yolande said. Kara breathed out a sigh of relief and let her go. Yolande shot one last glare at Rose. “If we survive what’s coming, just remember: you’ll be looking over your shoulder for me for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    “Then, you should remember,” Kara said, “if you touch her, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Yolande smiled. “Guess the friendship’s over, then.” She spun around and headed down the hallway, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor. 
 
    Kara stared after her, her brows furrowed. When the vampire turned the corner, Kara mumbled, “She must’ve married him recently. I didn’t realize…” 
 
    Rose leaned against the wall, guilt and self-loathing coating her heart like slime. “I’m sorry,” she whispered to no one in particular. “I’m a horrible person.” 
 
    Kara turned toward her. “No,” she said assuredly. “It was not your fault.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. It’s always my fault. Can’t you see that?” Rose mumbled. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Kara said. She stepped toward Rose and lifted her hand to touch Rose’s face, the warmth of her skin contrasting starkly with the cool air. “You are not responsible for Logan’s visions—even if they were about you. You didn’t create his visions. His mind did. His power did. You can’t blame yourself.” 
 
    Rose looked up at her, blinking back tears. “How many times does this have to happen before we admit the truth? That Alana was right about me,” she said, her voice shaking. “I leave a trail of corpses behind me everywhere I go.” 
 
    “She told you that?” Kara said, her brows creasing with sympathy. “Rose, I know what it’s like to let Alana get to you. She knows how to manipulate you. She knows how to twist the truth, to make something sound just true enough that you can’t let it go. But…you need to remember that she was manipulating you.” 
 
    Rose looked away. “How close were you? Before…her husband died?” 
 
    “To whom? Yolande?” Kara asked. She stepped back, casting a glance down the hallway, in the direction that Yolande had gone. “We hadn’t spoken in decades.” She shrugged. “I…er…” She smiled. “I slept with her younger sister.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “That’s an odd way to make a friend.” 
 
    Kara snorted, “Yeah, well, I also turned Yolande into a vampire.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at that. “Oh.” 
 
    “It was a favor for her younger sister,” Kara explained. “When I fed from Yvonne—that was her name—I couldn’t kill her. I noticed her pulse slowing, and I just…stopped. Just like what happened with all of the other women I couldn’t kill. So, I gave her my blood. I’d taken too much already, so I had to establish a blood bond to heal her. When Yvonne realized what my blood had done, that it could heal people, she begged me to give my blood to her older sister: Yolande.” 
 
    Rose listened attentively, her brows furrowing. “Why?” 
 
    “Because Yolande was sick,” Kara sighed. “She was dying of leukemia.” 
 
    “But if you healed her,” Rose said, “that wouldn’t make her a vampire.” 
 
    “I didn’t heal her,” Kara explained. “I told Yvonne that it wasn’t allowed, and that I could be killed, just for what I did for her. Because we’re not supposed to reveal what we are to humans. The only time it’s allowed is if we’re turning the human or if we plan on maintaining control of them. As in…the way Osiris did.” 
 
    “You mean manipulate them,” Rose corrected, “and abuse them.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Which is something I never did. I only established blood bonds with humans because I didn’t want to kill them, and I kept my distance—or tried, anyway. Occasionally, they’d seek me out. But bound to me or not, they still had their freedom. It was dangerous…and very much against Aaron’s rules. He knew, of course, and he didn’t like it. But he decided to look the other way because he needed me too much. But what Yvonne was asking me to do—to heal a human from a terminal illness—Aaron would’ve killed me for that. So, I told her no, and she hated me for it.” Kara looked away, sadness glistening in her eyes. “But Yolande was already in her last days. She died a few nights later, and…I felt it. I felt Yvonne’s grief for her sister, and I couldn’t stop myself. I went to her.” 
 
    “And you brought her sister back to life,” Rose assumed. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking straight. I was feeling too much emotion,” Kara said. 
 
    Rose nodded. “Was Yolande angry? When she awoke as a vampire?” 
 
    Kara shook her head. “Not at first. At first, she was just grateful to be alive,” she explained. “She hated me later, though, when she had to watch all of her family members die of old age. It’s why she chose to join this colony, instead of the Tomb of Blood. She did eventually forgive me. A couple of decades later.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose said softly. “I’ve come between you now.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said. “Her desire to kill the woman I’ve sworn to protect is what came between us. Eventually, she’ll no longer be grieving, and she’ll have to choose to forgive your connection to his death or continue to hate you. And that will determine whether our friendship will ever exist again. You come first.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” Rose said. “I don’t understand why you would put me first.” 
 
    “Because I swore an oath of fealty to you, Rose. That means I serve you before anyone else. You hold my loyalty. The only loyalty I’ve ever really given belongs to you, and before you, my father. I don’t take my oaths lightly, Rose. I knew what I was doing when I swore that oath, and I believed, even then, that you were worthy of my loyalty,” Kara assured her. She leaned in close, bracing one hand against the wall, beside Rose’s head. “And also because…I love you.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’d love me,” Rose breathed, “why anyone would.” 
 
    Kara brushed her fingers under Rose’s chin, tipping her head back. “You know what I do to people who insult the woman I’ve sworn to protect, right?” 
 
    Rose offered her a weak, amused smile. “Threaten to dismember them?” 
 
    “Among other things,” Kara said with a smirk. “Stop insulting yourself.” 
 
    “Or what?” Rose teased, her smile widening. “You’ll dismember me?” 
 
    “Well, no, because then, I’ll have hurt you, too,” Kara said. “Do you see the complicated situation you’ve put me in? So, do me a favor, sexy,” she purred, leaning closer, a smile tilting at her lips, “and stop being an asshole to yourself.” 
 
    Rose smiled weakly. “We’re late for the meeting again, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Probably,” Kara laughed. “Let’s go face Talulah’s disappointed scowl.” 
 
    “You seem well-acquainted with that facial expression,” Rose teased. 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara said, “I make it my goal to become acquainted with it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    They slipped into the communal room as quietly as possible, trying not to attract too much attention, but Talulah’s dark eyes immediately shifted in their direction. Rose stifled a laugh, as Talulah, sure enough, pinned them with that disappointed scowl that Kara had warned her about. The tall, powerful vampire waited impatiently as Kara and Rose navigated through the crowd of vampires. 
 
    Talulah walked toward them, her shoes padding softly across the floor. When she reached Kara, she lowered her voice. “Do you do this to torment me?” 
 
    “Of course. I live to torment you,” Kara quipped. A smirk tilted at her lips. “Lighten up, Talulah. The world isn’t going to end if we’re two minutes late.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Talulah muttered. Her black eyes shifted toward Rose and softened with concern. “Should I be worried? Did something happen?” 
 
    “No,” Kara lied. “There was a…situation, but it’s been handled.” 
 
    Talulah continued to stare at Rose. “You’re only vague when you have something to hide,” she told Kara. “Rose, why don’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Rose said. “I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.” 
 
    Talulah nodded in understanding. “I will respect your wishes, then,” she told Rose. “Let me know if you change your mind.” She turned toward Kara. “Do you see? I can respect someone with secrets, as long as they don’t lie to me.” 
 
    Kara snorted in amusement, as Talulah spun on her heels and marched back to the center of the room. Kara leaned in close to Rose, the warmth of her breath tickling Rose’s ear, and whispered, “I think she likes you more than me.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I think she likes everyone more than you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Talulah announced. “Now that everyone is here, let’s begin.” 
 
    Aaron joined her. It was funny—the way they contrasted: Talulah, with her regal posture and commanding presence, and Aaron, with his I-couldn’t-care-less-about-this posture and dangerous presence—and yet, somehow, despite their differences, they stood together, prepared to work together to save their species. 
 
    “There’s no time for argument or debate,” Aaron said tiredly. “The war has all but begun, and we must act quickly, if we want to take down the Assassins of Light before it begins.” He shot an irritated glare at Talulah. “And believe me: whatever argument you think you have, we’ve already had it. All damn day.” 
 
    Talulah sighed, “What Aaron is trying to say is…we didn’t come to this decision lightly. If there were any other options, we wouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Kara as she sensed a sudden rush of anxiety—that didn’t feel like her own—but Kara kept her gaze straight ahead, her emotions masked. 
 
    “We can’t keep waiting for them to attack us,” Aaron declared. “We must attack them. We must do it while we have the element of surprise on our side.” 
 
    James, Talulah’s second-in-command, argued, “But we believe in peace.” 
 
    “I could have sworn I said no arguments,” Aaron grumbled irritably. 
 
    Talulah looked at James. “I’m afraid peace isn’t an option right now.” 
 
    “The Assassins of Light will attack us, whether we’re prepared to fight back or not,” Aaron said. “The vampire colony that they destroyed in Japan was proof of that. At this point, we either destroy them, or we wait for the humans to rise up against us. If that happens, we won’t just be fighting the Assassins of Light. We’ll be fighting the entire human race. I think most of us agree that wouldn’t be good. For the human-sympathizers, it would be…immoral, I suppose,” he grunted, as if he thought that was nonsense. He glanced specifically at Rose and Erik, obviously directing that one at them. “And for the rest of us, it’s inconvenient.” 
 
    Talulah sighed at his apathy. “The point is…we need to get rid of the Assassins of Light, once and for all, and we can only do that by attacking them.” 
 
    “According to the information we received from Kara Unnarsdóttir, they are gathering for an important meeting in the United States later this week. At least half of their organization will be there…from all around the world,” Aaron explained. “That is our best chance to attack them. We would cripple their army overnight. But in order to do this, we must be ready to travel by tomorrow night.” 
 
    Rose watched Kara out of the corner of her eye…because she felt it, still. The anxiety. Building. Knotting up in her stomach. Fluttering in her chest. Even though she couldn’t see even a hint of it in Kara’s face, she knew what Kara was feeling. She knew that there was something about this plan that Kara didn’t like. 
 
    “We’ll leave tomorrow night. At nightfall,” Aaron explained. “If you’re not skilled in combat, you’re welcome to stay here. If you’re too afraid to fight.” 
 
    “What Aaron is trying to say,” Talulah sighed with a roll of her eyes, “is that no one is going to force you to fight. That’s not how I lead. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Rose watched, in her peripheral vision, as Kara rocked back on her heels, sliding her hands into the pockets of her leather pants. Rose heard a soft clicking noise, and she realized, as she saw the slight twitch and curve of Kara’s knuckles, that she was typing something into a phone—a phone that was in her pocket. 
 
    Kara’s piercing, light blue eyes shifted toward Rose so suddenly it startled her. She held Rose’s gaze for a moment before leaning toward her, the warmth of her breath dancing over Rose’s ear. “I can feel your gaze on me, sexy,” she said in Rose’s ear, her voice low and seductive. “I’m going to need you to look away.” 
 
    Rose blushed and looked back at Talulah and Aaron. She heard the click of the keys, still, but no one else seemed to notice. Everyone else in the room was too focused on their leaders, too concerned with the battle ahead, too engaged in worried whispers, to notice the devious vampire in the corner, hiding her phone. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of time to pack later tonight,” Talulah said, hushing the noisy crowd of vampires, “but right now, we need to go over the plan. Listen closely. We only have one chance to get this right, and the last thing we need is someone going rogue.” She looked directly at Kara when she said that last part. 
 
    Rose cast a quick glance in Kara’s direction, but of course, she hadn’t needed to worry. Kara looked totally natural—her weight on her heels, her hands in her pocket, her icy blue eyes sparkling with amusement, a sly smirk on her lips. 
 
    Talulah scowled at that sly smirk, but she continued speaking, anyway. 
 
    Kara moved closer to Rose, the scent of violets and leather filling Rose’s senses. Rose tried to keep her gaze on Talulah, but she could already feel her body reacting to Kara’s closeness. Rose straightened in surprise as she felt the warmth of Kara’s breath on her neck, the warmth of Kara’s hand on her back, and then, with no warning whatsoever, the arousing sensation of Kara’s tongue on her neck. 
 
    Rose spun toward Kara, finding herself encased in Kara’s arms, the front of her body pressed against Kara’s. “What…what are you doing?” she squeaked. 
 
    Kara cupped her hands around Rose face and kissed her, drinking her in with a passion that almost made Rose forget they were in a crowded room. Almost. 
 
    Rose pulled back when she heard someone giggle. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Your heart was racing,” Kara whispered, nipping at Rose’s bottom lip. 
 
    Rose barely even heard what Kara said—she’d said it so softly, so quickly. But then, she did hear it, and she lifted her eyebrows. “Well, uh, this isn’t helping.” 
 
    Kara’s lips curved against Rose’s—her smile playful and sly. “Of course it isn’t,” she murmured against her lips. “But now, it has a good reason to race.” 
 
    Rose blinked as she understood: this was about the phone, still. The kiss was meant to be a ruse, to hide the real reason that Rose was anxious. “Don’t you think,” she said, breathless with desire, “a little kiss would have been enough?” 
 
    “Oh, Rose,” Kara murmured, “you know I never do anything halfway.” 
 
    “Kara!” Talulah snapped suddenly, startling them. “Are you listening?” 
 
    Kara turned to look at her, but she kept her arms locked around Rose’s waist. “Of course,” she said with a smirk. “How else would I follow the plan?” 
 
    Talulah’s deep, black eyes narrowed suspiciously, but she turned away, anyway, and continued to speak to the colonies, explaining each step of the plan. 
 
    As soon as Talulah looked away, Kara released Rose. “Come with me,” she whispered, and then, giving Rose no time to object, she grabbed Rose’s hand and started pulling her through the crowd of vampires, heading toward the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Rose whispered, jerking her to a stop. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kara turned, her gaze darting toward Talulah before returning to Rose. “We have to go. We have about twenty seconds until they realize we’re gone.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “But,” she sputtered, “what about the plan?” 
 
    “We’re going rogue,” Kara said with a smirk. “Obviously.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Kara said, tugging Rose in the opposite direction of the stairs that led above ground. When she noticed Rose’s puzzled frown, she tilted her head closer, so that she could whisper in Rose’s ear. “We need to get out of here unseen, and there are guards near the stairs. So, we’re using a secret passage.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “You’re going to get me in trouble, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kara opened the door of a seemingly random room and stepped inside, heading straight for the bed. “Didn’t anyone tell you?” Kara quipped, as she lifted the bed with one hand. “That’s what happens when you date the troublemaker.” 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re going all Superman with the bed?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Close the door,” Kara urged quietly. She tilted her head toward the full-sized bed in her hand. “And get underneath the bed. I’ll join you in a second.” 
 
    Rose flashed a cute smile at her. “So, I’ll be the monster under the bed?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Quickly, you adorable nerd. Before we get caught.” 
 
    Rose knelt and crawled underneath the bed, feeling the rough planks of wood beneath her hands and knees. “So, uh, what will happen if we get caught?” 
 
    “We’ll face Talulah’s wrath, for sure,” Kara muttered distractedly. “Some of the boards should feel loose. Find the loose ones, and then, set them aside.” 
 
    Rose ran her hands over the floor, feeling the cold, solid wood beneath her hands, until finally, one particular plank of wood shifted beneath her hand. She tried to grasp it, but the crack between the planks of wood was too small for her fingers, and her fingernails were too short to use. So, she placed her hands on her thighs and focused intently on the plank, using her telekinetic power to lift it into the air. As soon as she moved it, she could grab the next several loose boards and move them as well, until she uncovered a small trapdoor. “This is so cool.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “You think so?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to find a trapdoor,” Rose told her, in a deeply serious tone. “I mean, the only way this could get any better is if it leads to Narnia.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “It leads to a place with snow. Does that count?” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “You mean…outside? As in…right above us?” 
 
    “Just a little bit south of here,” Kara corrected, “but basically, yes.” 
 
    “No,” Rose said with a disappointed pout. “That doesn’t count.” 
 
    Kara laughed. She bent lower so that she could meet Rose’s gaze. “Open the door and slide in, feet first,” she advised. “Brace yourself. It’s a bit of a drop.” 
 
    “What about you?” Rose asked. “Don’t you need someone to hold the bed so you can crawl underneath it, too? It’s pretty close to the floor, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Kara said with a soft smile. “I can slide through small spaces pretty easily, and,” she paused, “it doesn’t have…an effect on me.” 
 
    Rose watched her for a moment, the surprise traveling from her head to her heart as she realized the real reason Kara had lifted the bed for her—because Kara didn’t want her to have to endure the flashbacks and fear. “Thank you,” she whispered, warmth fluttering in her chest as she considered the thoughtful action. 
 
    “Anything for you, sexy,” Kara said, trying to make her voice light. 
 
    Rose opened the trapdoor and shifted on the floor, sitting upright and hanging her legs over the edge of the opening. Darkness spread below her, and for a moment, it reminded her a little too much of her nightmare, falling into an unending darkness, but then, with her sensitive eyesight, she was able to make out the outline of dirt and rocks a little way down. “Here I go,” she said nervously. 
 
    “Be careful,” Kara said. “Keep your feet beneath you, and fall straight.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “See you in a moment,” she mumbled, and then, she fell. 
 
    The cold air rushed up around her, shoving her stomach into her throat. She clamped her mouth shut, stifling the scream that threatened to spill out as she rushed toward the rapidly approaching ground. Pain splintered in her heels when she finally hit the ground. She did manage to land on her feet, surprisingly enough, but her head spun violently from the fall, and she swayed dangerously on her feet. She reached out, grasping blindly for something to steady herself on, as everything seemed to tip, and she felt her hand collide with a cold, dirt wall. 
 
    The sound of rushing air drew her attention up, toward the trapdoor that she’d just fallen from—far above her, now. She took a step back, watching with concern as Kara’s lithe body fell through the air. But she had no reason to worry, of course, because Kara landed gracefully, her long body bent forward in a half-crouch, much like she’d done the very first time they’d met—when Kara had leapt off the building to intercede in the ambush, intended for Erik, Kallias, and Rose. 
 
    Her blue and black hair had fallen into her face, messy and chaotically disheveled from the fall, and yet, it was the only thing disheveled about her, as she straightened, shaking the messy, dark hair out of her face, and pinning Rose with her piercing, blue gaze. She grinned, as if she’d just had the time of her life, falling. 
 
    “You just love to show off, don’t you?” Rose teased, her eyebrows lifting. 
 
    A cocky smirk tugged at the edge of Kara’s lips. “Of course,” she said. She lifted her feet, examining the deep footprints beneath her boots. She ran the toe of her heavy, black boot over the footprints, scattering dirt over them so that no one would notice them. Her gaze darted back up toward Rose. “The more you do it, the easier it gets. And it’s easier if you’re wearing boots, instead of…those.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her worn, Converse tennis shoes. “Really?” she gasped, feigning surprise. “You mean to tell me that my six-year-old sneakers aren’t sturdy enough for falling one hundred feet through the air? I would’ve never guessed!” 
 
    Kara chuckled at her sarcasm. “It was only about forty feet, actually.” 
 
    “Only,” Rose scoffed. She carefully stepped away from the wall. “So, when you say that we’ll face Talulah’s wrath,” she began, returning to what they’d been discussing before the fall, “what exactly does the wrath of Talulah entail?” 
 
    Kara laughed, the soft, breathless sound of her laugh echoing pleasantly throughout the dark tunnel. “Mostly just a lecture and that sexy glare of hers,” she said, mimicking that dark, sullen glare that she’d seen Talulah use quite often. 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but laugh at the expression and how strange it looked on Kara’s normally-smiling face. “Terrifying,” she said sarcastically. “Is that all?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Well,” she amended, “apparently, that, and her warriors shooting arrows at you…any time you come near her…for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, drawing out the word, “that sounds a little unpleasant, actually.” She frowned curiously at Kara. “Is there a reason we’re defying orders?” 
 
    Kara didn’t answer that question. “I can take you back, if you want.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Rose told her. “Do you want me to go back?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said honestly. “It’s easier to protect you, if you’re with me.” 
 
    “It’s easier for me to protect you,” Rose countered, “if I’m with you, too,” 
 
    A relieved smile tugged at the edges of Kara’s lips. “Then, you’ll come?” 
 
    Rose moved closer. “I think,” she breathed, “I’d go anywhere with you.” 
 
    Kara’s lips parted in surprise, and for a moment, she just stared at Rose, so many emotions passing over her face, glistening in her icy blue eyes. Then, she closed the space between them and captured Rose’s face in her hands, covering Rose’s lips with her own. The kiss took Rose’s breath, so full of passion and fire that Rose felt as if it would burn her alive, the fire spreading from her lips to every other part of her body, filling her with such a burning desire that she wasn’t totally opposed to letting Kara have her way with her right here. In the cold, dark tunnel. 
 
    But Kara pulled away, even as that same longing burned in her eyes. “We have to hurry,” she said reluctantly, “before we get caught.” She leaned against Rose, the length of her body pressed against Rose, her breath warm against Rose’s face, as she touched her forehead to Rose’s. “But for the record, I’m your warrior. If anyone is following anyone here, it’ll be me who follows you. Ask, and I will.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kara stepped back, feeling cold in all of the places that Kara’s body had warmed her. She wondered what Kara had meant by that. Had she meant it literally? Had that been some kind of declaration of commitment? But Kara—ever the enigmatic, elusive vampire that Rose knew her to be—didn’t elaborate. Instead, she spun around and began to trudge through the dark tunnel. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Kara asked. “We have quite the journey ahead of us.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, jogging to catch up with her. “I’m right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
     
 
    The tunnel must’ve stretched for miles and miles before it finally opened up in a small storage building in Nunavut. Kara checked her phone as they headed toward the door. “My pilot’s already at the airport, waiting on us,” she told Rose. 
 
    Rose slowed as they neared the door. “Wait. We’re getting on a plane?” 
 
    “It’d be a much longer walk, otherwise,” Kara said with a playful smile. 
 
    Rose listened to the howling winds that beat against the walls of the building, feeling less and less eager to step outside with each passing minute. “Are you ever going to tell me the plan, or are you going to keep evading the question?” 
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose, an amused smile twitching at her lips, as she opened the door. Cold air rushed in to greet them as they prepared to leave. “I couldn’t risk anyone overhearing us while we were still so close to the colony.” 
 
    The frost-covered ground crunched beneath Rose’s shoes as she stepped out of the building. The brutally cold air felt even worse than she’d imagined as it beat against her skin, icy wind swirling around her body. She crossed her arms over her chest, hunching her shoulders in an attempt to keep warm. “And now?” 
 
    Kara closed the door and then turned toward Rose. “You know that the Assassins of Light have bases all over the world. One in every major city and a few in smaller ones, as well. Well, they also have a Headquarters in every country, which links those bases together,” she explained. She tucked her hands into her pockets. “Would you like to guess where the U.S. Headquarters are located?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. She followed as Kara began to lead the way down an icy path that weaved through the town. “Chicago? Los Angeles? New York City?” 
 
    “Washington, D.C.,” Kara provided. Her gaze, glistening like ice, shifted toward Rose. “Now, what do you think is the significance of that location?” 
 
    Rose felt a cold wave of dread wash over her. “The government.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kara said, as they turned onto a new street. “Now, why do you think they would build their Headquarters so close to government facilities?” 
 
    “It’s convenient,” Rose said, “if they’re infiltrating the government.” 
 
    “There are Assassins of Light serving in government positions in every major country in the world,” Kara informed her. “They’ve already infiltrated it.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her brows furrowing, as she tried to process that. “How?” 
 
    “They’ve been preparing for three hundred years,” Kara said. “With that much time, you can infiltrate anything, and this is what they were raised to do.” 
 
    Rose lifted the hood of her jacket over her head, shielding her face from the wind. She raised an eyebrow. “They were raised to infiltrate the government?” 
 
    “They were raised to deceive,” Kara said, “to make people trust them.” 
 
    “That’s how they have bombs,” Rose said. “Because of the government.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “In a sense, yes. Also, because they infiltrated the military.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Just how many Assassins of Light are there?” 
 
    “Enough,” Kara sighed, “but their influence only goes so far. They were able to cover up the attack on the colony in Japan, but they wouldn’t be able to attack every vampire colony in the world. People would ask too many questions. That’s why the Assassins of Light need humans to declare war on vampires.” 
 
    “The meeting Aaron mentioned,” Rose realized. “That’s what it is.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “They’re appearing before Congress later this week.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rose said worriedly. She followed Kara around the corner, the frost-covered ground crunching beneath her shoes. “You didn’t like their plan?” 
 
    Kara glanced at her. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?” she sighed. She shook her head, her dark hair falling around her face. “I told Aaron it was a bad idea to attack them outright. He didn’t listen. Humans—they’re not going to see it as us attacking the Assassins of Light. They’re going to see it as us attacking them. If we attack them outright, humans will declare war on us, anyway. On their own. Not to mention, the Assassins of Light have bombs. As soon as we attack them, they’ll counterattack. I don’t know how he convinced Talulah to do this.” 
 
    “I assume you have a better plan, then?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I do,” Kara said with a smile. “I have a much, much better plan.” 
 
    Rose stared at her expectantly. “Are you going to tell me what it is?” 
 
    As the sound of someone else’s footsteps and the sweet scent of vampire blood reached their senses, all at once, Kara closed the space between Rose and herself in a fraction of a second. She slid her arm around Rose’s waist, pulling Rose back against her, and she covered Rose’s mouth with her free hand. She felt Rose’s soft, warm lips brushing against her palm, as she tried to identify the scent. 
 
    Kara frowned as she recognized the vampire’s scent. She released Rose, and when Rose turned to look at her, she rolled her eyes and shrugged. “It’s Erik.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik called out, his voice echoing from far away. Kara threw up her hands in frustration. “It’s just me,” he said, as he finally emerged from behind a storage building, “so try not to cut me in half with your battle-axe or anything.” 
 
    “I left it in Norway,” Kara said, her eyes narrowing, “or I’d consider it.” 
 
    Erik shoved his hands into his pockets. “So, where are we headed?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “What are you doing here? How did you even find us?” 
 
    Erik waved his hand toward the snow-covered stretch of land behind them. “We just set out walking and assumed we would run into you, eventually.” 
 
    Kara breathed out slowly, her breath falling out of her mouth like a cloud of smoke. “Erik, you oaf,” she said irritably, “someone could’ve followed you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Wait, you just said we. Did someone come with you?” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Elise chimed, appearing beside Erik so suddenly that Rose nearly jumped. “I lost one of my shoes in the snow. I had to look for it.” 
 
    Erik winced a little. “I don’t think they’re happy to see us,” he whispered. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “We snuck out for a reason,” she sighed. “I needed to make sure that no one from that colony followed us. But now, you’ve left, too, probably through the main exit, and who knows who might have followed you?” 
 
    He frowned. “There’s another exit? I thought there was just that one.” 
 
    “Fy faen,” Kara cursed under her breath. “You have to go back. Now.” 
 
    “What? No,” Elise said. “We want to come, too. We want to help.” 
 
    “I promised Kallias that I would help you protect Rose,” Erik told Kara. 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” Kara sighed. “You weren’t careful. What if someone followed you? If anyone finds out where we’re going, it’ll ruin the entire plan.” 
 
    “No one followed us,” Elise said. “They were all still in the meeting.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kara challenged. “Because I saw a few people missing.” 
 
    “You did?” Elise said, blinking in surprise. “Did they just not show up?” 
 
    “See?” Kara said. She ran her fingers through her long, dark hair. “You have your skills, but subterfuge isn’t one of them. You’re not observant enough.” 
 
    “We would’ve noticed, if someone had followed us,” Erik assured her. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Kara said. “It’s windy, and it’s snowing. This weather affects your senses. It’s harder to discern scents, hear footsteps, or even…see.” 
 
    “But if they go back now,” Rose asked, “are they really fixing anything?” 
 
    Kara sighed in defeat, “No, I suppose not. If you were followed, we’re already screwed. We might as well keep moving now and just hope we lose them.” 
 
    “If we’re being followed at all,” Erik added. He fell into step beside her as they resumed walking. He smiled. “Don’t be so pessimistic. It’s not your style.” 
 
    “Not pessimistic,” Kara mumbled under her breath. “Just…concerned.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    In the distance, Rose saw a woman waiting near the plane, her long, black coat swaying in the wind. Rose squinted, trying to make out the woman’s features through the white blur of falling snow, but she couldn’t see enough of the woman to identify her. She did recognize the faint, salty scent of human blood, though. 
 
    “Careful,” Kara told them. “There are patches of black ice everywhere.” 
 
    The warning came just in time, too, because Rose almost slid when her shoe hit the first slick spot. She glanced down at her feet, watching the pavement as she walked, searching for the patches of ice that gleamed in the moonlight. 
 
    “I wish you would’ve told me not to wear high-heels,” Elise complained. 
 
    “I would have,” Kara said, “except…you weren’t supposed to come.” 
 
    Elise cocked her head to the side, her long, blonde curls falling over one shoulder, as she flashed a cute smile at Kara. “You know you’re happy to see us.” 
 
    Erik gave Kara a playful shove—that she endured without losing her balance. Rose considered that quite the accomplishment, considering how much concentration it was taking to keep herself upright on the icy pavement. “Besides,” Erik teased, “we couldn’t let you keep all the fun for yourself. That’s just selfish.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t screw this up, okay?” 
 
    When they reached the plane and the woman who stood next to it, Rose realized that she’d seen the woman somewhere before. She stood several inches shorter than Rose, and much shorter than Kara, and her gray-streaked, black hair was short enough to curl around her face, barely even blowing in the brutal wind. 
 
    The woman crossed her arms over her chest and walked out to meet them. “I thought you said to expect one guest,” she called, raising her voice, so she could hear herself over the wind. She glanced at Erik and Elise. “Not three.” 
 
    “I did, too,” Kara said. She shot a pointed glare at Erik and Elise, who just beamed back unapologetically. “Change of plans. That isn’t a problem, is it?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “No, ma’am. It’s never a problem to work with you.” 
 
    “This is Susan Jones,” Kara told them, waving her hand toward the short, middle-aged human. “And Susan, these are my closest companions: my girlfriend, Rose Foster, and my two closest friends, Erik Olafsson and Elise Fontaine.” 
 
    Susan held out a gloved hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said to Rose. 
 
    Rose shook her hand absently. “Uh…Susan Jones? As in…the Senator?” 
 
    Susan laughed at her, even as she moved to greet Erik and Elise, as well. “Ah, a fellow American. I was starting to wonder if Kara knew any more of us.” 
 
    “Quite a few, actually,” Kara said. “I just like to keep you all separate.” 
 
    Rose leaned toward Kara. “She is, isn’t she?” she hissed. “The Senator?” 
 
    Kara smiled at her, clearly amused. “Yes, Rose. That’s Senator Jones.” 
 
    “If you’ll follow me,” the senator said, as she turned back toward the jet, “we need to leave. Besides, it’s much warmer on the plane than it is out here.” 
 
    Rose held up her hands in surrender. “You had me at warmer.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Senator Jones,” Rose said, once they were in the air, “I just wanted to tell you that I’ve read all of your books, and I thought they were all wonderful.” 
 
    Susan Jones blinked in surprise. “You’ve read all of my books?” 
 
    Rose nodded easily. “And your dissertation. I read it when I was six, and I thought it was such a great take on impoverished and disenfranchised people.” 
 
    Susan’s mouth fell open. “You read my dissertation when you were six?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, oblivious to her shock. “It was very informational. Also inspirational, which is something you don’t get from a lot of dissertations.” 
 
    “Did you,” Susan asked, “read a lot of dissertations when you were six?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Not that many,” Rose assured her. “Only about one a month.” 
 
    Kara leaned back in her seat, chuckling at the shocked expression on the senator’s face. “Rose was a bit of a gifted child,” she explained to Senator Jones. 
 
    Susan raised an eyebrow. “I can see that,” she muttered under her breath. She smiled at Rose. “Thank you for the kind words. I’m glad you liked my books.” 
 
    “So, Kara,” Erik said suddenly, leaning forward, his messy, blonde hair falling over his forehead, “do you have a lot of U.S. Senators on your payroll?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Just one, but I have representatives from other countries as well. A Prime Minister from one country. A royal advisor from another…” 
 
    “Wow,” Erik muttered. “You’ve infiltrated the human governments.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “Not to the extent that the Assassins of Light have.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re here,” Susan Jones interjected. “I don’t want war with vampires any more than you want war with humans, but if the Assassins of Light get their way, we’ll be at war by the end of the week. We have to stop them.” 
 
    “Of course,” Erik agreed. He glanced curiously at Kara. “But how?” 
 
    Kara exchanged a sly look with Susan. “By attending a dinner party.” 
 
    “Ooh, I love dinner parties!” Elise sang with joy. “Will there be wine?” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to stop the war with…a dinner?” 
 
    “Yep,” Kara confirmed, reclining back in her seat, her posture the picture of confidence. “With no casualties. No battles. No war. Just a bit of…trickery.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell Aaron about your plan?” Rose asked. “Or Talulah?” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “You really don’t understand the idea of deceit, do you?” 
 
    “Well, I suck at it. So…probably not,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Susan has invited some Assassins of Light to dinner,” Kara explained. 
 
    Susan nodded. “Not just any Assassins of Light, either. Their top people. The Assassins that are supposed to appear before Congress later this week.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Elise murmured, lifting her eyebrows at the senator. 
 
    Susan smiled, smoothing a stray, gray hair on her head. “You’ll be killing two birds with one stone tonight. First, this will prevent them from appearing before Congress later this week, which will delay the United States declaring war against vampires. At least until the Assassins of Light come up with a new plan. And delaying our government’s declaration of war will most likely delay the rest of the world as well. Because…right now, no one wants to be the first country to declare war on a species that’s not supposed to exist. So far, we’re the only ones who have even agreed to meet with the Assassins of Light. Probably because we have so many of them in our government. It feels as if…they’re everywhere.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly at that. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It feels like it,” Susan told her. “I find out about more every day.” 
 
    “It’s like that in every country,” Kara assured Susan. “But they are more concentrated in America.” Her gaze darted toward Rose. “For unrelated reasons.” 
 
    Rose stared curiously at Kara, trying to make sense of that last comment. 
 
    “Most of them are people you would never expect,” Susan said. “They’re good at making things sound good. They talk about things like national security and safety. They hide their hatred behind friendly smiles and charming words.” 
 
    “And fear,” Rose realized. “They use people’s fears to manipulate them.” 
 
    Susan nodded. “And it works. They’re extremely good at what they do.” 
 
    “Well, then, it’s a good thing we are, too,” Kara said with a cocky smirk. 
 
    “What’s the second bird?” Rose asked. “You said two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “The second bird,” Kara told her, “is that these Assassins—the ones that Susan has so cleverly invited to her home—are the most dangerous ones of all.” 
 
    Erik’s bright green eyes shifted toward her. “How so?” 
 
    “They’re some of the oldest, richest, and most influential,” Kara told him. “They’re the best, the inner circle of the Assassins of Light, which means…” She smile slyly at Susan. “They’ll be able to tell us everything we need to know.” 
 
    Elise tilted her head curiously. “What do you mean by…everything?” 
 
    “Everything we need to take down the Assassins of Light,” Kara said. 
 
    “Permanently,” Susan added. “The Assassins of Light are the only reason that any humans are considering war with vampires. If you take down their entire organization—which you’ll be able to do, after tonight—you’ll prevent the war.” 
 
    “So, if we succeed tonight,” Rose asked slowly, “we’re just…done?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “We’ll come back to the plane. I’ll send the information to the right people. They’ll know what to do. By the time we get home, the Assassins of Light will no longer exist. I can’t think of anything that could go wrong.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “Yeah,” she said slowly, drawing out the word, “except…that’s what people usually say before things go very, very…wrong.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I sent someone for the wine,” Susan said. “She should be here soon.” 
 
    Most of the Assassins of Light continued eating. Despite being hateful, violent killers, they had perfect etiquette. But one of the Assassins—a man with cold, brown eyes—watched her as she took another bite of her pasta, and when she pretended not to notice him staring, he set down his fork and moved closer. 
 
    The Assassin of Light that Susan had met before—Senator Thompson—narrowed his eyes. “Jason,” he said darkly. “Show Senator Jones some respect.” 
 
    A smile curled at the corners of Jason’s lips. “Sorry, I was just thinking.” 
 
    Her stomach turned with dread. She knew, of course, that none of the Assassins of Light were good people, but this man—there was something about him that set her on edge. She smiled politely, anyway. “Thinking about what?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Senator Thompson said, interrupting Jason before he could respond. “I shouldn’t have brought him for this. He’s clearly lacking in manners.” 
 
    “But I’m good at persuasion,” Jason told Susan, “if given enough time.” 
 
    Susan pushed back her chair. “I apologize, but I need to step away for a minute. I need to check on the wine. Someone should have brought it by now.” 
 
    “Nah,” Jason said with a grin. “We don’t need any wine. Sit down.” 
 
    “Jason,” Senator Thompson said, his blue eyes narrowed, “leave her be.” 
 
    “I’m not sure she really wants to hear us out, anyway,” Jason commented. “I mean, she seems awfully eager to leave. I think we’re wasting our time here.” 
 
    “We were invited for dinner,” said another Assassin of Light. “So, eat.” 
 
    Instead, Jason stood, his tall, broad-shouldered form dwarfing Susan. His smile widened. “I’ll help you find the wine,” he offered, “in case it’s too heavy.” 
 
    Susan watched him warily. “Why would a wine bottle be too heavy?” 
 
    Jason ran his fingers through his brown hair, pushing it out of his eyes—eyes that were cold and unfeeling. “It seems to me that you don’t want me coming with you, Susan,” he laughed darkly. “What’s wrong? Are you hiding something?” 
 
    The door opened. “Did someone ask for wine?” sang a low, lilting voice. 
 
    The strange accent alone was enough to get the attention of the Assassins of Light, but when their gazes shifted toward the door, and they saw her, clothed in black and leather, her icy blue eyes sparkling, they immediately recognized her. 
 
    It took barely a second before every Assassin of Light at the table was on their feet with their guns pointed directly at Kara’s head. Susan glanced around worriedly, but Kara just smirked at them and set the wine bottle on the end table. 
 
    “I see you don’t want the wine,” Kara laughed. She stood casually, her muscles relaxed, even with guns aimed at her. “I don’t blame you. I poisoned it.” 
 
    “You’re her, aren’t you?” Senator Thompson said. “Kara Unnarsdóttir?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Of course,” she said. She held up her finger when one of them started to pull the trigger. “You could shoot me, but I should warn you: I have a very unique kind of bullet armor, and you don’t want to make her angry.” 
 
    The Assassins of Light watched in horror as Rose stepped into the room. 
 
    “I think they recognize me,” Rose said when she saw their expressions. 
 
    “Of course they do,” Kara laughed. Her gaze shifted toward them. “They also remember what you did to the base in New York City, and they’re terrified.” 
 
    Rose’s stomach lurched at the memory, but she tried to push that back, to hide it. Regret and guilt weren’t exactly the most intimidating facial expressions. 
 
    Kara’s gaze darted toward her briefly, but then, she stepped forward, her eyes flashing, as she stared down the Assassins of Light. “The poisoned blood bullets are hard to make. They require the deaths of innocent humans, after all.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Jason asked without even a hint of remorse. 
 
    “They don’t give them out to everyone,” Kara said. “So, the majority of you are probably holding guns that can’t kill me. My guess is: only one of you has a gun with poisoned bullets. So, I just have to figure out which one of you it is.” 
 
    But before she could say anything else, four out of the five Assassins of Light at the table turned to the one across from them and pulled the trigger. 
 
    That took everyone by surprise. Even Kara, who straightened, her eyes widening, as four of the five Assassins of Light collapsed on the floor. Dead. 
 
    Jason, the only Assassin of Light left standing, smiled at them. “It’s me.” 
 
    Rose glanced around the brightly-lit dining room, her nostrils flaring at the scent of blood and gunpowder. “Why would they kill each other?” she asked. 
 
    “To keep me from interrogating them,” Kara sighed. 
 
    Rose watched the dark-haired, cold-eyed man in front of them. “There’s no point in pulling the trigger. I can stop the bullet in mid-air with my mind. But that’ll bring out my power, and you don’t want to bring out my power. I don’t even want to bring out my power,” she sighed, “so just put the gun on the floor.” 
 
    Jason smiled. “You don’t want to bring out you power,” he said slowly, his eyebrows lifting, “because you care about everyone in this room. Don’t you?” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    Jason wrapped his arm around Susan, holding her still, and pressed the gun against her head. “You care about everyone, Rose Foster, even the ones you don’t know, don’t you?” he asked, his smile widening as he saw the confirmation in her face—concern and fear. “Can you stop a bullet while it’s still in the gun?” 
 
    Kara watched him warily, keeping her own expression carefully masked. “Those bullets are hard to come by. You don’t want to waste one on a human.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll still have enough left for you. And,” Jason paused, his brown eyes gleaming with sadistic amusement, “I can always make more.” 
 
    Rose took a step toward him, a red spark flashing in her eyes. “Honestly? I don’t know how quickly I can stop the bullet. Maybe I can stop it before it leaves the gun. Maybe I can’t. But what I do know is…I can stop your heart.” 
 
    Jason’s smile faltered. “I doubt that,” he said, but he didn’t sound sure. 
 
    Rose’s gaze, slowly turning red, shifted toward his chest. “All I have to do is want it to stop, think about it stopping, and it will. If you want to test me.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened. “No!” he said quickly. He immediately stepped back, releasing Susan. He dropped the gun and held up his hands. “You win.” 
 
    Kara darted forward, her body blurring before their eyes as she crossed the dining room in a fraction of a second. She restrained the Assassin of Light roughly, slamming him onto the table, as she tied his hands behind his back. 
 
    Erik and Elise came into the dining room, and Elise pulled out a chair so that Kara could shove the Assassin of Light into it and finish tying him up. While Kara did that, Erik knelt to pick up the gun, and he carefully emptied it of bullets. 
 
    Jason laughed while Kara pulled the ropes tightly around his chest and arms—so tight that he could barely breathe. “You won, but you won nothing.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the odd statement. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kara’s intense, blue gaze shifted toward her, briefly, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Why do you think the others killed themselves but left me alive?” Jason asked Rose, a dark, sadistic smile twisting at his lips. “Go ahead. Ask me.” 
 
    “We don’t need to ask you,” Kara said, pulling roughly on his ropes, until he yelped in pain, “because I already know who you are and what you’ve done.” 
 
    Rose watched as Jason vacillated between cringing in pain and laughing like a madman. Something about him reminded her of Theron, and the memory left her nauseated. “Then, tell me,” she said to Kara, “because I don’t know.” 
 
    Kara circled around him to double-check his ropes. “His name is Jason Turner. He invented the poisoned blood bullets. He did the experiments in secret, at first,” she explained, “and he killed his own family when he ran out of victims.” 
 
    Jason tilted his head back, laughing, “In my defense, they annoyed me.” 
 
    A cold wave of horror washed over Rose. “He’s a psychopath.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “You can’t interrogate a psychopath. They care for no one, so you can’t use anyone against them,” she sighed, “and they don’t feel anything.” 
 
    “He feels nothing, huh?” Erik said, stepping forward. “I could fix that.” 
 
    Kara was already shaking her head. “Erik, I would never ask you to…” 
 
    “You need this information, right?” Erik interrupted. “The only other option you have right now is physical torture, and you know mine works better.” 
 
    Kara looked away, conflicted. “Yes, but I also know what it does to you.” 
 
    Erik’s gaze shifted toward the Assassin of Light, and his usually-bright green eyes darkened with anger and hatred. “I’ll gladly endure it for this guy.” 
 
    Jason’s smile faltered a little at that. Clearly, he knew about Erik’s power. 
 
    Kara sighed, her strong, lean shoulders slumping with defeat. She turned to Rose. “I need you to leave the room,” she said gently, “just for a few minutes.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “Why would you need me to leave?” 
 
    Kara walked toward Rose, her boots thudding softly against the marble floor, and when she was close enough that her scent filled Rose’s senses, she tilted her head, her dark hair falling over her shoulder, her brows creased with sadness. “Because you have been tortured before,” she said softly, “and you have PTSD.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. It wasn’t the easiest reminder, but Kara had said it so gently, her voice so full of understanding, that it seemed to ease the sharpness of the memory somehow. “Is there no other way?” she asked, her voice strained. 
 
    “Outside of battle,” Kara sighed, shrugging, “this is our best chance.” 
 
    Rose lifted her chin, refusing to look weak. “So, do it. I can handle it.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said with a firm shake of her head. She stepped closer and lifted her hand, brushing her fingers over Rose’s jaw. “I won’t do that to you, ást. It’s not that I don’t think you’re strong enough. It’s that I refuse to hurt you.” 
 
    Rose frowned, torn between her own pride and the pain in Kara’s face. 
 
    “Elise,” Kara said, stepping back, “would you take Rose into the hall?” 
 
    Rose knew that she could’ve resisted when Elise came to her, that she could’ve use her power to stop anyone from touching her. Just like she knew that Kara knew that, too. But she also knew how conflicted Kara felt at the moment, how much pain filled her light blue eyes, as she tried to care for Rose in the only way she knew. So, when Elise took her hand and led her into the hall, she went. 
 
    “Thank you,” Elise said with a playful smile, as she stepped into the hall, closing the dining room door behind them, “for not throwing me into a wall.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I really did not mean to do that to Tom. I promise.” 
 
    “I know,” Elise teased, smiling sweetly, “you just love Kara that much.” 
 
    Rose blushed and looked away. “Oh, hush,” she muttered indignantly. 
 
    The scream that pierced the air, so suddenly, was so loud that it felt as if it had come from Rose’s own head. Except it wasn’t her voice. It was Jason’s. 
 
    “Rose, are you okay?” Elise asked as she notice the spike in Rose’s pulse. 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Rose mumbled stubbornly, even as the memories flashed through her mind. Another scream echoed through the air, and she could almost feel the pain again—the coldness of the blade, the pain as it carved cuts and gashes into her skin, the helplessness of being unable to stop it. She tried to remind herself where she was, that no blades were even involved this time, that Theron was gone, that she was fine, but her brain wouldn’t listen to reason. Her body wouldn’t listen to reason. Adrenaline coursed through her bloodstream, and that glowing, red haze overtook her eyes. The paintings on the wall began to rattle. 
 
    Susan stepped out into the hall, and her eyes widened. “What the hell?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Elise told her as she grabbed the woman’s arm and pulled her away from Rose. “I’ve got this. Why don’t you go wait for us somewhere quiet?” 
 
    “Go with her,” Rose breathed, her teeth chattering, as she tried to control her power. “I just need a breath of fresh air. To clear my head. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    Elise frowned, clearly conflicted between Kara’s orders and Rose’s. “Er,” she said, glancing at Susan, who was clearly panicking, “okay…if you’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I need to be alone,” Rose said quickly, her voice strained, “please.” 
 
    Elise nodded and followed Susan toward the front of the house. 
 
    Rose listened to the sound of Elise’s high heels as they tapped across the marble floor, trying to ground herself, trying to remind herself where she was, but her mind kept slipping back into that night. And her power kept building. 
 
    She needed to get away from the screams. Yes, that would work, Rose thought. She just needed to find somewhere far enough away from the screams that she could clear her head. And preferably, a place with fresh air…that didn’t smell so strongly of blood. She wandered the hall for a few moments, checking the doors that led to more rooms than any one person needed, and then, finally, she found a door that led outside. She stepped outside and closed the door. 
 
    Rose leaned against the door and covered her chest with her hand, as if her hand could contain the exploding pain inside. She inhaled the cold, autumn air, and she sighed as she smelled roses, lilies, chrysanthemums, and a plethora of other sweet, soothing scents. She opened her eyes, taking in the sight of the courtyard before her for the first time. It was beautiful, covered in flowers and leaves, with bright, lively colors spread out before her, glowing in the moonlight. 
 
    But she saw a dark form, too, in the midst of the colors, a shadow hidden behind the flowers. She straightened and inhaled deeply, trying to identify the scent. Beneath the scent of flowers, and beyond the scent of fresh human blood, she smelled the sweetness of age and power. Vampire blood. She recognized the scent, somehow, but only vaguely. Not enough to remember whose scent it was. 
 
    “Who’s there? I know you’re out there,” Rose called. “I can smell you.” 
 
    Leaves rustled as the dark form moved toward her, his sweet, powerful scent creeping ever closer. “Your power is so mesmerizing,” said a familiar voice, “the way light and shadows ripple from your body in a strange, impossible dance.” 
 
    Rose recognized that cold, emotionless voice, and as he moved closer, creeping out of the shadows, toward her, she recognized him. “Erastos?” she said, her eyes widening. She threw up her hands. “What the heck are you doing here?!” 
 
    He stepped out of the shadows. The moonlight that streamed into the center of the courtyard fell upon his white-blonde hair, causing it to shine in the darkness. “I was waiting for you,” he said in that eerie voice of his, “of course.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “You were waiting for me,” she repeated, “to come to a senator’s home…that I’ve never been to before…and come out into the courtyard…that I didn’t even know about…and find you, standing in the shadows, being totally creepy?” She nodded. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” 
 
    “I trust you received my gift?” Erastos said. “The rose with black petals?” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, lifting her eyebrows. “You mean the one you left on the kitchen counter, inside Kallias’s house? You might not know this, but stalking and trespassing are illegal. That means you’re not supposed to do it.” 
 
    “You did get it, then,” Erastos said, stepping closer. “Did you like it?” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms across her chest. “I don’t like you stalking me.” 
 
    “You don’t understand the meaning, do you?” Erastos realized. “It was symbolic, you see. The color of the petals. Do you understand what it means?” 
 
    “I don’t understand anything you do, Erastos,” she muttered tiredly. 
 
    “Everything has a meaning, my Eklektos,” he told her. He took another step toward her, each movement eerily slow, like a snake creeping toward its prey. 
 
    Rose straightened, a suspicious chill sliding down her spine. “Well? Are you going to tell me what that meaning is, or are you just wasting my time?” 
 
    Erastos regarded her curiously. “I detect hostility. Are you angry?” 
 
    “Depends,” she growled, as the red fire in her eyes began to dance faster, burning brighter and brighter. “Did you know what would happen to Zach?” 
 
    “Tragedy has a certain effect upon you,” Erastos said. “It was amazing.” 
 
    Everything changed in an instant. Rose’s eyes, though still red, darkened, black shadows dancing within them, threatening to overtake the light. The cool, late-autumn air began to snap and fizzle, as if it were electrically charged, as if the very air they breathed could catch fire at any moment. The leaves began to rustle in the wind, and thunder cracked overhead. Rose shook her head, her skin flushed with anger, her jaw tight with pain. “No,” she growled, and even though she’d barely even whispered the word, the ground trembled from the power behind it. “I can’t do this.” She spun on her heels with every intention of going back inside. 
 
    But Erastos, moving faster than she would’ve ever expected—shockingly fast, even for a vampire—appeared in front of her, blocking the door. He stood close to her now, his scent as cold and sterile as his personality. But, for once, his pale blue eyes didn’t look cold and sterile. They were wide and full of fascination. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Erastos,” Rose snarled, “before I lose control.” 
 
    “I want you to lose control,” he said. “I want to witness the Darkness.” 
 
    “Rose?” Kara called from the door. She entered the courtyard with slow, careful steps, her eyes darting from Rose to Erastos. She barely reacted to Rose’s swirling, red eyes. Instead, she narrowed her eyes at Erastos. “Who is this?” 
 
    “His name is Erastos,” Rose said, her glowing, crimson-red eyes flashing and dancing, like fire. “He’s the vampire who gave me the Stone of the Eklektos.” 
 
    “Really?” Kara said curiously. She reached Rose, finally, and deliberately put herself between the ancient vampire and Rose. “Is he a friend or an enemy?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said. “I don’t know anything about him, actually.” 
 
    “Usually a bad sign,” Kara said. She watched Erastos with narrowed eyes, her shoulders rolled back, her body prepared to fight. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    “I came to help,” Erastos said to Rose, still fascinated with the fiery, red glow of her eyes, “just as I always do. My purpose is to serve you, my Eklektos.” 
 
    “If that were true,” Rose said, her chest heaving, the force of her power causing her long, red hair to sway and whip across her face, as if blown by a harsh wind, “then you would’ve warned me about my brother…so I could save him.” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose, shifting her gaze away from Erastos for the first time since she’d entered the room. Her light blue eyes burned with sympathy, and she reached out, almost unnoticeably, and threaded her fingers through Rose’s. 
 
    The action had an immediate effect on Rose, and even though her eyes remained red, the power that danced around her seemed to calm, the wind stilling, her hair falling flat against her back. Tears glistened in Rose’s swirling, red eyes. 
 
    Erastos watched them curiously, his gaze darting from Kara to Rose, and if Rose didn’t know any better, she would’ve thought she’d seen a hint of worry in those normally emotionless, pale blue eyes of his. But then, the emotion faded, and he turned to Rose. “Everything I do or don’t do has a purpose, my Eklektos.” 
 
    “Well, that’s suspiciously vague,” Kara said, her eyebrows lifting, “and I would know. I happen to be quite good at the suspiciously vague stuff myself.” 
 
    His pale blue gaze shifted to Kara. “I tell her what she needs to know.” 
 
    “Need to know basis, huh?” Kara said. “Good way to manipulate.”  
 
    “You want her to survive the night, don’t you?” Erastos asked her. 
 
    Kara frowned curiously at that. “Is something going to happen tonight?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erastos said, “and I have information that you’ll need to survive.” 
 
    Kara looked at Rose, who had finally managed to regain control of her power—enough so that her eyes were blue again, at least. “Do you trust him?” 
 
    “Not much,” Rose said, “but so far, his advice has been helpful.” 
 
    Kara shifted her gaze back to Erastos. “Say what you came to say.” 
 
    Erastos stared at Kara with a strange curiosity, almost as if he were trying to figure something out. “Things will change tonight. The answers are coming.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them for a moment. Then, Rose sighed, “Can you translate that in a way that doesn’t sound like you read it off of fortune cookie?”  
 
    “Keep your mind open,” Erastos said, “and accept the help that’s given.” 
 
    Kara leaned closer to Rose. “It sounds like he’s giving you sex advice.” 
 
    A surprised laugh escaped Rose’s lips, and that little laugh eased a bit of the tension and pain that she’d been feeling. “I highly doubt it,” she assured Kara. 
 
    “Goodnight, my Eklektos,” Erastos said, bending at the waist, bowing to her, as if she were some kind of royalty, “and good luck in the battles ahead.” 
 
    “Battles?” Rose said worriedly. “Do you mean that metaphorically? Like when people say trials to describe difficult times? Or…do you mean it literally?” 
 
    “You can’t stop the war, my Eklektos,” Erastos said. “It’s already here.” 
 
    Rose watched as he disappeared into the shadows, leaving through a gate at the far edge of the courtyard, and for several moments, neither of them spoke. 
 
    Then, Kara asked, carefully, “My Eklektos? Why does he call you that?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s Greek. It means chosen or elected. Or destined.” 
 
    “He said it like a title,” Kara murmured. “Reverently. The way someone might say my King, or my Queen, or my God. Why would he say it that way?” 
 
    Rose shrugged again. “Like I said, he’s still a complete mystery to me.” 
 
    Kara nodded thoughtfully. She cleared her throat. “So…are you ready to go? If we want to get back to the colony before tomorrow night, we need to go.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” Rose said tiredly. “Did you…get what you needed?” 
 
    “That and more,” Kara said with a small smile. “If everything he told us is true, we could take down the entire organization before the end of the night.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rose said, blinking in shock. “So, we can stop the war, after all.” 
 
    “Looks like it, sexy,” Kara said with a smirk. She stepped back, holding out her hand to Rose. “Let’s get back to the colony before they ruin everything.” 
 
    Rose intertwined her fingers with Kara’s and followed her into the house. “So, if we succeeded, I wonder why Erastos said that we couldn’t stop the war.” 
 
    “He must have been wrong,” Kara said with a languid, carefree shrug. 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “But he’s never wrong.” 
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 The Betrayal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara reached out and grasped Rose’s arm, suddenly, pulling her to a stop. 
 
    Rose turned toward her, stunned both by the roughness of her grasp and the anxiety she sensed inside of her. “Kara,” she said worriedly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Elise stopped and looked back at them. She crossed her arms, her long, white coat and black dress swaying in the wind. “Aren’t you two coming?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Kara said, blinking out of her daze. “And neither are you.” 
 
    Elise’s brows furrowed. “Umm…okay?” she said, walking toward them. 
 
    Erik also turned around and returned to where they stood—just a few feet in front of the private jet that they were supposed to be boarding. “What is it?” 
 
    Kara released Rose’s arm and stepped toward Erik. “Keep her out here with you,” she told him, and then, she disappeared in a swift blur of movement. 
 
    “What the heck?” Rose sputtered. “Kara!” She tried to rush after her, but Erik caught her, wrapping his arms around her to restrain her. “Erik, let me go!” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said tiredly. “Just…calm down. She’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rose demanded to know. When Erik didn’t answer, she turned to Elise, instead, and asked—worriedly, “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” 
 
    Elise nodded slowly, her brows creased. “Don’t you smell the blood?” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kara knelt next to the motionless body of her spy, pressing her fingers to his neck, checking his pulse—even though she already knew that she’d feel nothing. If she couldn’t hear his heartbeat, she wouldn’t feel it, either. She glanced at the bullet wound in his chest. Blood oozed from the wound, soaking his shirt. 
 
    “There’s poison in his bloodstream,” said a voice that Kara immediately recognized. “So, I wouldn’t try to turn him into a vampire, if I were you.” 
 
    Kara stood and turned toward him. “I don’t turn my spies,” she told him. “They know what kind of danger they’re signing up for when they take the job.” 
 
    Isaac smiled at her. “You don’t seem too surprised to find me here.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Kara said. She tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over her leather jacket. “Do you know why I always trust my instincts, Isaac?” 
 
    “Because you’re a primal creature with animalistic instincts?” he guessed. 
 
    “Because,” Kara began, taking a step toward him, “your gut instinct is usually right. Wait for your second conclusion, and you’re probably overthinking. Wait for your third conclusion, and you’re almost certainly being manipulated.” 
 
    “Well,” Isaac said with a smug smile, “you would know quite a bit about being manipulated, wouldn’t you, Kara Unnarsdóttir?” He squinted thoughtfully. “What is that word that the Buddhists use? Ah, karma,” he laughed. “It’s karma.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were supposed to be Christian.” 
 
    Isaac scoffed, “I’m over three hundred years old. These days, I mostly just hate you.” He tilted his head back, his messy, brownish-blonde falling out of his face. “You know, I almost lost you when you snuck out of the Village of the Undead. I wouldn’t have known what to do, if I hadn’t seen Erik and Elise leave.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Were you the one who kept them going all of this time?” 
 
    “Who? The Assassins of Light?” Isaac laughed darkly. “Oh, no, this all goes way deeper than me. You’d be very surprised to know who’s really behind it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would,” Kara muttered, rolling her eyes impatiently. 
 
    He smiled. “When was the last time you checked your phone?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I put it on silent because Aaron wouldn’t quit calling.” 
 
    “And you assumed that he was only calling because you left,” Isaac said. 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I take it there was another reason he was calling?” 
 
    “We’re officially at war,” Isaac informed her. “Humans and vampires.” 
 
    Kara looked away for a moment, her jaw tightening, as she tried not to react to that very scary piece of news. Then, her gaze shifted back toward him, and she stepped toward him. “And where does that leave you, Isaac?” she asked. She began to twirl a throwing knife between her fingers—a knife Isaac had never seen her pull out. “You betrayed us, so you’re clearly not on our side. But you can’t truly be on theirs, either, can you? Not when you’re the very thing they hate.” 
 
    “I never wanted to be this,” he said, his face contorting with disgust. “But thanks to your girlfriend, I’ve had to live as one of you for three hundred years.” 
 
    Kara froze. “My girlfriend?” she said, her brows furrowing in confusion. 
 
    “Not the one with red eyes,” Isaac said. “The other one. The crazy one.” 
 
    “Alana,” Kara said, frowning, as she tried to piece together the puzzle—the ever-growing, impossible-to-solve puzzle. “Alana turned you into a vampire.” 
 
    Isaac sat down in one of the seats, crossing one leg over the other, as if he weren’t the least bit scared of Kara. “God, she was such a crazy bitch, wasn’t she?” he muttered under his breath. “No wonder people beat and raped her.” 
 
    Kara looked up at him, and then, before he could react, she flung the throwing knife at him. She watched unsympathetically as he cried out in pain, the throwing knife stuck in the center of his chest. “You’re lucky I need your vocal cords intact because I would have aimed for your throat, if I didn’t. And believe me. That hurts. I know from experience.” She took a step toward him, watching as his chest heaved from the pain, which, she assumed, only made the pain worse. 
 
    “And here I thought you didn’t care about her anymore,” Isaac rasped. 
 
    “Who says I do?” Kara countered. “Maybe I just think you’re a piece of shit that deserves to have a knife stuck in his chest.” Her light blue eyes narrowed. “I almost wish she were still alive. Just so she could make you regret those words.” 
 
    Isaac lifted his hand, his fingers trembling because of the pain, and then, with a cry of pain, he jerked the knife out of his chest. He tossed the blood-coated weapon aside and glanced down at the stab wound in his chest, watching as blood bubbled out of the small wound, drenching his loose, brown shirt. “You act so tough. You use other people’s weaknesses against them, as if you have none. But the truth is…you have weaknesses, too. One of them is standing behind you.” 
 
    Kara spun around, worry flashing in her piercing, blue eyes, as she saw Rose standing behind her. “Rose,” she said nervously, “you shouldn’t be in here.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Rose teased, “you knew I wouldn’t stay out there.” 
 
    Kara nodded at that. “I’m surprised you waited as long as you did.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Rose said dryly. She looked at Isaac. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    “Sending a message,” Isaac said. He reached into his pocket, grimacing in pain as he moved, and pulled out his phone. He tossed the phone at Rose, and while she was busy catching it, he pulled out a handgun and pointed it at Kara. 
 
    Rose looked up at them, clutching the phone. “Kara,” she said worriedly. 
 
    Kara didn’t even look at him. “He’s pointing a gun at me, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Read the message. Out loud,” Isaac told Rose, “stupid, smartass bitch.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s pretending to be our friend anymore,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “No. He’s also pretty masochistic, apparently.” 
 
    Rose watched his labored movements. Despite his painful injury, he managed to lean forward, until the gun pressed against Kara’s back. Even with a gun against her back, Kara looked completely at ease. As a matter of fact, she seemed amused by the threat. Rose, on the other hand, couldn’t have been less at ease. Her heart thundered inside her chest, and adrenaline coursed through her body at a speed that left her lightheaded. “I’m not taking my eyes off of you.” 
 
    Isaac laughed at that. “Why? Because you think you can stop the bullet?” 
 
    Kara watched Rose, her intense, piercing, blue eyes boring into Rose, as if she were seeing straight into her soul. “Don’t worry. I have this under control.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t look like you have it under control.” 
 
    “My methods always look like chaos,” Kara said with a cocky smirk. “I am the Daughter of Loki, remember? Don’t worry. It’s just a gun. No big deal.” 
 
    “No big deal?” Isaac said. “Do you know what kind of bullets these are?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I do now. Thank you for volunteering the information.” 
 
    Isaac frowned, puzzled by the unexpected direction of the conversation. “I didn’t volunteer anything. I didn’t even tell you what kind of bullets they are.” 
 
    “The ones with poisoned blood,” Kara told him, enjoying the frustration in his voice. “You wouldn’t have asked that otherwise.” She laughed, “Wow. A vampire with a gun that kills vampires. The Assassins of Light must be proud.” 
 
    “Read the message,” Isaac snarled at Rose, “or I’ll pull the trigger.” 
 
    Rose clutched the phone tightly, her heart racing. She worried that he’d pull the trigger as soon as she looked away. “If you could just lower the gun…” 
 
    “No,” he growled, his hazel gaze darting toward her. “Do you want to test your power? Do you want to see if you can stop the bullet before the poison enters her bloodstream? It’ll happen in the blink of an eye. Are you fast enough?” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said nervously. “I’ll read the message. Just don’t hurt her.” 
 
    Isaac purposely shoved the gun harder against Kara’s back. “Hurry.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the phone. “It’s just numbers. It’s…” she trailed off. She looked up at Kara, her bright blue eyes widening. “It’s our coordinates.” 
 
    Kara breathed out shakily. “Rose, I need you to run. Now. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “If you think I’d leave you,” Rose said, “then, you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    A small smile tugged at the corners of Kara’s lips. “It was worth a try.” 
 
    “There are Assassins of Light in every major city in the world, and even some in smaller, insignificant cities,” Isaac told them, “and they know where you are now. It doesn’t matter whether you run now or later. They will still find you.” 
 
    “You’re a vampire, Isaac, whether you like it or not,” Kara said. “What do you think the Assassins of Light will do to you, once they’re done using you?” 
 
    “They’ll kill me,” he said. “I’m an abomination. It’s only right that I die.” 
 
    Rose lifted both eyebrows. “And I thought I had problems,” she scoffed. 
 
    “You should say your goodbyes,” Isaac warned. “They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” Kara said, nodding, “but first…” She spun around, suddenly, and with one hand, she knocked the gun out of his hand, and with the other, she twisted his arm behind his back. Rose had the gun in her hand, pointing it directly at Isaac’s head, before Isaac could even look her way. Isaac cried out in pain as Kara shoved a dagger up into his stomach and twisted it. She jerked the dagger out, creating an even deeper, jagged wound, and she forced him back against the back of the seat. He froze, watching her warily, as she climbed onto him and pressed the tip of her dagger against the bottom of his chin. “For the record, I did warn you not to insult her.” She shoved the dagger up through his jaw, into the roof of his mouth, watching as he tried to scream, blood gurgling in his throat. 
 
    Rose took a step back, stunned by the gory sight. “Kara, please,” she said quietly, watching as Kara removed the dagger from his face, “I can’t watch this.” 
 
    Kara shoved the dagger into his stomach again, causing him to scream out. “He doesn’t deserve a quick death. But if you’d rather me kill him quickly…” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said softly, still holding the gun, “I’d prefer it quick. Please.” 
 
    Kara leaned toward Isaac, meeting his agonized gaze. “You’re lucky she’s kind,” she growled, “because I had eighteen more weapons to introduce you to.” 
 
    Then, in one swift, fluid motion, Kara shoved her hand up into his chest and ripped out his heart, putting a quick, merciful end to the agony of his injuries. 
 
    Rose didn’t lower the gun until she saw his lifeless body fall back against the back of the seat. Blood continued to pour from the wounds in his face, even after Kara removed his heart, as his blood-soaked face fell back. “Thank you,” she mumbled as Kara stood and tossed his heart aside, “for showing him mercy.” 
 
    Kara wiped her hands across her thighs, wiping some of the blood from her hands. She lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah, well, he’s lucky I fell in love with such a compassionate woman because…I’m a Viking, and Vikings never show mercy.” 
 
    “Unless their girlfriend asks them to?” Rose asked with a teasing smile. 
 
    Kara smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, well, I’d do anything for you, so…” 
 
    Rose fell silent, watching speechlessly as Kara searched the plane for any other suspicious signs. Perhaps that statement shouldn’t have shocked her so much. After all, Kara had already confessed her love for Rose. But it did shock her because that level of love—the I’d-do-anything-for-you kind of love—was something she hadn’t expected Kara to feel for her. Especially not so soon after they met. And yet, as she considered her own feelings for Kara, she didn’t doubt that she’d do anything for Kara, as well. She loved Kara so deeply, so truly… 
 
    “Rose?” Kara called, running back into the cabin, from the cockpit. She waved a blood-soaked arm toward the door. “We need to run. Now. As fast as we can.” Her light blue eyes flashed with anxiety. “This plane is going to explode.” 
 
    Rose and Kara raced from the plane, grabbing Erik and Elise on their way, and—moving faster than the human eye could see—they fled to a nearby street and ducked into an alley. They covered their ears, cringing, as the explosion resounded through the city, inflicting sharp, shattering pain on their sensitive ears. 
 
    Yells of alarm rang out as humans rushed out to see what had exploded. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rose, Kara, Elise, and Erik leaned against the walls on each side of the alley—hidden from the humans—as they tried to catch their breath. 
 
    “What the hell,” Erik said slowly, gasping for breath, “just happened?” 
 
    “Isaac betrayed us,” Rose said tiredly, the scent of fire burning her nose. 
 
    “He never left the Assassins of Light,” Kara explained. “He’s been one step ahead of us this whole time. He followed you,” she told Erik and Elise, “and he knew where we were headed. He sent our location to the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    Elise straightened, pushing her blonde curls out of her face. “What does that mean?” she breathed, her blue-gray eyes widening. “They’re coming for us?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “And for us, they’ll probably send the whole army.” 
 
    “What did we do?” Rose said dryly. “Other than kill a ton of them.” 
 
    “And almost take down their entire organization in one night,” Erik said. 
 
    Elise tugged nervously at the bottom of her dress. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kara said with a worried frown, “but we can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Isaac said that the Assassins were already on their way,” Rose agreed. 
 
    Erik waved his hand at the sky, gesturing at the pillars of dark smoke swirled upward. “And now, they’ve got a beacon to lead them here,” he muttered. 
 
    “As if they needed one,” Elise sighed. “So, where do we go?” 
 
    “We could steal a car,” Erik suggested, “and drive to Canada.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “And stop at a hotel during the day? When there are Assassins of Light on our trail?” she said. “They’d just kill us while we slept.” 
 
    “It’s our only option,” Erik told her. “Unless you have another plane?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Kara said with a smile, “but I do know someone with a ship.” 
 
    Rose blinked at that. “A ship? How do you know someone with a ship?” 
 
    “He works for me occasionally,” Kara said dismissively. “I think he can get here before sunrise, but first, we need to get to the beach. The Assassins of Light are coming here. There are cameras everywhere, and this is a well-populated area. This is not where we want to take on the Assassins of Light. We need to go.” 
 
    “You don’t think the beach will be heavily-populated, too?” Elise asked. 
 
    “Not at this time of the night,” Kara told her. “Not on such a cold night.” 
 
    “Okay, but how will we find the beach?” Rose said, glancing curiously at Elise and Erik, who didn’t seem concerned about it at all. “I don’t know the area.” 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose, curling her warm hands around Rose’s arms. “Use your instincts,” she advised, staring into Rose’s bright blue eyes. “Close your eyes. Inhale deeply. Push past each scent until you find the scent of saltwater.” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes and breathed in through her nose, just as Kara said. She smelled—first and foremost—the scent of Kara, of violets and leather, and blood that called out to her, that drew her in, and instinctually, she leaned closer to Kara, her instincts urging her to feed. But she pushed past it, smelling the fire of the plane, smelling the car exhaust from cars nearby, smelling all of the humans that lived in the populated city, smelling hundreds upon hundreds of scents, until finally, she caught the scent of saltwater. She opened her eyes. “Okay. I found it.” 
 
    Kara dropped her hands and stepped back. “Now, follow it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Is it just me,” Rose said uneasily, “or does something feel very…wrong?” 
 
    “It’s not just you,” Elise told her, stopping to pull off her high-heeled shoes, before stepping into the sand. She tossed the shoes aside. “I feel it, too.” 
 
    Kara swept her gaze over the beach, glancing up at the condos and hotels nearby, and she slowed her steps. “It’s too quiet,” she muttered. “This isn’t right.” 
 
    “Umm,” Rose said, sensing her anxiety, “wasn’t it supposed to be quiet?” 
 
    “Not this quiet,” Kara told her. She waved her hand at a tall, twelve-story hotel. “There are no lights on. Few, I’d understand, since it’s so late. But none?” 
 
    Erik nodded, glancing at another hotel. “It’s as if it’s been evacuated.” 
 
    “Except it isn’t empty,” Kara said, turning to face them. “It’s only quiet.” 
 
    Erik watched her worriedly, his brows furrowing. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Listen,” Kara whispered to them. “Don’t you hear their hearts beating?” 
 
    Rose focused on the sounds—hearing the waves lap against the shore, the breeze ripple over the water, the flags flap in the wind, and then…heartbeats. 
 
    Not one. Not a few. Many. 
 
    Rose straightened, sweeping her gaze over the beach, as she tried to find the people she’d heard, but she saw only sand and waves of water and the navy-blue, star-speckled sky. She froze as she saw something else on the horizon. 
 
    Where the dark ocean met the dark sky, she noticed the outline of a ship. 
 
    “Whose ship is that?” Rose said. “I didn’t think you’d called anyone yet.” 
 
    Kara followed her gaze, her eyes widening as she saw it, too. “Holy hell.” 
 
    Rose spun toward her. “What is it? Do you recognize the ship?” 
 
    Kara nodded slowly. “I may have underestimated Isaac,” she sighed. 
 
    Erik watched her apprehensively. “I don’t like the way this is sounding.” 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose, strands of her blue and black hair flying in the wind. “I thought he was just gloating,” she muttered, “when he told you to read the message he’d sent to the Assassins of Light. I assumed he was just rubbing it in our faces—that he’d betrayed us. It seemed like the kind of thing he’d do.” 
 
    “I thought so, too,” Rose said, her heart racing. “That’s not what it was?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said with a sad shake of her head. “He was manipulating us.” 
 
    Rose felt a hole of dread open up in her stomach. “He wanted us to run.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “The Assassins of Light were never coming to the airport. They were coming here,” she said, turning toward the ocean. “That’s their ship.” 
 
    “Kara,” Erik mumbled, “are you saying that we just walked into a trap?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said, her gaze shifting toward him, “and it’s a good one.” 
 
    At that exact moment, a gunshot resounded through the night, practically punctuating her statement. Erik and Kara spun around, stunned to find several black-clothed humans on the balconies of the hotel, their guns aimed at them. 
 
    “Elise!” Rose gasped, falling to her knees. Elise lay in the sand, her dress soaked in blood, as she bled from the small, bullet wound in her stomach. Rose reached out and brushed Elise’s blonde spiral curls out of her face, so that she could see the paleness of Elise’s skin. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Elise interrupted. “No one expects you to stop every bullet.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the bullet wound. “What do you need? What…” 
 
    “Hey,” Elise said, lifting her hand to touch Rose’s face, “Relax. I’m fine.” 
 
    Rose cast a worried glance at the hotel and the Assassins. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elise said. “I can feel it healing already. Just help Kara and Erik.” 
 
    Rose cast another worried look at the bullet wound in Elise’s stomach, and then, she met Elise’s blue-gray gaze. “Do you think you can stay conscious?” 
 
    Elise offered her a weak smile. “It’s just a stomach wound. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rose nodded and stood up, her knees raw from the sand. The Assassins of Light shot at them again, but Rose—prepared, this time—stopped the bullets with her mind. The bullets hovered between them and the humans, like a wall. 
 
    Kara and Erik had been discussing how to fight the Assassins of Light when the shots rang out, and they both froze, panicking for a moment, until they noticed the strange line of bullets, floating in mid-air, between them and the hotel.  
 
    Rose’s fiery red eyes shifted toward them. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Well,” Erik said, staring at the bullets, “what you’re doing. Preferably.” 
 
    Rose shifted her strange, glowing gaze toward Kara. “Anything else?” 
 
    The Assassins of Light began to move, some of them disappearing into the hotel, some of them flooding out of the hotel from the ground floor. A few more Assassins emerged from other directions, closing in on the three of them. 
 
    Kara stepped closer to Rose, her boots sinking deep in the sand. Her icy blue eyes burned with intensity and fear as she met Rose’s gaze, as she lifted her hands to touch Rose’s face. “Do you think you can keep the bullets off of Erik and me,” she whispered, leaning closer, “if we’re moving in opposite directions?” 
 
    Rose listened to the erratic pounding of Kara’s heart, realizing that Kara felt as uncertain as she did, that Kara knew, as well as she did, that there was a very real possibility that none of them would survive the night. “I don’t know,” she said, glancing nervously at the Assassins of Light, “I’ve never done it before.” 
 
    Kara turned Rose’s face back toward herself, urging Rose to look at her, rather than the black-clothed humans that were closing in on them. “I believe in you,” she said, her lilting voice ringing with confidence. “Do you believe in me?” 
 
    Rose didn’t even have to think about it. “Yes,” she said easily. “I do.” 
 
    Kara smiled affectionately. “Then, trust me. I know you can do this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said anxiously. “I’ll keep the bullets off of you. What else?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” Erik muttered. He pointed his gun at the Assassins of Light and shot as many of them as he could, before he ran out of bullets. Rose allowed his bullets to pass through, even as she continued to stop the bullets that the Assassins shot at them. “I think you have your work cut out for you already.” 
 
    Kara pulled a few weapons from her weapon belt. “Remember,” she told Erik, “you start with the ones on the left. I’ll start with the ones on the right.”  
 
    Erik tossed his gun aside, once it was out of bullets, and reached into his jacket, pulling out a small dagger. “And then, we meet in the middle,” he agreed. 
 
    Kara tossed him one of her own daggers. “You’ll need more than one.” 
 
    Rose watched them worriedly. “What happens if they surround you?” 
 
    Erik winced a little. “We’re…kind of just hoping that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “If you could create a diversion,” Kara suggested, “that might help.” 
 
    Rose nodded quickly. “Diversion. Got it,” she agreed. “And…Kara?” 
 
    Kara turned toward her, and already, a smile was tugging at the corners of her lips. She stepped forward, meeting Rose midway, and she captured Rose’s face in her hands, their lips crashing together, their bodies meeting in all the right places. Everything seemed to stop while Kara’s lips were on Rose’s lips—literally, as well as figuratively, thanks to Rose’s telekinesis. Rose looped her arms around Kara’s neck, tasting the passion on Kara’s lips, exploring the heat of her mouth. 
 
    Kara moaned against her, pulling her closer, kissing her deeper. One kiss was never enough with Rose. It was like blood. The first taste only made her more ravenous and more desperate. It ignited a hunger that even forever couldn’t sate. 
 
    Rose pulled back, smiling shyly. “Good luck kiss,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Kara grinned and dropped her hands, resting them on Rose’s curvy, jean-clad hips. “You really know how to turn a woman on before a battle, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Umm…I don’t know if that was my intention, exactly.” 
 
    “Er…Kara?” Erik called, watching as more and more Assassins flooded the beach. “Unless Rose can stop people as well as bullets, we should probably go.” 
 
    Rose glanced around, stunned by the sheer number of Assassins that had come, just for them. “I can stop people. I just don’t know if I can stop this many.” 
 
    Kara stepped back and winked at Rose. “See you after the battle, sexy.” 
 
    Rose smiled weakly at those familiar words. “Just…be careful. Please?” 
 
    “Me? Careful?” Kara said with an amused laugh. “Not possible.” Then, giving Rose no time to object, she spun around and raced toward the Assassins. 
 
    Rose pushed back her fear, replacing it with determination, focusing all of her power on keeping Kara and Erik safe, as they fought the army of Assassins. 
 
    Because…even as an army of Assassins closed in on them, even as bullets sprayed at them from every direction, Rose knew one thing for sure: the Assassins of Light weren’t going to hurt anyone else she cared about. Never again.  
 
    She wouldn’t let them. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    In Kara’s opinion, the battle was going well. Between the two of them, she and Erik had already taken out half of their army, and the other half seemed to be running low on bullets. Not that the bullets were working for them, anyway. 
 
    A fear struck her—right in the middle of a fight with three Assassins, at once. The amount of power that Rose was using tonight, to keep them safe—she feared it’d be too much, that the overuse would cause Rose to fall unconscious. 
 
    It was a crippling fear for Kara—because if Rose fell unconscious, they’d lose the battle. And also because…an unconscious vampire was a helpless one.  
 
    Kara froze as she realized that she was surrounded by Assassins of Light, guns pointed at her from every direction. She exhaled slowly as she tried to think of an escape. It wouldn’t be the first time she survived a firing squad, after all. It would, however, be the first time she survived guns that might be able to kill her. 
 
    She ducked as a sudden, thunderous crash echoed throughout the city, so loud that pain shattered through her ears, and the ground quaked beneath her feet. She turned toward the sea, her eyes widening, as she saw the flames darting up into the night sky, escaping from the ship that was currently engulfed in flames. 
 
    The same ship that the Assassins of Light had disembarked hours before. 
 
    Yells of alarm rang out among the humans as they turned to look at their enflamed ship, as they watched the flames stretch up into the sky. They whispered amongst themselves as they tried to figure out what had caused the explosion. 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “Well, that certainly qualifies as a diversion.” 
 
    The Assassin of Light closest to the explosion spun around, suddenly, startled by the closeness of Kara’s voice. He stumbled back in shock, as he found her directly in front of him, instead of in the middle of their circle, as she’d been just a moment ago. He aimed his gun directly at her head and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Or…he tried to. 
 
    His brows furrowed as he glanced at his empty hands, which were still held out, as if they were holding a gun. But…his gun was gone. “What the hell?” 
 
    “‘Who the hell,’ is the better question,” Kara said, a cocky smirk tugging at her lips. “And here’s a hint: it was the same person who exploded your ship.” 
 
    The human glanced past Kara, then, and saw Rose, further out onto the beach, her eyes glowing as brightly as the flames behind her. He stepped back, truly afraid for the first time all night, as he noticed the guns that lay at her feet. She’d disarmed them all without ever coming near them. “Retreat!” he screamed. 
 
    Kara grabbed him with one arm, swinging him around as he tried to run, and with her other arm, she broke his neck, his screams coming to an abrupt end. 
 
    As she rushed to stop the other Assassins of Light before they could run, she noticed Erik coming to help, as well, killing as many of them as he could.  
 
    Kara killed one Assassin after another, sometimes two at once, breaking their necks, slashing their throats, stabbing them in the heart, but after the first several, she began to realize that some of them were collapsing without anyone ever touching them—just…dead with no explanation. She noticed Erik staring bewilderedly at the dead bodies as well, and when he looked at her, she shrugged. 
 
    “I just stopped their hearts,” Rose said suddenly, “with my mind.” 
 
    Kara spun around, watching as Rose approached them, that red haze still dancing within her eyes. The flames leapt up into the night sky behind her, and it made for an eerie, awe-inspiring sight—a vampire with red fire in her eyes and red fire in the sky behind her. Rose carried Elise’s thin, delicate body in her arms. 
 
    Erik stared at her in disbelief. “You scare the hell out of me sometimes.” 
 
    “I was afraid to wait any longer,” Rose said. “I’m worried about Elise.” 
 
    Kara watched as Rose lay Elise’s body in the sand. “She hasn’t healed?” 
 
    Rose shook her head, her red eyes glowing brighter. “She passed out.” 
 
    Kara dropped to her knees beside Elise, and she swept her yellow-blonde curls aside, her fingers lingering on Elise’s forehead, feeling the feverish warmth of her skin. “She should’ve healed,” she mumbled. “It’s only a stomach wound.” 
 
    Erik continued to stare at Rose. “Did you really just blow up a ship?” 
 
    “Kara asked me to create a diversion,” Rose said with a dismissive shrug. 
 
    Kara glanced up at her, a weak smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “You blew up a ship, Rose,” she laughed. “That’s a bit more than a diversion.” 
 
    Rose shrugged sheepishly. “I’m…an overachiever?” 
 
    “Right. Well, I have one question, Miss Overachiever,” Erik said. “If you can blow up a ship, disarm a hundred Assassins of Light at once, and then, stop their hearts with your mind,” he grumbled, “why didn’t you just lead with that?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I could do it until I felt the power coursing through me,” Rose said, her gaze shifting toward Kara and Elise, as she sensed Kara’s distress. 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “I don’t even know what you’re saying right now.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze shifted up toward Rose, sadness and fear burning within their intense, blue depths. “I can smell it,” she said, her voice full of pain, “the poison.” 
 
    Erik froze, as he seemed to suddenly understand what was going on. He turned toward Kara. “Oh, shit,” he breathed. “That’s why I feel so cold, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “It’s the fever. You can feel it because of the blood bond.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No,” she said, her eyes burning brighter. The red haze danced faster, more chaotically, like a fire doused with gasoline. “We have to save her.” Her voice broke. Tears leaked from her eyes. “There must be a way.” 
 
    Kara shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears, as she, too, struggled to control her emotions. “If there is a way, we haven’t found it yet.” 
 
    “Then, you’ll be grateful to know that we have,” someone said suddenly. 
 
    It was such a strange-sounding voice. It was a low, womanly voice. With a thick accent that reminded Rose of…Greek. But not quite. It was like Erastos’s voice, she realized, suddenly. Old and otherworldly. Undiluted by modern dialect. 
 
    Rose turned slowly, her brows furrowing, as she stared at the vampire that stood next to them, the vampire that she was certain had not been there just a moment before. Even though the vampire stood right next to her, she couldn’t make out any of her features, except for the shape of the vampire’s body—small and feminine, delicate, even—because the vampire wore a long, black cloak, with a black hood drawn up around her face. Her cloak swept the sand as she walked. 
 
    “Umm…so…who are you,” Rose asked, “and when did you get there?” 
 
    Kara straightened and stepped closer to Rose. Her intense, cornflower-blue eyes narrowed suspiciously, as she stared at the strange, cloaked vampire. 
 
    The vampire moved closer to them. When the moonlight hit her face, Rose could almost make out the soft curves of her face and the round, pale blue eyes that stared back at her. Those pale blue eyes shifted toward Kara. “You must be the one they call the Wolf,” the vampire murmured. “So protective of her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said darkly, “and if you hurt her, I’ll rip your throat out.” 
 
    “Kara,” Rose said, meeting her gaze. “She said that she could help Elise.” 
 
    Kara nodded, her shoulders relaxing. “But where did she come from?” 
 
    “I assure you that I will explain all later,” the vampire said. Each word she spoke seemed to have age—its pronunciation so unusual and otherworldly. She spoke perfect English, and yet, Rose had never heard anyone speak like that. The vampire stepped back. “For now, you all must follow me. I can help you.” 
 
    “That’s what he told us,” Rose whispered to Kara, reminding her of their earlier conversation with Erastos. “He told us to accept the help that’s given.” 
 
    Kara turned toward the vampire. “Can we at least see who you are, first?” 
 
    The cloaked vampire watched Rose. “If that is the will of the Eklektos?” 
 
    Kara and Erik both turned toward Rose with expectant looks. 
 
    “Umm,” Rose stammered, confusion twisting at her face, “yes? Please?” 
 
    The vampire lowered the hood of her black cloak, revealing her beautiful, regal appearance. Her long, white-blonde hair was bound around her head in tight, elegant braids, and on top of those braids, she wore a small, white-gold crown. An actual crown. The kind of crown that a princess or queen might wear. Dark, red stones glistened in the crown. Stones that looked strikingly similar to the one that Rose wore around her neck—the Stone of the Eklektos. The woman offered them a friendly smile, and her pale blue eyes seemed to glow in the night. 
 
    She lifted her hand and curled it into a fist, revealing an eerily familiar symbol on the back of her hand. Then, she fell down before them, bowing as low as possible, with her hand over her chest. “It is an honor to finally meet you, my Eklektos,” she murmured. “I have waited many, many millennia for this honor.” 
 
    “Uhhh…why is she doing that?” Rose sputtered. She turned, her eyes widening with alarm, as she looked at Erik and then at Kara. “Why is a tiara-wearing woman bowing to me? And for that matter, why is anyone bowing to me?” 
 
    “Usually, people only bow that low to royalty,” Kara commented. 
 
    “Or gods,” Erik added, frowning. “Also, did she just say many millennia?” 
 
    The woman stood gracefully, her posture once again perfect and regal, as if she’d never lowered herself to the ground. “Please. You must follow me, my Eklektos,” she told Rose. “We do not have much time. And your people await.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “My…what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
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