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    THE STONE OF THE EKLEKTOS 
 
      
 
    By Britney Jackson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SUMMARY 
 
      
 
    The world is darker than you realize… 
 
      
 
    Rose Foster is just your typical, smart-mouthed, socially awkward genius from a family full of felons. Okay, fine, so maybe there’s nothing typical about her. But she’d at least maintained a semblance of normalcy in her life until the night a ghost-like man gave her a strange, red stone and disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Rose suddenly finds herself hunted by monsters that she never believed existed. One monster, named Theron, is particularly interested in killing her. Her only hope of survival is to work with Kallias, a cynical, ancient Greek vampire with the ability to read and control minds. As a vampire, he hardly seems trustworthy to her, but he has his own reasons for wanting Theron dead, and that works in her favor. 
 
      
 
    With the help of Kallias, Rose finds unlikely allies among an unusual group of vampires. The only problem is… Rose is almost positive that these vampires are hiding a very important detail about what she is. In her quest to defeat Theron and the vampires that follow him, Rose must face the possibility that she might, in fact, be an even darker monster than the ones that are trying to kill her... 
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“The scariest monsters 
 
    are the ones that lurk 
 
    within our souls.” 
 
      
 
    —Edgar Allan Poe 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Beginning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    471 BC in Ancient Greece… 
 
     
 
    Kallias should have realized something was wrong the moment he saw the flickering candlelight in the bedroom window. By this hour of the night, his wife Phoebe had usually left for the Temple of Artemis for her nightly worship. 
 
    His heavy footsteps echoed off of the mud-brick walls of the small home as he walked through the dark halls that were lit only by the occasional torch posted along the wall. When he reached the bedroom, however, light danced along every wall, cast by the countless candles that Phoebe burned throughout the bedroom. He leaned in the doorway, watching his wife with a puzzled frown. 
 
    Phoebe sat in a wooden chair in front of a small, stone table, writing on papyrus scrolls. Her sheer, white chiton clung to her curves, and her sleek, black hair fell down to the base of her spine in a tightly woven, elegant braid. 
 
    Kallias walked over to peer curiously over her shoulder at the scrolls. 
 
    Phoebe suddenly screamed and jumped to her feet, knocking the scrolls into the floor. She spun around to confront him, but when she realized that it was just Kallias, she sighed and laughed, placing her hand over her racing heart. 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at her reaction. “I seem to be having that effect on people today,” he muttered dryly in their native Greek tongue. 
 
    “Honey, you always have that effect on people. You’re not exactly small and meek,” Phoebe teased, waving her hand at his six-foot-six height. 
 
    He knelt down to pick up her scrolls from the floor. “Sure, but I’ve never made you scream before,” he sighed. As he returned to his feet, a playful smirk tugged at the corners of his lips, and he added, “Well…at least not in terror.” 
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes at him. “Stop being so dirty,” she whispered, as if there were someone there who might hear them. “And give me those.” 
 
    Kallias glanced down at the scrolls curiously. “What were you writing?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, snatching them from his hand with a swiftness that surprised him. She rolled up the scrolls and returned them to the table. 
 
    He scowled at her strange behavior. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…a diary,” she sighed. “You know how I like my privacy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, running his hand through his long, brown hair, “but…I’m your husband. Shouldn’t there be a little less privacy between us?” 
 
    Phoebe shifted nervously. “What’s wrong with you tonight?” 
 
    He sighed, “I apologize.” He walked over to the wooden chair propped up beside the bed and collapsed into it. “I guess it’s just been a rough day.”               
 
    As the candlelight lit the left side of his face, Phoebe gasped as she noticed the bruises on his jaw. “Kallias! You’re hurt! What happened?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he muttered, running his hand along his bruised jaw. He winced. “Is it wrong that I sometimes wish I were an illegitimate child?” 
 
    Phoebe nodded in understanding. “Your father,” she realized. She grabbed a rag from the bucket of warm water in front of the fire and glanced back at him as she wrung the water from the rag. “Considering that would mean your mother was promiscuous, yes, it’s probably a bad idea to wish for that.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I would prefer a promiscuous mother over that ignorant asshole of a father any day. Knowing that he is my father sickens me.” 
 
    She strolled over to him and gently pressed the rag against his face. He winced, but he didn’t pull away. She sighed, “What did he do this time?” 
 
    “Chloe came to see me at the temple when I was teaching,” he said. 
 
    “Your sister?” Phoebe said, frowning. “Why would she do that?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “She visits me there from time to time,” he explained. “She said she just wanted to see me, but Phoebe, she was covered in bruises.” 
 
    She sighed, “She is grown. She can take care of herself, Kallias.” 
 
    “She’s barely fifteen,” he argued. 
 
    “I was barely sixteen when I married you,” she pointed out. 
 
    “And if you had come to me with bruises all over your body, I would have kicked your father’s ass, too,” Kallias stated, his eyebrows lifting. 
 
    Phoebe shook her head at him. “You can’t save everyone, Kallias.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he admitted. “But I can’t just let it happen either.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed as she returned the rag to the bucket. “You’re a good man. That’s why I love you.” She turned back toward him and placed her hands on her hips. “Even though you do get into way too much trouble.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I love you, too.” 
 
    She walked over to him and crawled into his lap, her legs straddling his. She pushed his long, brown hair out of his face. “It doesn’t matter who your father is because I am your family now. And you’re nothing like him anyway.” 
 
    He smiled. He pulled her hair forward, letting it fall over her shoulder and between her breasts, and then he busied his fingers with loosening the braid. “You seemed surprised to see me. Were you expecting someone else?” 
 
    “What? No,” she said a little too quickly. 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow at her reaction. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” she assured him. Smiling, she leaned forward and kissed his neck and jaw, immediately scattering his thoughts. “Less talking, okay?” 
 
    “As you wish,” Kallias chuckled as he hastily finished freeing her silky, black hair from its braid so that the soft, thick waves cascaded around her shoulders. “But, then, does this mean you’re not going to the temple tonight?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” she said, her lips tilting upward into a sexy smile. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m disappointed,” he said. “I miss you when you’re gone.” 
 
    Phoebe stopped for a moment and pulled back to look at him. Her brows furrowed, and her dark brown eyes softened with what looked like regret, or perhaps guilt, but she quickly recovered, her lips curving upward again. And yet, Kallias couldn’t help but notice that the smile seemed less genuine this time. 
 
    But before he could ask, she leaned forward and kissed him. Kallias laced his fingers through her hair as he held her close, deepening the kiss. 
 
    His fingers ran along her soft thighs as they kissed, pushing the chiton higher toward her hips, and her smaller, softer hands clutched his face. 
 
    An ear-piercing scream suddenly echoed through the street. 
 
    Kallias pulled away suddenly and glanced toward the window, but he saw only darkness outside. Scowling, he gently pushed Phoebe off of him and walked over to the window. The warm breeze caressed his skin as he ducked his head through the window to listen to the sounds outside, but he heard nothing. 
 
    He sighed and decided he would have to go outside to check. 
 
    Knowing exactly what had caused that scream, Phoebe ran over to him and grasped his hand, pulling him to a stop. “No, you can’t go out there.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. “I have to check. Someone just screamed.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she argued. “You can let someone else deal with it.” 
 
    “What if there is no one else? What if no one else heard it? What if anyone who did hear it decides to ignore it, like you’re suggesting I do?” he asked. He started toward the door. “Someone could need my help, Phoebe.” 
 
    She clutched his chiton. “Stop. Please. Do not go out there.” 
 
    He turned back toward her, his brows furrowing with suspicion. “What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this? Do you know something?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she lied. “It was just a scream. What would I know?” 
 
    He frowned at her, his eyes darting down to her trembling hands. “Baby, you’re shaking,” he said, grabbing her hands. “Why are you so afraid?” 
 
    “Just don’t go out there, okay?” Phoebe pleaded. “I’m afraid for you.” 
 
    Kallias let go of her hands. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” she said, running after him as he started to leave. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said irritably as he walked briskly through the dark halls of their home, hearing her soft, quick footsteps behind him. “If you know something, just tell me. And if you don’t, then why are you so scared?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” she insisted again, trailing closely behind as he left the home and turned the corner onto the street. “Please, come back inside.” 
 
    The street looked as dark and desolate as it did when he’d made his way home. He couldn’t think of a reason for anyone to even go outside at this hour, much less scream out like that. “I don’t understand why you’re acting like this.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Phoebe said dismissively. “Just please come back inside while you still can. Please, Kallias. Before something terrible happens.” 
 
    He spun around to face her. The moonlight illuminated her face, her ghostly pale skin, and her wide, frightened eyes. “Enough with the games, Phoebe. Tell me what’s wrong. You’re obviously terrified of something.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “It’s not a game,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Just go back inside before you get hurt, okay?” 
 
    He turned and began walking in the direction he’d heard the scream. 
 
    But Phoebe didn’t turn around and go back inside. Instead, Kallias heard her quick footsteps behind him as she practically jogged to keep up with his long strides. “But I’m not the one who will get hurt!” she called breathlessly. 
 
    He froze. His brows furrowing, he turned back toward her. “What?” 
 
    But she wasn’t looking at him anymore. Her dark brown eyes widened, and her face paled as she stared past him. “Oh, gods,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias followed her gaze to find the silhouettes of a man and woman, cloaked in shadows, outside a small home several feet down the street. He inched closer to the couple as he tried to understand what he was seeing. The man appeared to be holding the woman against the wall of the small home. 
 
    At first, he thought that the man was just kissing the woman’s neck, but as he moved closer and the long stream of blood pouring down the woman’s neck glistened in the moonlight, his confusion quickly morphed into horror. 
 
    He had the distinct feeling that the man knew he was there, but he continued to move closer anyway, determined to understand what he seeing. With the moonlight illuminating them, he could see the couple now.  
 
    A man in a maroon chiton held his lips to the pale woman’s neck. With her drab peplos lifted around her hips, the woman leaned limply against the wall with her eyes closed as blood flowed from her neck down to the bottom of the peplos, staining the fabric and her skin. Even her hair was matted with blood. 
 
    Snapping out of his shock, Kallias rushed over to the couple and pulled the monster away from the woman, but as he did, the woman collapsed on the ground in a crumpled heap. He heard the man laughing. It was a dark, sadistic laugh, a laugh that sent chills down his spine. He turned to look at the monster. 
 
    The man leaned lazily against the wall, like someone intoxicated after drinking too much wine. Blood spilled out of the corners of his mouth, blood that he didn’t bother wiping away. He had long, dark brown hair woven in a braid down his back, and his eyes were so dark that they looked almost black. 
 
    Aside from being far more attractive than the average human, the man might have passed as an ordinary human if it were not for the blood that coated his face and lips and the razor-sharp fangs that flashed in the moonlight. 
 
    Not sure how to react to the creature, Kallias quickly turned his attention to the woman. He knelt next to her curled body to take a closer look. She didn’t move. He started to shake her, but her skin felt as cold as ice. 
 
    “She’s dead,” the creature laughed, as if this were amusing to him. 
 
    Kallias stood and faced the creature. “What are you?” 
 
    The monster stepped forward, staggering slightly, as if he were drunk, and he smiled at Kallias. He gripped Kallias’s chiton and slammed him into the wall. He leaned in close so that his face was only inches away, so close that Kallias could smell the metallic scent of blood on the monster’s breath. 
 
    “I believe you’ve heard stories about my kind,” the man said. He licked his fangs for emphasis. “Undead monsters that feed on the blood of humans.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head in disbelief. “That is impossible.” 
 
    “Is it?” The creature glanced mockingly at the dead woman. 
 
    Kallias tried to remove himself from the monster’s grasp, but he never even budged. This creature was stronger than anyone he had ever encountered. 
 
    “Theron,” Phoebe said softly, tip-toeing forward. Her hands trembled as she glanced nervously back and forth between them. “Let him go.” 
 
    Kallias gaped at her, stunned that she had called the monster by name. 
 
    “And why would I do that?” Theron asked, his voice dark and amused. 
 
    Phoebe gazed at him, unfazed by the sight. She didn’t seem shocked by the man’s strength, the blood that coated his face, the fangs, or even the fact that the monster had just killed a young woman. Kallias realized as he glanced back and forth between Phoebe and the murderer that they already knew each other. He realized that Phoebe had already known what he would find when she heard the scream, and that is why she didn’t want him to leave the house. 
 
    “Because he is my husband,” she said softly. “Please. Let him go.” 
 
    “Oh, my dear Phoebe,” Theron cooed in a cruel, patronizing tone. “You should realize that you’re just a pet to me. No one takes orders from pets.” 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, Theron jerked Kallias forward and slammed him back against the wall with enough force to knock him out. Kallias vaguely realized that the monster was carrying him as he lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Phoebe slipped quietly into the cold, windowless room. Light danced across the wall, in time with the flickering fire burning in the stone furnace. 
 
    She gasped the moment she laid eyes on her husband. Kallias hung by his arms from the wall, each wrist shackled above him. All except for the bloodied white garment wrapped around his waist, his golden skin was completely bare, and dried blood covered almost every inch of his skin. His long brown hair hung around his shoulders, matted with blood. Gashes and burns covered his entire torso. His head hung forward weakly. She barely recognized him in this state. 
 
    Phoebe ran to him and fell to her knees before him. “Oh, no! What has he done to you?!” she cried, lifting her trembling hand and placing it on his face. 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes. “Phoebe,” he croaked, his voice barely audible. 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks as she nodded. “Yes, I’m here, baby.” 
 
    “Get away,” he growled, pausing to gasp for breath, “from me.” 
 
    Phoebe froze. “What?” she sputtered, thinking she’d heard him wrong. 
 
    “I don’t want,” Kallias sucked in a ragged breath, “to look at you.” 
 
    Her eyes stung with tears. She had never known Kallias to be cruel. He had always been so kind to her, so trusting. “I never meant for this to happen.” 
 
    “I trusted you,” he rasped, his tired, brown eyes accusing her. 
 
    “I know you did,” she whispered. She stared at the floor, grimacing as she noticed the pool of his blood just inches from her knees. “He told you?” 
 
    “He didn’t have to tell me. I’m not an idiot, Phoebe,” Kallias scoffed, his voice growing stronger as he spoke. “Or maybe I am. I should have realized before now. I should have known you weren’t worshipping every single night.” 
 
    She didn’t dare meet his shaming gaze. “I couldn’t tell you the truth.” 
 
    “The worst part of it is that I defended you. People told me not to trust you. They said you were sleeping around, called you a whore,” he snarled, still gasping for air every few words, “and I fought with them over it. I trusted you.” 
 
    “I didn’t choose this,” she whispered. “It just happened.” 
 
    “It just happened,” he repeated, laughing in disbelief. 
 
    Phoebe forced herself to meet his gaze. Gone was the amusement and humor that usually lightened his brown eyes. His eyes looked lifeless now, the eyes of someone who had endured too much. She could almost see the pain, anger, and despair in those cold eyes. “Listen to me, Kallias. What I did had nothing to do with you. I promise. You were always more than enough for me.” 
 
    “Right,” he scoffed with the same disbelieving tone. 
 
    Phoebe hung her head in her hands and cried, her loose, black hair falling around her face like a curtain. Her entire body shook with her sobs. 
 
    Kallias turned his head and closed his eyes, unable to watch her cry. It didn’t matter what she’d done. He still couldn’t watch her cry without wanting to pull her into his arms and soothe her. “What do you want? Forgiveness?” 
 
    Phoebe immediately stopped crying and looked up at him, wiping the wetness from her cheeks. She nodded eagerly. “Yes, that would be…” 
 
    “No,” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    Phoebe frowned. “What?” she sputtered, stunned by his response. 
 
    “The answer is no,” Kallias said again. “So, if you only came in here to get my forgiveness, then you should leave. Because I won’t forgive you.” 
 
    “How can you be so cruel?” she snapped, frustrated by his sudden change in personality. “Kallias, you have always been kind, and now, it’s like…” 
 
    “It’s like I’ve changed?” he asked, finishing her sentence. 
 
    She frowned at him. “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “I have changed,” he said, letting his head fall back against the wall, too tired to hold it up. “You have no idea what that monster has done to me. You have no idea the kind of pain he’s inflicted on me. Hell, you don’t even seem to understand the kind of pain you caused me. I am tired. I am wounded. And I am dying. And it’s your fault. And then, you come in here, expecting forgiveness.” 
 
    “Maybe this was a bad time for me to come,” Phoebe sighed.  
 
    “You think?” Kallias snarled. “He’s starving me to death, Phoebe. He is torturing me, cutting and burning me every night. I can’t tell one day from another. It just never ends. Gods, I don’t even know if I’m sane anymore.” 
 
    “It’s been seven nights,” she whispered sadly. 
 
    “Did you know?” he asked. “Did you know what he was doing to me?” 
 
    “Y-yeah,” she stammered. “But Kallias, I couldn’t stop him. I tried!” 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “Right. Well, perhaps a better time to ask for forgiveness would’ve been before I was nearly dead from starvation and infection, before I endured endless torture that has probably already driven me mad, or better yet, before I tried to save that girl. Perhaps, Phoebe, you should have tried back when I was still ignorantly telling people that you were not a whore!” 
 
    Before she even realized what she was doing, Phoebe slapped him for that last comment. The slap reopened a gash on his face that had already scabbed over, and fresh blood poured down the side of his face. Phoebe covered her mouth in horror. “Oh, no, Kallias! I am so sorry!” she cried as she watched the blood stream down his cheek. “I didn’t mean to do it. I just…” 
 
    Kallias cut her off. “Forget it. I barely feel it. It’s nothing compared to the rest of the pain I’m feeling,” he sighed. Before she could feel relieved that he was not angry, he added hurtfully, “Besides, your boyfriend would be proud.” 
 
    Phoebe winced at that biting insult. “Kallias, I…” 
 
    “Damn it, Phoebe, I’m dying. Just, please, let me die in peace,” Kallias pleaded. “I’d rather not spend my last hours trying to make you feel better.”  
 
    Phoebe swallowed against the guilt welling in her throat. “It’s not what you think. I met him before I married you. He bit me when I was fourteen, and I’ve been in love with him since. I never went looking for him. He came to me.” 
 
    “If you loved him, why did you marry me?” Kallias asked. 
 
    She smiled down at her hands as she fiddled with the Aphrodite emblem on her bracelet. “Because you’re the kind of man I always wanted to marry. You’re kind, strong, protective, intelligent, funny, sexy, great in bed…” 
 
    “Stop with the flattery,” Kallias snapped. “It won’t change anything.” 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered, sighing at his bitterness. “I couldn’t exactly tell my father that I was in love with some kind of creature of darkness, could I?” She shrugged sadly. “But I wasn’t lying. You really are all of those things.” 
 
    “You could have saved us both a lot of pain if you had run away with him and never married me,” he said quietly. “I wish that you had done that.” 
 
    “You’re being cruel,” Phoebe said. “This isn’t you. You’re not like this.” 
 
    “Pain changes people,” Kallias muttered. “There’s nothing left of me.” 
 
    “I begged him to stop doing this to you. Every night,” she whispered. 
 
    He looked at her. “How can you love that monster?” 
 
    Phoebe cringed at the term monster. “He’s not that much different from us. I mean, he drinks blood and only comes out at night, but in some ways…” 
 
    “Yes, because I, too, often chain people to the wall and torture them for days for my own sadistic pleasure,” Kallias snarled sarcastically. 
 
    Phoebe stared at him, unsure of how to respond to this acidic sarcasm. “Fine! You’re right! He is a monster. He tortures people. He kills them. I know all of that, but you know what? I still love him, more than I ever loved you!” 
 
    She froze as she realized how hurtful that statement had been. She’d intended to hurt him when she said it, but as she watched him tense and close his eyes, she realized that she hadn’t anticipated how badly it would hurt him. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, his voice weak and depressed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she sighed. “It’s so euphoric when he bites me, and…” 
 
    “Never mind,” Kallias interrupted, grimacing in disgust. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “I feel so much happiness because of it.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Love brings happiness, Phoebe, but the two are not one in the same. Drinking too much wine might bring you a few moments of happiness, but that doesn’t make it love. That makes it an addiction.” 
 
    She considered that for a moment. “I never thought about it like that. Maybe you’re right. All I know is that I love the way it feels.” 
 
    He sighed, “Phoebe, please, just leave.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Phoebe pleaded. “I need to know that you don’t hate me.” 
 
    He looked at her. “I don’t hate you. I want to hate you, but I can’t.” 
 
    Phoebe smiled and rose onto her knees to kiss him, but before she could, he turned his head away from her, grimacing in pain as he moved. 
 
    She froze. “Kallias?” 
 
    “I said I don’t hate you. That doesn’t mean I want to kiss you,” he said. 
 
    “But…why not?” she asked, confused. 
 
    Kallias glared at her. “Why would I want to kiss you when I know you’ve been kissing that monster every night? You disgust me, Phoebe.”  
 
    Phoebe stared at him, unable to believe that the loving person she’d married had become so cruel. Her eyes flooding with tears, she jumped to her feet and fled toward the door. Unfortunately, before she could leave, the door flung open and Theron snatched her up by her arm, jerking her against him. 
 
    “Did you really think you could just sneak in here without me knowing? Sensitive hearing, remember?” Theron growled, pointing to his ears. He threw her against the wall with enough force to cause her to cry out in pain. “Since you wanted to be in here so badly, I don’t see any reason to let you leave.” 
 
    Too terrified to defy him, Phoebe just sobbed, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Theron rolled his eyes at her. “I really don’t care.” 
 
    “Stop treating her like that,” Kallias heard himself say. 
 
    Theron laughed, “Would you prefer I treat her how I’ve treated you?” 
 
    He paled in horror. “No.” 
 
    Phoebe stopped sobbing, her eyes wide with surprise as she glanced over at him. Kallias frowned. He knew that he’d said some awful things to her, but he couldn’t believe that she actually thought he might wish torture on her. 
 
    “She did this to you, and you still care about her?” Theron asked. 
 
    Kallias stared tiredly at the floor. “You did this to me,” he said quietly. 
 
    “You’re right. I did,” Theron said, “and I’m quite proud of my work.” 
 
    Kallias stoically watched Theron approach. His emotionless expression mirrored the weakness and hopelessness that he felt. His throat burned. He could barely breathe. His entire body ached, burned, and stung. His stomach clenched in the most agonizing hunger he’d ever felt. There were no words or emotions that could express his misery, so his body seemed to choose stoicism. 
 
    “I have to say,” Theron said, “I have never seen a human last this long. Most are either insane or dead, by this point. But here you are, still alive.” 
 
    “Why won’t you just kill me?” Kallias asked impatiently. 
 
    “Most humans plead for their lives, not their deaths,” Theron laughed. 
 
    “Most humans are not tortured,” Kallias countered, wheezing afterward. 
 
    Theron smiled at him. “Perhaps you should try begging.” 
 
    Kallias forced himself to make eye contact with the monster. His eyes full of hatred, Kallias assured Theron, “I will never beg you for anything.” 
 
    Theron’s smug smile did not falter. He walked over to the fire that burned at the edge of the room and removed the dagger that rested over the fire. Realizing what was going to happen, Kallias tensed and closed his eyes. 
 
    Theron returned and knelt before him. With a bored yet fascinated expression that only a psychopath would have at such a time, Theron sliced slowly through the skin of Kallias’s chest, reopening other festering wounds. 
 
    The only indication of the pain it caused him was the way every muscle of his body tightened. Kallias rarely showed his pain. He refused to give Theron the satisfaction of knowing just how much damage he was causing. 
 
    Phoebe gasped in horror and ran to her husband’s side. “Stop!” 
 
    Theron ignored her. He stepped back to admire the damage he’d done. Kallias drew in a ragged breath and did his best to suppress the pain. He couldn’t imagine any pain worse than what he’d felt for the past week. At this point, Kallias needed death. He simply couldn’t endure the torment any longer. 
 
    Theron wore the kind of sick, sadistic smile that might have turned Kallias’s stomach, even if he were not already so sick. His own blood was splattered across Theron’s white chiton in such amounts that Kallias wondered how he hadn’t bled to death already. But perhaps that was just wishful thinking. 
 
    Kallias used what little strength he had left to lift his head and meet Theron’s gaze with all the hatred inside him, determined not to show weakness. 
 
    Theron only smiled, amused that Kallias had not lost his nerve yet. He knelt in front of Kallias again. “You hate me, don’t you, human?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Kallias muttered dryly. 
 
    Theron’s smile widened. “But why do you hate me?” 
 
    “Do you mean aside from the fact,” he gasped, clenching his jaw as the pain tormented him in waves, “that you are torturing me?” 
 
    Theron nodded. “Yes, besides that.” 
 
    “What you are is wrong. You are,” he gasped, drawing in another labored breath before continuing, “a murderer and a monster. You are evil.” 
 
    “Should that offend me?” Theron asked with a taunting smile. 
 
    “Killing humans is wrong, and so is,” he paused, as he grew breathless again, “drinking their blood. I would rather die than become like you.” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “What else?” 
 
    Kallias mentally rolled his eyes, too weak to do so physically. “That’s my answer. If you are trying to make a point, just make it,” he said impatiently. 
 
    Before Kallias could prepare himself, Theron slid the dagger down Kallias’s side, slicing through the skin quickly and roughly. Since he wasn’t prepared, Kallias didn’t have time to clamp his jaw shut before the cry of pain escaped his mouth. Blood poured down his side and splattered on the floor. 
 
    “Do not tell me what to do, human,” Theron growled. 
 
    Phoebe gasped as she saw blood pouring from the new wound. “Stop!” 
 
    Again, Theron ignored her. He grasped Kallias’s chin roughly in his hand and forced him to meet his gaze. “I think you hate me because your wife was with me every night, instead of you.” He smiled and sneered, “Tell me, human. How does it feel to know that you were never good enough for her?” 
 
    Tasting the copper-tasting liquid that filled his mouth, Kallias spit a mouthful of blood into Theron’s face. Shocked that Kallias still had the audacity to do something like that, Theron growled and plunged the dagger into Kallias’s abdomen. Despite his attempt to clamp his mouth shut, Kallias yelled out as the blade ripped through his insides. Theron twisted the dagger, worsening the wound. He left the dagger buried deep in Kallias’s abdomen as he stepped back. 
 
    Phoebe held her hands over her ears as she cried for Theron to stop. 
 
    Kallias choked on his own blood, struggling to spit it out as it flooded into his mouth. All he could taste was metal, and all he could feel was intense pain. His vision blurred, and his heart pounded angrily in his ears. As his vision came back into focus slightly, Kallias smiled weakly and began to mock Theron. 
 
    “You must,” he said breathlessly, gasping for air, “really hate me.” 
 
    Theron turned to stare incredulously at him. He couldn’t believe that a human would have the nerve to mock him. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “To torture me like this,” Kallias elaborated.  
 
    Theron waved his hand dismissively. “It’s a hobby.” He walked back over to Kallias and knelt in front of him. “Besides, you attacked me.” 
 
    “I was only trying to,” Kallias inhaled shakily, barely able to speak, “save that woman. You knew that I couldn’t hurt you.” He gasped again. It felt as if he were trying to pull air through a solid wall. “It certainly…didn’t merit this.” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “What is your point?” 
 
    “You seem so concerned about why I hate you,” Kallias said hoarsely, “and yet, you hated me first, before I even knew that you existed.” 
 
    As Phoebe realized what he was doing, she began to shake her head at him, watching Theron warily. “Kallias, please stop. You will make it worse.” 
 
    But Kallias wouldn’t stop because he needed death to come quickly, and now, he knew how to manipulate Theron into giving him what he wanted. 
 
    Theron glared at him, frustrated by Kallias’s game. “What exactly are you suggesting, human? What other reason would I have to hate you?” 
 
    “You weren’t good enough for her either,” Kallias said. 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed. “You know nothing, human,” he snarled. “Women beg me to sleep with them. They beg me to drain the life out of them. I’m that good. I am more than enough for your insignificant human wife.” 
 
    “And yet, she married me,” Kallias said with a tired smile. 
 
    His taunting succeeded in causing Theron to lose his temper, which, of course, had been Kallias’s aim. He had realized that Theron was easy to predict and manipulate when angry and that Theron tended to deliver fatal injuries when he lost his temper, the kind of injuries that would end Kallias’s suffering. 
 
    Theron’s dark eyes flashed with rage as he pulled the dagger from Kallias’s stomach and plunged it into him again, just inches from the other gaping wound, and just as he’d done before, he twisted the dagger. 
 
    Kallias yelled out in agony as the blade ripped through his stomach yet again. He felt the warmth of the blood spilling over his skin, and he welcomed the waves of dizziness that cascaded over him as he lost more and more blood. 
 
    Despite the severity of the pain, Kallias was grateful for it because it meant that it would all be over soon. He’d rather feel this agony now than continue to endure the endless torture that he’d been enduring for the last week. 
 
    Phoebe screamed out in horror, but he couldn’t hear her. The ringing in his ears drowned out the sound of her screams. His head spun violently, so violently that he thought—or hoped, really—that he might pass out soon. 
 
    “You talk too much. I suppose I left you too much freedom in that area,” Theron said. He stood and walked over to the furnace. Using a piece of cloth, he removed a small piece of metal from a pan hanging over the fire. 
 
    He returned and grasped Kallias’s hair, jerking his head backward with so much force that the back of his head hit the wall behind him. He pried open Kallias’s mouth and shoved the jagged scrap of metal inside it. He then held Kallias’s jaw shut, forcing him to hold the metal on his tongue. 
 
    Kallias thought he might have heard Phoebe screaming or crying, but the ringing in ears just seemed to grow louder, drowning out the sounds around him. When Theron released Kallias’s jaw and allowed the metal to fall to the floor, Kallias could barely breathe. His entire mouth felt swollen and burnt. 
 
    After a several moments of listening to the pounding and the ringing in his head, he felt Theron roughly grab his chin and force him to meet his gaze.  
 
    “Are you listening to me, human?” Theron growled. 
 
    “No,” Kallias thought weakly, but his mouth was too swollen to speak. 
 
    “Why did you make me do that?” Theron snarled. 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at him, still unable to speak. Over the last week, it had become obvious to Kallias that Theron was a sadistic psychopath, but it never ceased to amaze him how truly insane the creature seemed at times. 
 
    “I need answers. How am I supposed to get them if you can’t speak?” Theron growled. He paced across the floor frantically. “You make me so crazy!” 
 
    Kallias might have pointed out that he was pretty sure Theron didn’t need his help in that department if it weren’t for his swollen tongue. 
 
    Theron bared his fangs and sank them into his own wrist. He returned to Kallias. He shoved his bleeding wrist against Kallias’s mouth. “Drink.” 
 
    Kallias tried to turn away, but Theron held him firmly by his hair. 
 
    “I said drink,” Theron growled again. 
 
    Kallias clamped his jaw shut. He could handle death. He even welcomed death. What he could not handle was becoming like Theron. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Theron growled. “Drink the blood.” 
 
    Kallias didn’t move. Theron’s wrist continued to bleed, the blood coating Kallias’s lips and face, but Kallias kept his mouth clamped shut. 
 
    “He’s afraid it will turn him,” Phoebe said. Her voice sounded hoarse from all of the screaming and crying she’d been doing. She looked at Kallias, desperate to help him avoid more pain. “Theron feeds me his blood every night, and I’m still human. It won’t change you into a monster like him. I promise.” 
 
    Theron rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous. Your heart is still beating, you stupid human!” he snarled at Kallias. “My blood cannot turn a living human into a monster. Only the dead can become what I am. This will heal you. So, drink it!” 
 
    Kallias didn’t trust the evil creature. He didn’t even trust his wife. She’d lied to him for years, after all. Besides, even if the blood would just heal him, he didn’t want to heal. He wanted to die. So, he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Theron growled in frustration. He let go of Kallias’s hair and roughly shoved his head back against the wall. He held Kallias’s head still while he pried his mouth open. Then, Theron held his wrist over Kallias’s open mouth and allowed the blood to pour into it. Kallias tried to pull away, but Theron held him firmly. After Kallias finally swallowed some of the blood, Theron pulled his wrist away and left Kallias there as he waited for the blood to take effect. 
 
    Kallias slumped forward, panting and exhausted from using the last of his strength to fight Theron. As his pain began to dull, he realized that he felt disoriented, but not the kind of disorientation that he had felt so often throughout the last week as he endured agony and starvation. This felt…pleasant, actually. He wondered if that tiny bit of blood had intoxicated him somehow. 
 
    Kallias’s eyes widened in horror as the wounds on his chest and abdomen began to close, healing more rapidly than humanly possible. He waited in fear, hoping that this wouldn’t change him into a monster like Theron. 
 
    After a while, Kallias heard Phoebe say, “You should have let him die.” 
 
    “You want me to kill your husband?” Theron asked in an amused tone. 
 
    “No. I want to turn back time and stop all of this from happening somehow. But I can’t do that. So, yes, I would rather him be dead,” Phoebe said, sniffling as she held back tears, “because it would be better than what you’re doing to him. Gods, anything would be better than what you’re doing to him!” 
 
    Theron shrugged, unfazed by her outburst. “I still need him.” 
 
    “For what?” Phoebe cried. 
 
    Theron ignored her. He walked over to Kallias and kicked him harshly in the ribs. Kallias groaned in pain and leaned back against the cold wall. 
 
    “You should be able to talk now,” Theron said. “Speak, human.” 
 
    “You could’ve just asked,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Theron growled, but he didn’t wait for an answer. 
 
    Instead, Theron sliced across the bare skin of Kallias’s forearm with the dagger. Kallias tensed and clamped his jaw shut as pain tore through him again. 
 
    “Stop!” Phoebe sobbed. “Why are you doing this? What do you want?” 
 
    Theron glanced at Phoebe, but then, he spoke to Kallias when he answered the question, “I want to know where to find the Stone of the Eklektos.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “The what?” he asked, his voice weak and breathless. 
 
    Theron’s dark eyes flashed with frustration. “The Stone.” 
 
    Kallias stared at him blankly. “What stone?” 
 
    “The necklace, human,” Theron snarled. “Where is the necklace?” 
 
    “Which is it? A stone or a necklace?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Theron growled. The growl sounded low and dangerous, like the growl of a wild animal. He grabbed Kallias’s chin roughly again, forcing him to look at him. “Do not play games with me, human, or I will make you suffer even worse than you already have. You know exactly what I’m talking about. The Stone of the Eklektos, prophesied to hold the power to save or destroy the world.” 
 
    “Oh, you have to be kidding me!” Phoebe exclaimed, suddenly angry. “You are still fixated on that stupid thing?! You did all of this because of that?!” 
 
    Theron turned his gaze toward her, his eyes darkening in anger. “I did all of this because I wanted to, and I will not tolerate a human talking to me that way. So, I would suggest that you shut up before I make you,” he snarled. 
 
    She paled in fear. “I’m s-sorry,” she stammered. 
 
    Kallias frowned as those words triggered a memory in his head, a memory from before he even married Phoebe. A priest at Aphrodite’s temple had given him a Stone and said a bunch of ridiculous shit about destiny and an Eklektos that would save or destroy the world. Kallias, of course, hadn’t believed a word of it and certainly never cared about the Stone, or even remembered it, for that matter. “Why the hell would you want that?” he asked, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Theron scowled at him, as if he were the crazy one. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    Kallias stared at him blankly. “No.” 
 
    “I want the power, of course,” Theron said, shrugging. 
 
    “How do you even know about it?” Kallias asked, but then, he realized that he already knew exactly how Theron would know what the priest had said about the Stone. Phoebe had been with him that day, offering gifts for Aphrodite. 
 
    The guilt he saw in her dark brown eyes confirmed his suspicion. “I didn’t realize he would make such a big deal about it,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “I have no idea where it is,” Kallias told Theron. 
 
    Theron raised an eyebrow. “Wrong answer.” 
 
    He picked up the dagger and sliced into the right forearm this time, just as deeply as he had cut the left. Kallias tensed, forcing himself not to cry out. 
 
    “Now, tell me,” Theron said, enunciating each word. “Where. Is. It?” 
 
    “I already told you,” Kallias snarled. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Theron then took the dagger and sliced shallowly through the skin of his chest. Kallias tightened his jaw, again refraining from responding to the pain. 
 
    Theron leaned in close and growled, “I will do this as long as it takes.” 
 
    Kallias ground his teeth as his arms and chest throbbed and ached. “How can I tell you where it is if I don’t know? I never paid any attention to it.” 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed, and he cut him again, quickly and roughly this time. When the blade scraped across his collarbone, Kallias was unable to hold back and yelled out in pain. Blood poured down his recently healed chest. 
 
    Theron’s eyes were wild and manic. “I don’t understand. The priest told you that the Stone would unlock limitless power. He said that the Eklektos would be the most powerful person in the universe. Why would you not care?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him, not sure how to reason with someone so psychotic. “Theron, I don’t care about power,” he said, his voice strained and weak. “Besides, it’s just a stone…an ugly, red stone. A stone can’t have power, and I don’t believe that a priest can predict the future either. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Some people believe that what I am is impossible,” Theron said. “I don’t care what you believe. I only care about the location of the Stone.” 
 
    “And I have already told you that I don’t know,” Kallias said irritably. 
 
    Theron dragged the dagger’s blade vertically against Kallias’s abdomen, allowing it to shallowly slice through the skin. He leaned in close, as Kallias tensed and clenched his jaw, and growled, “You might want to remember.” 
 
    Kallias panted, his eyes dark with frustration and hatred as he tried to regain control of his erratic breathing. “What would you have me say?” he asked between clenched teeth. “I don’t know where it is. Do you want me to lie to you?” 
 
    Theron pulled the dagger horizontally across Kallias’s abdomen, crossing the other wound. Kallias tensed, and his eyes grew darker and colder. 
 
    “Please, Theron!” Phoebe cried. “Listen to me!” 
 
    Theron glanced at her. He seemed bored and irritated. “What?” 
 
    “Kallias doesn’t know where it is,” she said. “So, stop hurting him.” 
 
    “Do not tell me what to do,” Theron snarled. 
 
    “I…I wasn’t,” Phoebe stammered. “I’m trying to tell you something, but you won’t listen. He’s telling the truth. He doesn’t know where it is.” 
 
    Theron continued to glare at her. “And how would you know that?” 
 
    Phoebe bit her lip nervously. “I just…I just do, okay?” 
 
    Theron stared at her for a moment, and then he walked over to her. She cowered against the wall, cringing in anticipation of what he might do to her. He grasped her arm harshly and jerked her to her feet, causing her front to crash against his. “You’re really pissing me off tonight,” he growled in her ear. 
 
    She swallowed nervously and tried to pull her arm free, but Theron kept a firm grip on it. She winced as his tight grip began to bruise her arm. 
 
    With just the hand on her arm, he spun her around so that her back pressed against his front. He moved his face to her neck and inhaled her scent. 
 
    Phoebe shivered. “Theron, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m hungry. I need blood,” he growled, the words vibrating against her neck. “You know that I can’t be around this much blood without feeding.” 
 
    Her wide, brown eyes shifted toward Kallias. “Not here, Theron.” 
 
    Theron swept her waves of soft, black hair aside, baring her neck. As she tried to pull away, he wrapped his arm around her waist to hold her still. He moved his lips to her ear and growled, “I will feed anywhere I want.” 
 
    “Please, Theron,” Phoebe whispered. “We can do this in your room.” 
 
    Theron smiled. She couldn’t see him, but she knew that he was smiling because she felt his lips curve against her ear. “I am hungry right now. I don’t feel like waiting. What is wrong, Phoebe? You have never denied me before.” 
 
    Phoebe realized that he was mocking her. He knew exactly why she didn’t want him to feed, and he found it amusing. She glanced at Kallias nervously and sighed, “Because I don’t want you to feed from me in front of my husband.” 
 
    “He knows about us now,” Theron murmured. “Why hide it?” 
 
    Phoebe felt her body beginning to cave. She wanted him to feed from her, and she hated herself for it. She shivered as she felt his lips press against her neck. “I’m not hiding anything. I just think that you’re taking things too far.” 
 
    Theron didn’t fall for her façade. He felt what she felt, so he knew that she wanted him to feed from her. He delivered a long, sensual lick to her neck. “I need blood. Please, baby,” he murmured against her skin. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    She couldn’t fight it. “Fine,” she sighed. 
 
    Kallias turned his head away, suddenly sick to his stomach. Whether it was because of his hunger, dehydration, injuries, or the fact that his wife was letting a monster drink her blood in front of him, he didn’t know, but he figured it had more to do with Theron and Phoebe than anything else. Unable to watch the scene before him, he kept his gaze on the floor, but when he heard Phoebe whimper, he involuntarily looked up at her, worried that she was hurt. However, he found that Phoebe seemed to be enjoying Theron feeding from her. With her head leaned back against the monster’s shoulder and her eyes closed tightly, Phoebe appeared to be feeling intense pleasure. Kallias quickly returned his gaze to the floor, completely repulsed by what he’d just seen. 
 
    After a few moments, he heard Theron breathing raggedly. “Okay, human, would you tell me where the Stone is if your wife’s life depended on it?” 
 
    Kallias looked up at them. Theron still held Phoebe, but he’d stopped feeding from her. Blood trickled from his lips, and Kallias noticed a stream of blood trickling down her neck as well, staining her light blue peplos. Shock and horror had replaced the pleasure that had been apparent in Phoebe’s expression moments ago. “Don’t hurt her,” Kallias breathed, suddenly terrified. “Please.” 
 
    Theron laughed. “Do you see that?” he whispered in Phoebe’s ear, smiling cruelly. “He still cares about you. Doesn’t that make you feel terrible?” 
 
    Her eyes glistened with tears. “Yeah, it does,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    He licked her blood from his lips. His eyes danced with excitement as he looked at Kallias. “If you want her to live, tell me where to find the Stone.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t kill me,” Phoebe whispered in horror. “You love me.” 
 
    Theron laughed darkly. “Love? I’m not human, Phoebe. I am not weakened by human feelings like love. I enjoy feeding from you and sleeping with you, but in the end, you’re as expendable as everyone else that I feed from.” 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks. “But I loved you.” 
 
    Theron ignored her. He looked at Kallias. “I’m waiting for an answer.” 
 
    “And if I don’t know the answer?” Kallias asked worriedly. 
 
    Theron shrugged. “Then, she dies.” 
 
    Cold dread washed over Kallias as he cast a distraught look at Phoebe. She met his gaze, and he saw what seemed like regret and guilt in her eyes. 
 
    “Theron, I told you,” she said softly. “He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t know, I will kill you,” Theron snarled in her ear. 
 
    Kallias pulled at the chains holding him to the wall, but of course, it did no good. Even when he still had all of his strength, he couldn’t loosen the metal chains. He certainly couldn’t do it now that he was so weak. “Let her go.” 
 
    “I will, if you tell me where it is,” Theron insisted. 
 
    “You’re not listening to me, Theron,” Phoebe said again. Although tears still poured down her face, her eyes looked tired now, as if she’d already given up. “He can’t help me because he doesn’t know where the Stone is.” 
 
    “You told me that he had it,” Theron reminded her. 
 
    “Years ago,” Phoebe said quietly. “I told you that years ago. He doesn’t have it anymore. Kallias tossed it aside when he got home. He never cared about it. He only took it because the priest refused to let him leave without it.” 
 
    Theron twisted her arm painfully and snarled, “What are you saying?” 
 
    As soon as Phoebe whimpered in pain, Kallias began to pull at the chains again, ignoring how his body protested the movement. “Let her go!” 
 
    “You were fixated on it!” Phoebe cried out, unable to stand the pain in her arm. “I realized that I’d made a mistake by telling you about it. The priest told Kallias that it would be dangerous if the Stone landed in the wrong hands. I knew that your hands would definitely be the wrong hands. So, I took it. Kallias never even noticed it was missing. So, like I said, he doesn’t know where it is.” 
 
    Theron growled, “You better tell me where it is. Or I will kill you.” 
 
    She swallowed nervously and shook her head. “I don’t know where it is. I loved you, Theron, but I never trusted you. I needed it out of your reach, which meant it had to be out of mine as well. I got rid of it. It’s gone, Theron.” 
 
    Theron growled ferociously, the sound frightening and inhuman. He twisted her arm further, causing her to scream out in pain. He moved his mouth to her ear, his lips brushing against her earlobe. “You worthless little bitch,” he sneered in her ear, causing her to cringe and sob. “I’ll enjoy killing you.” 
 
    Kallias felt his heart begin to race. He pulled pointlessly at the chains, using more strength than he thought he had left. And he dropped his pride and did what he’d promised he would never do. He begged. “Please, don’t kill her. Please, I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t kill her. Theron, please.” 
 
    Theron smiled at him with sick satisfaction. “I think I will especially enjoy the look on your face as you watch your wife die,” he added maliciously. 
 
    The next few minutes were the worst minutes of Kallias’s life. He could do nothing to stop Theron from killing Phoebe. He fought against the chains harder than anyone in his state should have ever been able to do, but it didn’t help. He begged Theron to release her, but Theron ignored his pleas. Kallias watched in horror as the color drained from his wife’s face. Her body weakened and slumped against Theron. Theron continued drinking her blood until he had drained her completely. Finally, he released her, and her pale, lifeless body fell to the ground with a loud thud. Kallias stared at her, praying that she would move. 
 
    Theron smiled and wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand. “You can stop staring at her. She’s not going to move. She’s dead.” 
 
    Kallias barely heard Theron. In fact, as the minutes and hours passed, he was only vaguely aware that Theron had returned to torturing him. His mind seemed to distance itself from everything around him. He continued to stare at his wife’s body. She lay facedown on the floor with her arms sprawled on either side of her. A stream of crimson blood coated her bluish skin and her peplos. Watching her die was more painful than anything Kallias had ever experienced. As a matter of fact, he felt so much emotional pain over her death that he didn’t even notice the pain of the torture as Theron continued to slice at his skin. 
 
    Theron eventually lost interest in torturing Kallias. It ceased to bring him satisfaction once it stopped affecting Kallias. With a disappointed sigh, Theron plunged the dagger into Kallias’s heart. Kallias felt relieved as the blood poured from his chest and the darkness began to overtake him. His suffering was finally over. He welcomed the coldness and darkness of death. 
 
    When Theron heard Kallias’s heart stop beating, he found himself even more disappointed. Killing Phoebe had brought him no satisfaction. Torturing Kallias had brought him no satisfaction. And killing Kallias had brought him no satisfaction either. He still didn’t have what he wanted, which was the Stone of the Eklektos. Instead, he had given Kallias what he wanted, which was death. 
 
    Theron froze as he remembered what Kallias had told him. Kallias had said he’d rather die than become a monster. He smiled as he realized one last way that he could torture Kallias. Theron used his fangs to pierce the arteries in his wrist. Then, he knelt in front of Kallias’s lifeless body and placed his wrist against Kallias’s mouth. He watched as his blood poured into Kallias’s mouth. 
 
    And then he waited for the change to begin… 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Old, Stone Box 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2,485 years later… 
 
      
 
    Early for class, as usual, Rose Foster waited in the empty college classroom for her art history professor and her classmates to arrive. Her eyes scanned the student artwork on the wall until one painting caught her eye, a painting of two women, a woman lying on a floor with the other hovering over her, her mouth against the other woman’s throat. Red paint colored the hovering woman’s lips and the neck of the woman lying in the floor. It was a painting of a vampire and a human, she realized. She’d never noticed it before. 
 
    She sighed and glanced at the color-wheel clock on the wall that clicked loudly, echoing through the quiet classroom. Deciding she had time to waste, she pulled her worn, black backpack into her lap and unzipped it. She reached into it and pulled out an old, stone box. She opened it gently, not sure how much the ancient relic could handle. Her long red hair fell around her shoulders as she leaned forward to peer inside the box at the strange blood-red stone. 
 
    Rose hesitantly reached toward the stone, and just as her fingertip brushed it, the stone seemed to spark and glow. She jerked her hand back. 
 
    “Family heirloom?” a male voice asked from beside her.  
 
    Startled, Rose jumped and slammed the box shut. Her wide, blue eyes shifted to the man sitting in the chair next to her. His sleek, black hair brushed his brows as he leaned forward over his bag, pulling out his books for class. 
 
    “No… Yes… I mean…no,” she stammered. 
 
    He glanced at her as she began to hastily shove the box back into her backpack. His thick black eyebrows arched curiously, and his lips twitched as he glanced back and forth between the box and her. “Uh…are you okay, Rose?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just…” she sighed, shaking her head at her paranoia. She turned toward him and laughed. “Sorry, Liang. I’m acting weird today, aren’t I?” 
 
    His small, dark eyes studied her. “I would say yes, but you always act weird,” he muttered, tossing his bag under his chair. He smiled. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” she laughed. 
 
    “So,” Liang said, glancing at the closed bag, “what was it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said a little too quickly. “Just something I’m studying.” 
 
    He surprised her by bursting into laughter. “Is there anything you don’t study?” he asked, grinning at her. “I mean, it’s just an old, ugly necklace.” 
 
    “It’s an ancient relic,” she muttered defensively. 
 
    “Right,” Liang said, still smiling. “Rose, what do you do for fun?” 
 
    “Rose doesn’t understand the word fun,” said a familiar female voice. 
 
    Rose glanced toward the doorway, narrowing her eyes at her best friend. Audrey stuck out her tongue at Rose as she crossed the room and took the seat next to her at the round wooden table, large enough to seat six people. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Rose told both of them. “I read for fun.” 
 
    Audrey snorted as she propped her legs, clad in tight blue jeans that were permanently stained with neon pink paint splatter, on the table. Her round amber eyes, framed by thick, black eyeliner and smoky eye shadow, shifted toward Rose, and her thin lips tilted into a grin. “Nerd activities don’t count.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at her friend. “Nerd activities? How old are you? Five? Oh, wait, don’t answer that question. Of course you’re five.” 
 
    “Twenty-five, next month, actually,” Audrey said, smiling. “By the way, you owe me a birthday party with dancing, alcohol, and socialization.” 
 
    Rose shuddered at the thought. “I consider all three of those activities very dangerous,” she informed Audrey. “So…yeah, sorry. Not happening.” 
 
    Audrey laughed and ran her hand over her unbrushed mess of long brown hair, temporarily taming it. “Like I said, you’re no fun,” she complained. 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at the yellow Beatles T-shirt that hung loosely over Audrey’s thin figure. “I didn’t realize you were such an avid Beatles fan.” 
 
    Audrey glanced down at the shirt, and her lips curled into a guilty smile. Her tanned skin flushed. “Uh…it’s not mine, actually,” she giggled, winking. 
 
    “Ah,” Rose said, nodding, “that explains why you weren’t there when I got home from the airport last night. So, who’s the guy? Do I know him?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Audrey said. “He’s this hot guy in my pottery class.” 
 
    “Will there be a second date?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Probably not,” Audrey muttered. “He was a bit self-obsessed.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “That sounds like an unpleasant date.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Audrey said, smiling. “He was a good kisser.” 
 
    As it grew closer to time for the professor to start class, the college students were slowly making their way into the classroom, filling the many chairs and tables and talking to each other. The students’ voices had begun to blur into unintelligible noise, but Rose vaguely noticed that, next to her, Liang and a group of four other students were discussing a student that had gone missing recently. 
 
    She turned her attention back to Audrey. “Audrey, sometimes, I worry that you would forgive murder as long as the guy could kiss,” she laughed. 
 
    Audrey frowned thoughtfully as she opened her green messenger bag that had also somehow managed to obtain some neon-colored paint stains. She grinned.  “For murder, I think he’d need to be good at some other things, too.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “So, what else did you do last night?” 
 
    Audrey raised her eyebrow. “You want details?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Uh, no, no, not those kinds of details,” she clarified quickly, grimacing. “I meant, what did you actually do on the date? I don’t think kissing and…whatever else you did with him…counts as a date.”  
 
    “Like you would know,” Audrey scoffed as she continued to rummage through her messenger bag. “It’s been two years since you went on a date.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks, Audrey,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “What ever would I do without you to constantly remind me of my nonexistent love life?” 
 
    “You would forever brood at home with your books,” Audrey said as she triumphantly pulled out a crushed bag of barbeque chips from the bottom of her bag, “and you would forever hold the record for World’s Oldest Virgin.” 
 
    “That’s not even a real record,” Rose commented. “And I don’t brood.” 
 
    “And you would forever be a smartass,” Audrey added. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “That’s not going to change anyway.” 
 
    Audrey ripped open the crushed bag of barbeque chips, completely ignoring the No Food or Drinks sign on the wall beside her. “To answer your question, though,” she said, tossing a handful of crushed chips into her mouth, “we ate at this really nice Spaghetti restaurant, and then, we went to a concert.” 
 
    “You mean an Italian restaurant,” Rose corrected. 
 
    Audrey ignored her. “By the way, if you want to go on a date, I could set you up with someone. I’ve made a list of the guys that I think you might like.” 
 
    “You made a list?” Rose repeated incredulously. 
 
    “It’s only two pages,” Audrey said with a mouthful of chips. 
 
    Rose blinked. “Two pages,” she sighed. She grimaced as she remembered the last guy Audrey had tried to set her up with. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Audrey whined. “I left the ex-convicts off this time.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Rose said. “I’m just not interested in dating anyone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Audrey said, nodding. She leaned in close to Rose’s ear so that no one else could hear. “I also know of a few women, if you would prefer…” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I appreciate the disturbing amount of effort and thought that you’ve put into this, but Audrey, I’m not interested in dating anyone.” 
 
    “Do you want to wind up a lonely, old cat lady?” Audrey scolded. 
 
    “I do, actually. It’s my life’s aspiration. When I was a kid, the teachers would ask, ‘What do you want to be when you get older?’ And I would say, ‘Childless and lonely,’” Rose said dryly. “I’m twenty-three, Audrey. I have time.” 
 
    Audrey finished her chips and started rummaging through her bag again, apparently looking for more food that she’d stashed under her textbooks at some point. “Ugh,” she complained loudly, gaining the attention of several students. “It’s too early in the morning to deal with Rose Foster’s sassy mouth.” 
 
    “Besides,” Rose sighed, “I’m focusing on my studies right now.” 
 
    Audrey snorted at that. “Rose, you have a perfect GPA, and you’re literally a genius,” she laughed. She pulled a crushed candy bar out of her bag. “I don’t think a couple of dates every now and then would affect your studies.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the candy bar. “How long has that been in there?” 
 
    “No idea,” Audrey mumbled as she took a bite out of it. She glanced at Rose, suddenly very serious. “Not everyone is like Ethan, you know.” 
 
    Rose froze at the mention of her ex-boyfriend. She closed her eyes, counting the seconds as she waited for the sick feeling in her stomach to pass. “I know that,” she said impassively. “It has nothing to do with Ethan.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Audrey muttered. “So, how was your trip to Greece?” 
 
    Excitement lightened Rose’s bright blue eyes. “It was interesting.” 
 
    Audrey held her hand up and gave Rose a bored look. “Interesting by Rose-standards or interesting by Audrey-standards?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    Audrey took another bite of her candy bar. “Interesting by my standards includes meeting a bunch of sexy foreign men. Interesting by your standards usually involves looking at old, boring stuff and learning about dead people.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Mine, obviously. It was a study trip.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Audrey groaned. “All those sexy accents, and you studied.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Do you even know what a Greek accent sounds like?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “It’s an accent. Who cares how it sounds?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “You know, if you devoted half as much attention to your classes as you do to guys, you wouldn’t be failing so many classes.” 
 
    “Yes, mother,” Audrey said, flashing a sarcastic smile at Rose. “If I only had to take art classes, I wouldn’t be failing any classes. I care about art. I don’t care about all of this other stuff. Speaking of… I need your Psychology notes.” 
 
    Rose pulled a thin, black notebook out of her backpack and set it in front of Audrey. As Audrey busied herself in copying them, Rose leaned closer so that she could speak quietly. “Something did happen on the trip, though.” 
 
    Audrey froze and glanced at Rose. “What kind of something?” 
 
    Before Rose could speak, the art professor hobbled into the room and set her armful of books down on her desk. She glared expectantly at the noisy students, as if she were not fifteen minutes late for her own class. Rose cast a wary look at the irritated professor and pulled her books out of her backpack. “I’ll tell you after class,” she whispered as she flipped opened her textbook. 
 
    “Dang it. Now I’m curious,” Audrey pouted. 
 
    The art history professor spent most of the class time lecturing on the use of nudity in art throughout history, from the Ancient Greek kouros to contemporary nude paintings and performance art. Rose listened closely and took detailed notes to ensure she would do well on the next exam, but Audrey seemed more concerned with making silly comments about the examples. 
 
    “Look at this one,” Audrey whispered, pointing at a picture in the book. 
 
    “Shhh,” Rose hissed as she jotted down every word the professor said. 
 
    Audrey shrugged and returned to flipping through the examples in the textbook. A few minutes later, however, as the professor discussed a Renaissance painting, Audrey leaned over and whispered in Rose’s ear, “Is it just me, or is Dr. Grandma a little too excited about these naked men?” 
 
    Rose scowled at her immature friend. “Pay attention,” she hissed. 
 
    The professor continued chattering excitedly about the beautiful paintings of that time period, and Audrey listened quietly for maybe a total of fifteen minutes, at most, before she leaned over again. “Do you know who I would like to paint naked?” Audrey whispered. She pointed at an attractive, blonde, young man sitting at the table in front of them and answered, “Him.” 
 
    Rose glared at Audrey and then blushed as the guy that Audrey pointed at actually turned around and looked at them. Audrey just smiled and waved. 
 
    He seemed amused. “Were you talking about me?” 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “She was talking about the penguin,” she blurted suddenly, pointing at a strange, creepy penguin statue on the windowsill. 
 
    Audrey clamped her hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter. 
 
    The blonde man stared blankly at Rose for several moments as he tried to figure out whether she was joking or not. Finally, he just chuckled and turned around to face the professor again. Audrey, on the other hand, continued to stare at Rose with a raised eyebrow, her lips twitching as she tried not to laugh. 
 
    As soon as the class ended, Audrey ran out of the classroom and fell back against the brick wall as she finally burst into hysterical laughter. 
 
    Rose slung her backpack over her shoulder, grabbed her coffee thermos from the table, and joined Audrey outside, sighing as Audrey continued to laugh. The Florida sun felt too hot and too bright on her skin for the autumn morning. 
 
    “It’s not that funny,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Penguin? Really, Rose?” Audrey snorted. 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “What was I supposed to say?” 
 
    “Anything but that,” Audrey laughed. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “Well, it’s your fault,” she muttered. “You’re the one who embarrassed us. You know I can’t lie when I’m embarrassed.” 
 
    “I know you can’t lie at all,” Audrey corrected. She shook her head, still laughing as if Rose’s mistake was the most hilarious thing she’d ever heard. “And what I said was not embarrassing. What you said was embarrassing.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Can we just forget this ever happened?” 
 
    Audrey finally stopped laughing but continued to smile at Rose. “Deal,” she said, offering her hand for a handshake, “as long as you buy me lunch.” 
 
    “I was already planning on it,” Rose laughed. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a gentleman?” Audrey teased, flashing a playful grin. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I need to tell you about my trip anyway.” 
 
    Audrey nodded seriously. “I guess I’ll see you at lunch, then.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
     
 
    Audrey bit into her second cheeseburger. “Aren’t you going to eat?” 
 
    Rose scowled and continued picking at her salad. “I am eating.” 
 
    Audrey set her half-eaten cheeseburger on the large plate next to her three sides of French fries and slice of chocolate cake. Rose was convinced that her slender friend could win national eating contests if she tried. “You know, a wise woman once told me that if God wanted us to eat grass, we’d have been born cattle,” Audrey said in the most sage-like voice she could muster. 
 
    Rose laughed. “And who was this wise woman?” 
 
    Audrey took another bite of her greasy cheeseburger. “My grandmother, of course,” she answered with her mouth full of burger. 
 
    “Your grandmother also tried to feed me an entire chocolate pie once because she said chocolate was the cure for a bad day,” Rose reminded her. 
 
    “Chocolate is the cure for a bad day,” Audrey said defensively. 
 
    Rose smiled. “Yeah, well, it’s easy for you to say. You eat whatever you want and never gain a pound,” she sighed. “I don’t have that problem.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Audrey mumbled with her mouth full. She finished swallowing her food and set her cheeseburger down on her plate. She gave Rose her most disapproving scowl, the one that she always wore right before she started lecturing someone. “You’re not fat, Rose. You’re insecure. And before you say something like, ‘You’re obligated to say that because you’re my best friend,’ because I know that’s what you were about to say, ask yourself this: When have I ever hesitated to tell you my opinion on something? Never. That’s the answer. I’m honest and blunt, and you hate that about me, and you love that about me. You have a gorgeous, curvy body, and you have boobs.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at Audrey, suppressing a smile. “Are you finished?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Audrey said as she took another bite of her burger. 
 
    Rose glanced around the restaurant at the couples and families sitting in the tables and booths. “You do realize there are other people here, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Audrey said as she scarfed down a few fries. “I’ll make a deal with you. You can have my boy-boobs, and I’ll take your melon-boobs.” 
 
    Rose blushed as an older couple in the booth beside them glanced at them. She leaned forward, toward Audrey. “Okay, can you just stop saying boobs, please?” she whispered. “And I don’t know…maybe act your age?” 
 
    “Act my age,” Audrey scoffed. “See? That’s why you need me. You’re all-work-no-play. I’m all-play-no-work. That’s why we’re the perfect match.” 
 
    Rose laughed and shook her head at her silly friend. As she took a bite of her salad, she noticed something in Audrey’s eyes that made her worry. Despite the fact that Audrey was being her usual fun-loving, obnoxious self, something seemed off about her. Rose could always tell when something was bothering her friends. “Are you okay, Audrey?” she asked after she swallowed the bite. 
 
    A hint of fear flashed in Audrey’s amber eyes, but she hid it quickly. She smiled. “I’m fine,” she lied. “I’m just ready to hear about your trip.” 
 
    Rose nodded as she set down her fork and pushed aside her half-eaten salad. The noise of conversation and chatter, clanging forks and plates, scuffing chairs, and bustle resounded loudly enough through the busy restaurant that Rose doubted anyone would hear their conversation as long as she spoke quietly. She leaned forward, resting her arms on the dark wooden table as she spoke. “Okay, so, while we were touring one of the ancient temples in Athens, this strange man pulled me aside. I’ve never seen him before in my life, but he talked like he knew me,” Rose explained, shaking her head. “And I don’t know how to explain it, but there was something…creepy…about him. His voice, I think. Most voices fluctuate and change with emotions, but his didn’t. It was like he felt nothing.” 
 
    Audrey frowned. “Okay. Slow down. What did Creepy-Man say?” 
 
    Rose took a deep breath, trying to still her racing mind and stay on topic. “He said that he’d been waiting for me, and then, he gave me this ancient box that he said belonged to me, whatever that means. I tried to tell him I didn’t know who he was or what he meant, but he disappeared before I could say anything. I glanced down at the box, and then, when I looked up, he was gone.” 
 
    “He disappeared?” she asked, her brows knitting with worry. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Yeah, I know it sounds crazy, but…” 
 
    “No, no, not crazy,” Audrey assured her. “Not to me.” 
 
    Rose frowned at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just… Never mind. What was in the box?” 
 
    Rose stared at her friend for a moment, more sure than ever that there was something off about the way she was acting. She sighed and picked up her cup of coffee. “A few scrolls and this…um…necklace, I think,” she said as she sipped the coffee. “The stone on the necklace is strange. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s as red as blood, and sometimes, Audrey, I swear it glows.” 
 
    “Weird,” Audrey muttered. She leaned back against the cushioned red bench, twirling a strand of her messy, brown hair around her finger, as she frowned thoughtfully. “I need a mental picture.  Describe the man to me.” 
 
    Rose squinted as she tried to recall the man’s appearance. “Well, he looked young. In his twenties, maybe? He had long hair, and when I say long, I mean down-to-his-waist long. Pale blonde hair. Pale blue eyes. Tall. Slender. And well, how do I say this? His features were perfect, really. Too perfect.” 
 
    Audrey smiled. “So you did meet a sexy foreign man.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Is that all you got out of that story?” 
 
    “No,” Audrey assured her as she took a bite of the chocolate cake. “I also heard that he gave you a gift. Please tell me you asked for his number. When an attractive man gives you jewelry, you’re supposed to get his number.” 
 
    Rose stared at her friend blankly. “It’s not jewelry. It’s an ancient artifact, or at least I think it is,” she muttered. “And I don’t think that men give women that they’ve never met ancient artifacts when they want to date them.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just weird like you,” Audrey suggested. 
 
    “Yes, I totally pull people aside and give them scrolls and necklaces that are possibly thousands of years old when I’m attracted to them,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “No, you’re right. You just blush from afar and then screw everything up with your smart mouth once you’re around them,” Audrey agreed. 
 
    “Wow,” Rose muttered dryly. “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Audrey said. “So, what did the scrolls say?” 
 
    Rose sighed, “I’m still working on that. From what I can tell, they’re written in Ancient Greek. I’ve been trying to translate them for several days.”  
 
    Audrey frowned. “But aren’t you an expert in Greek?” 
 
    “Expert? Hardly,” Rose scoffed. “I’m fluent, technically, but I’m far from an expert. Besides, there’s a difference in Modern Greek and Ancient Greek. If the scrolls were written in Modern Greek, I could’ve translated them within hours, but they’re not. I have never even heard of most of these words.” 
 
    “Ancient Greek?” Audrey repeated. “How old are those scrolls?” 
 
    Rose picked at her salad with her fork. “I don’t know for sure,” she sighed. “It seems unlikely that they’re very old. If they weren’t properly preserved, they should’ve fallen apart by now, I think, and I can’t see any reason that anyone would just hand over ancient documents to some random woman. And yet, some of those words haven’t been used in hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Isn’t there someone who can help you with it?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose nodded. “I should have immediately taken it to a museum when he handed it to me. If it is ancient, it belongs in a museum, not in the hands of some college student. At the very least, I should’ve asked Dr. Parker about it.” 
 
    “So, why didn’t you?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose sighed, “I keep remembering this warning he gave me before he disappeared. He told me not to tell anyone about the Stone and to guard it with my life. He said that people would die if it landed in the wrong hands. He said that the Stone is dangerous and that it is, and I quote, the key to the destruction or the salvation of humanity.” She laughed. “And all of that sounds completely insane, and yet, I can’t shake the feeling that I should listen to his warning.” 
 
    “But you told me,” Audrey reminded her. 
 
    “Well, I trust you to not kill a bunch of people, Audrey,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Audrey grinned. “But you never know. I could be a secret serial killer.” 
 
    “I’ve considered that possibility, actually,” Rose said with a smile. 
 
    Audrey laughed. “So, you didn’t manage to translate any of it?” 
 
    “I translated a few words here and there, but it’s hard to piece together with what I have so far,” Rose sighed, shrugging. “I originally thought the scrolls might be a diary, but now, I am thinking that it must be a fictional story.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s either that, or I’m translating it wrong. Based on what I’ve translated, the scrolls are about a man named Theron that drank the writer’s blood.” She laughed at the absurdity. “The scrolls are about a vampire.” 
 
    Audrey froze, her amber eyes widening. “Vampire?” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed at Audrey’s reaction. “It seems that way. Granted, I haven’t translated much of it yet, but from what I can tell, this Theron character only comes out at night. He’s immortal. And he drinks human blood.” 
 
    Audrey swallowed uneasily as she stared down at the table. “But it was written so long ago. Did they even have stories of vampires back then?” 
 
    “Uh, well, yeah, actually,” Rose answered. “Almost every culture throughout history had myths and stories of some kind of vampire-like creature. The term vampire wasn’t used until the 1700s, but the myths predate the term by thousands of years. Ancient Hebrew cultures had myths about Lilith, a demon that drank blood, and Ancient Babylon and Assyria had a similar myth about Lilitu. Jewish folklore also had stories about Estries, which were female bloodthirsty vampires that preyed on men sexually. The Ancient Greeks and Romans had myths about blood-drinking creatures, such as the Lamia, the Empusae, and the striges. Eventually, the Greeks used the term vrykolakas to describe undead creatures that some people equate with the modern-day vampire myth. And then, of course, you have the well-known Slavic vampire mythology. And really, that doesn’t even scratch the surface. Until a recent point in history, almost every culture believed in some kind of vampire myth.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “You’re like a human textbook.” 
 
    “You asked,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “So, then, if all of these cultures had stories about vampires, why don’t we believe in them?” Audrey asked, her hands fidgeting nervously on the table. 
 
    “Because we know more now,” Rose laughed. “We’re not as superstitious as they were. We have science to guide our thinking. The idea of a vampire is illogical. Everyone dies. You can’t defy death. Immortality is impossible. Drinking blood is just insane and, well, disgusting. Magic doesn’t exist. People don’t have fangs, and no one bursts into flames because of a few UV rays, not even pale, freckled redheads like me. Vampires are just myths.” 
 
    “I seem to remember a professor once saying that all fiction originates from fact,” Audrey said suddenly. Then, she grimaced and added, “I don’t know why I remember that because I could have sworn that I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “That would be one of our literature professors. We took that class together. And yes, he did say that,” she acknowledged. “But that doesn’t mean that all stories are true. It just means there is truth in every story.” 
 
    “That sounded like the same thing to me,” Audrey complained. 
 
    Rose sighed. “For example, the fictional story about Count Dracula is likely based on the true story of Vlad the Impaler. Vlad Dracula did exist, but he was human. He was bloodthirsty in the figurative sense of the word, and some even say that he put the blood of his victims in a goblet and dipped his bread in it. The point is that there was truth in the story, but it wasn’t the vampire part.” 
 
    Audrey didn’t seem convinced. “But it can’t be a coincidence that so many cultures believed in vampires, can it? What if the vampire part is true?” 
 
    Rose laughed, “Audrey, please tell me you don’t actually think vampires could exist. They’re mythical creatures from horror stories. They’re not real.” 
 
    Audrey didn’t answer. She just continued picking absently at her cake. 
 
    Rose reached across the table and took Audrey’s hand into hers. “Please talk to me. I can see that something’s bothering you,” she whispered. 
 
    Audrey squeezed Rose’s hand, and when she looked up, Rose was stunned to see that Audrey’s golden eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Can we get out of here?” she asked suddenly. “I need air, and…we need to talk.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Go on. I’ll meet you out there after I pay the bill.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When Rose left the restaurant, she found Audrey sitting on a bench further down the street under a palm tree, the leafy shadows dancing along her tanned skin. Audrey leaned her head back against the back of the wooden bench with her eyes closed, breathing deeply as she tried to calm her racing heart.  
 
    Rose set her backpack on the sidewalk and sat down next to Audrey. 
 
    “I had one of my dreams,” Audrey whispered, her eyes still closed. 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “The bad kind?” 
 
    Audrey nodded, and Rose noticed a tear sliding down Audrey’s cheek. Audrey’s hands trembled as she tried to calm herself so that she could speak. 
 
    Audrey’s dreams had this tendency of coming true. She discovered this condition of hers, as she liked to call it, when she was a child. For weeks, she dreamed a recurring, vivid nightmare that her parents would die in a car crash, but she was only five years old, and the doctors blamed her particularly vivid and disturbing dreams on a worse-than-average case of night terrors. Unfortunately, the doctors were wrong. Despite the fact that Audrey had begged them not to leave that night, her parents left her with a babysitter one night while they attended a wedding. On their way home, a tractor-trailer slammed into their small car. Her parents died exactly as they had died in Audrey’s dream.  
 
    After that, the doctors just blamed her stories of these dreams on post-traumatic stress disorder, and eventually, after people at her school began to call her crazy, she stopped talking about the dreams. The only person who ever believed her was Rose, which was strange, since Rose usually refused to believe such things on principle. But, illogical or not, Rose had seen Audrey’s dreams accurately predict deaths and disasters, and she couldn’t deny what she saw with her own eyes. Besides, Audrey was her best friend. Of course she believed her. 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Oh, Rose, it was horrible,” Audrey cried softly. 
 
    Rose moved closer to Audrey and put her arm around her, drawing Audrey’s head to her shoulder. It was only when Audrey began to sob against Rose’s shoulder that Rose realized just how upset Audrey had been over this dream and how much effort it must’ve taken for her to hide it this long. 
 
    Rose held Audrey for a few moments as she continued to cry, her tears soaking into Rose’s thin, black hoodie. “Hey, listen, everything will be fine. We’ll get through whatever is going to happen. We’ll figure it out,” Rose said as she smoothed her hand across Audrey’s disheveled hair, trying to calm her. 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Audrey sobbed. “That’s the problem.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Audrey pulled away suddenly, tears flowing down her face, causing her makeup to run down her cheeks. “Rose, in my dream, you died.” 
 
    Rose nearly fell off the side of the bench as Audrey latched onto her again as she started sobbing again. Her hand absently returned to soothing her friend as she stared off at a few trees across the street, watching the bird fly from one tree to another, as her mind wrestled with what Audrey had said. 
 
    “It was just a dream,” Rose heard herself say. 
 
    Audrey jerked back, glaring at Rose through the tears. “You know that’s not true. You’ve seen it happen. I dream that something terrible happens, and then, it does. I know the difference between normal dreams and the bad kind of dreams. This was not just a dream, Rose. You have to believe me.” 
 
    Rose had seen it happen, more times than she wanted to remember, and there had never been anything that they could do to stop it. That was exactly why Rose didn’t want to believe it. She couldn’t just accept that she would die. “It doesn’t even make sense. How could a dream predict the future?” 
 
    Audrey narrowed her eyes at Rose. “Don’t do this, Rose. Don’t be like everyone else that ignored me. You have always believed me.” 
 
    Rose stared at Audrey warily. She knew that Audrey was telling the truth, and she trusted her friend to know the difference between normal dreams and precognitive dreams. It was just so much harder to accept that Audrey’s dream might have predicted her death. It was easier when it was someone else. She’d never realized how much more she wanted to do with her life until she started thinking about the possibility of dying. Rose didn’t want to die. 
 
    “I believe you,” Rose said. “I just don’t want to.” 
 
    “You have to stop it from happening somehow,” Audrey pleaded. 
 
    Rose doubted that was even possible. They’d tried to stop other events from happening after Audrey dreamed about them, but they had never succeeded. But Rose didn’t voice that doubt because she didn’t want to upset Audrey. So, instead, she said, “Okay. Well, first, I need to know how it will happen.” 
 
    Audrey shifted uneasily, as if she’d hoped Rose wouldn’t ask that question. “Promise me that you’ll believe me, no matter how crazy it sounds.” 
 
    Rose frowned, wondering what could possibly kill her that she would find so unbelievable. “I promise,” she assured Audrey. 
 
    Audrey suddenly blurted, “A man bit you and drank all of your blood.” 
 
    Rose frowned, thinking she couldn’t have heard that right. “Uh, what?” 
 
    “He bit you and drank all of your blood,” Audrey repeated slowly. 
 
    Rose laughed in disbelief. “Who bit me?” 
 
    “The murderer,” Audrey answered completely seriously.  
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Rose laughed. 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “No, I’m not joking! Rose, you promised.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Rose said quickly. She felt horrible for laughing, but how could she believe something like that? Vampires didn’t exist, but then, what else could Audrey have seen in the dream? “Just start from the beginning. Tell me what happened. I need to understand how this biting is going to take place.” 
 
    Audrey narrowed her eyes at Rose as she heard that dryness that often colored Rose’s voice when she found something unbelievable. Audrey still didn’t feel like Rose was taking this seriously. “It was late at night, and you were outside,” she explained slowly. “You were walking down a dark, deserted alleyway. You felt nervous. I think that you must have known that something wasn’t quite right. Then, just as you were about to step out of the alley and onto a main road, this extremely attractive man attacked you.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Audrey. “I’m sorry. Did you just say attractive?” 
 
    “He had brown hair and dark eyes, and he was kind of tall,” Audrey said, frowning thoughtfully. “Oh, did I mention that he was sexy?” 
 
    “You’re calling a murderer sexy?” Rose asked dryly. 
 
    “I’m describing him, and objectively, he was sexy,” Audrey answered. “Once he murdered you, I changed my mind about his sexiness, of course.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “No problem,” Audrey said. “Where was I? Oh, right, his appearance. He had a dark complexion and a muscular build. And seriously, Rose, I know it sounds strange, but I’ve never seen anyone as attractive as this man. And there was also this sense of seductiveness about him. It was unsettling, actually.” 
 
    Rose suddenly started laughing. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that you had a dream that a tall, dark, and handsome vampire killed me?” 
 
    Audrey glared at Rose. “You promised!”  
 
    “I know, and I’m trying,” Rose said. “But Audrey, this is impossible.” 
 
    “I know what I saw,” Audrey said angrily. 
 
    Rose laughed. “You dreamed that a cliché, tall, dark, and handsome vampire killed me. Are you sure you didn’t read a scary story the night before?” 
 
    Audrey continued to glare at her. “I don’t even read scary stories, Rose. You know that,” she reminded her. “You’re the one who likes horror novels.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose admitted, “but still, vampires don’t exist, Audrey.” 
 
    “How do you know? You said yourself that most cultures believed in them,” Audrey said. “Is it really so far-fetched to believe that they might exist?” 
 
    “Yes. It is,” Rose said. “If they did exist, there would be evidence.” 
 
    “You believe in God,” Audrey argued. “You have no proof He exists.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Yeah, but people feel God…when they pray or when they worship… That’s why they believe. No one has felt, seen, or heard vampires.” 
 
    “Or maybe they have,” Audrey argued. “Maybe the stories are true.” 
 
    Rose leaned forward tiredly, resting her elbows on her knees as she hung her head in her hands. The combination of stress, jet lag, and now the news that she would die soon was beginning to get to her. “You can’t actually be telling me that you believe in vampires,” she mumbled into her hands, exhaling slowly. 
 
    “Before my dream, I would have laughed at the mere idea that vampires might be real, but Rose, I know what I saw. He bit you and drank your blood. My dreams are always right,” Audrey said. She sighed and added, “Besides, don’t you think it is a little weird that a man gave you a box with scrolls that happen to describe a vampire, and then, I dreamed that you were killed by a vampire?” 
 
    “Of course I think it’s weird,” Rose agreed, “but I can’t just believe that some mythical creature is going to kill me. I don’t believe in the supernatural.” 
 
    Audrey tried a different approach. “Fine. Then maybe it wasn’t a vampire at all. Maybe it was just an insane human who thought he was a vampire. All I know is that I watched him bite you and drink all of your blood, Rose. I watched you die. It was horrible. And these dreams always come true.” 
 
    Rose winced sympathetically at the pain she heard in Audrey’s cracking voice. She leaned back and looked at Audrey. “Okay. I believe you.” 
 
    “So, how do we stop it from happening?” Audrey asked worriedly. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Rose muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias swirled the amber liquid in the short squared glass as he listened closely to the voices around him. The thunderous bass-heavy music easily drowned the other sounds, but Kallias’s sensitive hearing allowed him to discern each voice, despite the booming music. An attractive young woman slid onto the barstool beside him, but he ignored her lustful gaze and continued to stare at the glass. Unfortunately, the woman did not take the hint. 
 
    The woman set her pink leather purse on the bar, intentionally brushing her hand against Kallias’s arm. “Can I buy you a drink, sugar?” the woman asked, her voice drawling seductively with a thick Southern accent. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her as he set his glass down on the bar. Curly, blonde tendrils framed the woman’s slender face. Her black eyebrows contrasted starkly with her bleach-blonde hair that looked closer to white than blonde. Her short red dress barely covered her panties, much less her tanned thighs and legs. Her breasts floated atop her dress, ready to pop out at any moment, and her ruby-red lipstick drew attention to her curved, full lips. Kallias knew that any sane man would have forgotten his quest in favor of such an attractive woman, but he also knew that he was no sane man. So, instead, he just raised his eyebrow and frowned at his full glass of whiskey. “No, thank you. I already have one.” 
 
    “Then, maybe I can help you with something else,” the woman said. 
 
    Kallias studied the woman as he took a large gulp of his whiskey. He decided that the woman was certainly attractive enough to attract Theron’s attention, despite the fact that her excessive, cheap perfume was borderline nauseating. He returned his glass to the bar and turned toward her. “Well, I suppose there is one thing you might be able to do for me,” he suggested. 
 
    Her hazel eyes lit up with excitement. “Anything, darling,” she drawled. 
 
    “I am looking for someone,” Kallias explained. “Have you seen anyone new around here lately? He would have been tall with brown hair and a dark complexion. He also would have seemed very attractive to you.” 
 
    The woman’s hazel eyes roamed Kallias’s body, noticing his long, brown hair that brushed the shoulders of his black leather jacket, his golden skin, and his tall, lean body. She offered him a charming smile.  
 
    “I have seen one person that fits that description,” she flirted. 
 
    Kallias stared at her blankly. “Not me,” he clarified curtly. 
 
    The woman scowled, obviously stunned by his rudeness, but she recovered quickly. She propped her elbow on the bar and leaned her cheek against her hand. “You are going to have to give me more details, then, honey.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, trying to think of anything helpful he could offer. “I think his hair might be short now. He would have introduced himself as Theron.” 
 
    The woman reached up and ran her manicured fingernails along the tattooed flames that crept up his neck and then along the zipper of his black, leather jacket. “No, I haven’t seen anyone who calls himself Theron. Sorry.” 
 
    Kallias frowned as the woman trailed her hands past his unzipped leather jacket to the thin black T-shirt he wore underneath the jacket.  
 
    The woman began to trace the muscles of his abdomen that she could see through the thin shirt and then trailed her hand from his stomach down to his thigh, allowing the rough texture of his black jeans to scrape across her hand. 
 
    “Maybe I could help you in a more physical way,” she offered suggestively. 
 
    Kallias grasped her wrist a moment before the woman would’ve tried to rub against his groin in the middle of the crowded bar. He removed her hand from him, ignoring her surprised gasp. “I’m not in need of that kind of help, sweetheart,” he said coldly as he picked up his glass and sipped at the whiskey. 
 
    The woman glared at him and hopped off the barstool, snatching her pink purse off of the cherry wood surface of the bar. “Asshole,” she snarled as she stormed off toward the dance floor to find someone else to flirt with. 
 
    Kallias continued to sip his whiskey, unfazed by the woman’s outburst. 
 
    “Not your type?” asked a rough male voice from behind the bar. 
 
    Kallias glanced up at the bartender who leaned against the sink across from him. The man watched him with his arms crossed, his muscles bulging from the short-sleeved, flannel shirt. His stout frame, buzz-cut hairstyle, and botched tattoos gave him a rough, intimidating appearance, but Kallias supposed that in comparison to his own tall, muscular body, the bartender looked rather docile. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have a type,” Kallias said, finishing his glass in one swig. 
 
    The bartender nodded as he crossed the small space behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey from under the counter. He held it up questionably, and when Kallias nodded, he refilled the glass. “You probably made a good choice, anyway,” he said as he returned the bottle. “She leaves with another man every night. She’d probably give you an STD or something.” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at the man’s rudeness. He lifted his glass and took another sip. “You must be a hit with the ladies,” he muttered sarcastically. 
 
    The man laughed, the smile softening his brown eyes and revealing his youth. He leaned lazily on the bar. “Yeah, asshole is their nice name for me.” 
 
    Kallias’s gaze roamed the dark bar even though he already knew that Theron was no longer there. Kallias knew that Theron had been there recently, though, because Theron’s scent still remained in the bar. His gaze returned to the bartender whose rough, uneven tan seemed more like a suntan than his natural complexion. “You are from here, I assume?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Yep,” the bartender said. “I’m a born and raised Floridian. How about you? You don’t sound like you’re from here. Your accent is…different.” 
 
    “I travel,” Kallias said evasively. “I live in New York at the moment.” 
 
    “Ah,” the man said, as if that somehow explained the Greek accent. 
 
    “My name is Kallias,” he said, attempting to be polite for once. 
 
    “Kallias?” the man repeated. “I’m Jack. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well,” Kallias replied insincerely. 
 
    Jack frowned thoughtfully as he absently stared at the maroon surface of the bar. “That man that you described,” he said. “Why are you looking for him?” 
 
    Kallias glanced at the man curiously. “He is an old friend,” he said, barely restraining from sneering the word friend. “Why? Have you seen him?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jack sighed. “There was a man named Theron who came in last night. He was a really suave guy. The ladies were all over him. One of my waitresses went home with him, and…she didn’t show up for her shift tonight.” 
 
    “Of course she didn’t,” Kallias muttered, finishing his drink. “Do you know where he might be staying? Or any other information about him?” 
 
    Jack blew out a shaky breath as he debated whether he should tell Kallias the next part or not. “He was asking about someone, too,” he added. 
 
    Kallias frowned and set down his empty glass. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Rose Foster,” Jack sighed. “He seemed keen on finding her.” 
 
    “Did anyone tell him where this Rose Foster might be?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, none of them knew her. Rose isn’t really the type to frequent this kind of place.” He smiled. “I think she prefers libraries.” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at the information. “Then you know her.” 
 
    Jack’s brown eyes seemed startled for a moment, but then, he nodded. “Your…uh…friend looked dangerous, and Rose is a nice young woman. I’m not sure how she managed to get noticed by someone like him, but I wouldn’t have wanted to be responsible if it turned out that he was indeed dangerous.” 
 
    “Good call,” Kallias assured him. “Now tell me where to find her.” 
 
    “No offense, but you look dangerous as well,” Jack said apprehensively. 
 
    “I am dangerous,” Kallias agreed. “But if you don’t want this Rose Foster to wind up as dead as the girl that Theron took home with him last night—which she is, by the way…dead, I mean—then, you need to tell me where to find her.”  
 
    Jack’s face paled at the knowledge that his friend was dead. “Well, you don’t break it easy to someone, do you?” he muttered. Then, he sighed and answered, “Rose works with my little sister at the café two streets behind the University. Rose is one of the servers, I think. She should be working tonight.” 
 
    Kallias nodded and stood. “What is the name of the café?” 
 
    “Eleanor’s Café,” Jack answered uneasily. 
 
    Kallias stood and pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his jeans.  
 
    “So, should I call the police about the waitress?” Jack asked. 
 
    Kallias shrugged and handed Jack way more money than what he owed for the two glasses of whiskey, ignoring how the bartender’s eyes widened at the money. “That would be kind of pointless, wouldn’t it? There is nothing anyone can do for her now,” he said bluntly as he started toward the exit.  
 
    “What is that man? Some kind of a criminal or something?” Jack called. 
 
    “No, he is something much worse,” Kallias answered as he left in pursuit of Rose Foster. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Hunted 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kallias reached the restaurant at nearly ten o’clock as a crisp coolness and quietness settled in the night air. Nestled in a strip mall of shops and stores that were closed for the night, the small café emitted a soft golden glow that lit the dark, empty street. He stepped inside the small café. The thick scent of grease nauseated his senses, but the softer, warm scent of coffee soothed those hypersensitive senses. Beautiful photographs of the Florida beaches and various jerseys, logos, and decorum that demonstrated the café’s collegiate spirit lined the log-cabin-style walls. Barely large enough for its six booths, four tables, desert counter, kitchen, and hostess podium, the empty café felt small and crowded. A young, tanned brunette female that looked strikingly similar to the bartender stood behind the hostess podium, scrolling through her phone. A peek inside her thoughts confirmed to Kallias that she was indeed Jack’s sister. 
 
    The young woman gasped as she noticed him behind the counter, and her brown eyes widened as she scanned his features. She slipped her phone into the pocket of her small white apron that barely covered the front of her black skirt. She wore a feminine white button-down shirt with the top three buttons left unbuttoned, revealing a lacy, pastel blue camisole underneath it. The white letters on the black nametag attached to the left side of her shirt revealed that her name was Ashley. She licked her lips and straightened her clothes nervously. 
 
    “Hello, sir. Can I get you a seat?” she asked politely. 
 
    Kallias glanced around the empty restaurant and then returned his gaze to the hostess. “Perhaps,” he answered as he began to listen to her thoughts. 
 
    Unfortunately, instead of hearing information about the servers on the forefront of the young woman’s mind, he heard her thoughts about him, which weren’t very innocent. He ignored them and continued sifting through her thoughts, searching for something useful. As the hostess glanced around the restaurant, considering where to seat him, her thoughts shifted to the waiters and waitresses serving each table. He found the information he needed. 
 
    Kallias took control of her mind with his telepathic abilities. “I need you to seat me at one of Rose Foster’s tables. Could you do that for me?” 
 
    The hostess’s brown eyes glazed over as his mind control took effect. “Of course,” she answered in an eerie, emotionless tone. “Follow me, sir.” 
 
    The petite young woman led him to a booth in the back corner of the restaurant. Kallias thanked her as he slid into the red leather seat and stretched his legs out in front of him, his boots resting against the bottom of the other bench. The hostess placed a laminated cardboard menu in front of him and turned to return to the podium. Kallias grasped the woman’s wrist to stop her before she could walk away. Her eyes widened in panic, but he quickly took control of her mind again. “Forget what I asked you to do,” he commanded. 
 
    The woman’s brown eyes glazed over again. “Okay.” 
 
    Kallias offered her a polite smile and released her wrist. Completely oblivious to what had just happened, she smiled sheepishly at him, and a flush colored her cheeks as she ran her gaze along his body one last time. Then, she returned to the podium, her black heels clicking against the tile floor with each step. He scanned the room again from this side of the restaurant, but he froze as his gaze suddenly met a pair of curious, azure eyes. 
 
    The young woman sat on a barstool behind the dessert counter, chewing on a black pen as she stressed over a scroll spread across the counter. However, she forgot the scroll as her bright blue eyes assessed him suspiciously. Her red hair cascaded around her shoulders, and an anxious flush colored her fair skin. He felt his lips lift slightly as he met her curious stare with his own. 
 
    The woman sighed and slipped her pen behind her ear as she hopped off the barstool and walked over to him. Unlike the stylish hostess, the woman seemed to dress as comfortably as possible, opting for loose-fitting dress pants rather than a short skirt and a pair of worn, black Converse, rather than heels. Her white button-down shirt hung loosely from her curvy figure. 
 
    At first glance, Kallias thought the woman appeared kind of plain, the type of person who could blend into a crowd, but as he watched her approach, he began to notice things about her, like how her almond-shaped blue eyes almost seemed too bright to be real and her long, light auburn hair swayed around her shoulders like fire as she walked, and how her lips looked so full and soft. He cleared his throat and looked away, not sure why his body responded to her so easily. He couldn’t afford to waste any time on this human, and he certainly couldn’t chance it with his hunger already so ravenous and overwhelming.  
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” the woman asked. 
 
    Kallias glanced at the menu that he hadn’t bothered to look at yet. “Do you have any type of alcohol here?” he asked curiously as he scanned the menu. 
 
    Rose attempted to remember his question as she stared at the eerily perfect man in front of her. His long, chocolate-colored hair brushed the collar of his black leather jacket. His light brown eyes seemed to hypnotize her each time they met her gaze, and his golden skin looked almost luminous under the soft glow of the café’s lighting. Colorful, intricate flames crept up his neck, partially hidden by his jacket. The black T-shirt underneath his jacket clung to his abdomen muscles, and his facial structure seemed perfectly symmetrical, oddly reminding her of the Greek statues that she had studied earlier. Even with his long legs hidden underneath the table, she could tell that he was tall. His all-black clothing, tattoo, and height combined to give him a rough, dangerous appearance, but his body also seemed to ooze with an unnatural seductiveness. Rose regarded him suspiciously, feeling in her gut that he was dangerous. 
 
    Rose frowned as she realized that he was now watching her with an amused smirk, as if he somehow knew that she found him attractive. She blushed and quickly shook herself out of her daze. “This is a café, not a bar,” she muttered as she pulled a notepad from her apron. 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at the woman’s snarky attitude. He rarely encountered men or women bold enough to speak that way to him. Most humans either felt too intimidated by him to speak that way or were too busy desperately flirting with him. He wasn’t sure whether he found her unusual reaction to him amusing or annoying. “A cola will be fine, I suppose.” 
 
    Rose scowled and began patting her apron and the pockets of her dress pants as she searched for her pen. She remembered having it just a moment ago. The man suddenly stood, and she took a startled step back as he dwarfed her. That half smirk still tugged at his lips as he reached toward her and pulled the pen from behind her ear. She shivered as his hand brushed against her ear, and she swallowed hard as she tried to ignore the sensations his touch had caused. He held the pen out to her. She blushed and snatched it from him. 
 
    Kallias returned to his seat, chuckling at her reaction. He glanced at the nametag on her shirt, reading the four white letters. “So, your name is Rose?” 
 
    Rose paused in writing on the notepad and scowled at him. “No, it’s Cleopatra. I just wear a nametag with Rose on it for no apparent reason.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Does sarcasm usually earn you big tips, Cleopatra?” he asked, his light brown eyes dancing with amusement. 
 
    “Massive,” Rose answered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias laughed, a little entertained by her sassiness. As he noticed the deep, purple circles underneath her big, blue eyes, he wondered if there were a reason that she hadn’t been sleeping enough, a reason that related to Theron’s sudden interest in her. “So, have you seen any scary men lately, Rose?” 
 
    Rose froze and narrowed her eyes at him. “You mean besides you?” 
 
    “You think I’m scary?” Kallias laughed. 
 
    Rose closed the notepad and scoffed, “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    Kallias chuckled, “Yes, I mean aside from me.” 
 
    Rose continued to scowl suspiciously at the stranger. “What kind of question is that anyway? No, I haven’t, not that it is any of your business.” 
 
    Kallias frowned as the woman turned on her heel and marched toward the kitchen. He ran his hand through his hair as he wondered why Theron would be looking for this particular woman. He knew for a fact that sassy women were not Theron’s type. Theron preferred compliant, docile types like Phoebe, the type of women he could manipulate. As a matter of fact, Theron would have already lost his temper and killed this woman if she had acted that way toward him, and since the woman was still alive, Kallias figured it was safe to assume that Theron hadn’t actually met the woman yet, which once again begged the question of why Theron would be hunting this woman that he’d never even met. 
 
    Rose opened the door of the kitchen and frowned as she noticed her friend Owen sitting in a tall chair behind the counter, spreading icing on a cake with a spatula. Since Owen was also a server, he wore a similar outfit to hers, although his dress pants and button-down fit closer to his lean body than her own uniform. He wore his short, ashy blonde hair gelled and spiked. His gray eyes seemed focused on the cake, and he bit his lip in concentration as if he were conducting an experiment, rather than putting icing on a cake. Of course, Owen did major in biology, so that might not have been too far from the truth. 
 
    Rose tucked her notepad into the pocket of her apron and walked over to the counter to take a closer look at the cake. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I have no customers,” Owen explained. “So, I’m baking a cake.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, nodding. “I didn’t realize you knew how to cook.” 
 
    He placed a slice of the cake on a small, round plate. “I don’t.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “Oh.” 
 
    Owen dug his fork into the slice of vanilla cake with white frosting and held out the bite of cake to Rose. “Here, try a bite, and tell me what you think.” 
 
    Rose raised her eyebrow at the cake that looked a little too mushy. She leaned forward and sniffed it. “I can’t. You know that I am on a diet.” 
 
    “You’re always on a diet,” Owen complained. “Don’t worry. With any luck, you will get food poisoning from it, and you won’t keep it down anyway.” 
 
    “Nice advertisement,” Rose said. “You should put that on a billboard.” 
 
    Owen stood and held the fork closer to her mouth. “Just one bite.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rose sighed, but as she opened her mouth to eat the bite, Owen shoved the rest of the cake into her face, causing the mushy cake and icing to smear all over her lips and nose. She glared at him as he nearly doubled over in laughter. She wiped the cake off of her face as much as she could with the back of her hand and licked the gooey mixture from her lips. 
 
    “Are you angry?” Owen laughed as he licked the cake from his fingers. 
 
    “Not at all,” Rose said sarcastically, grimacing at the taste of the cake. 
 
    Owen walked over to the sink to wash his hands. “How did it taste?” 
 
    Rose tried to think of something nice to say. “The icing was all right.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “Probably because Betty Crocker made the icing,” he said, pointing at the container of store-bought icing on the counter. 
 
    Rose grabbed a white washrag from a cabinet and took it to the sink. She ran hot water over the washcloth. “Did you even put it in the oven?” 
 
    “I did,” Owen said, frowning, “for a few minutes anyway.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at him. “I think it takes more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “Probably,” Owen said, bracing his hands on the counter behind him. 
 
    Rose wiped her face with the washrag, trying to clean the cake off of her face as well as she could with no mirror. She dipped the washcloth under the warm water again. “Thank you, Owen. I’ve always wanted icing in my nose.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Owen said as he crossed the room and froze by the kitchen door. His eyes widened as he peered through the window on the door that opened into the restaurant. “Holy shit! Is that your customer?” 
 
    “Yeah. Unfortunately,” Rose grumbled, her voice muffled by the cloth. 
 
    Owen spun back toward her. “What is wrong with you? He’s hot.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Owen. “You have a boyfriend,” she reminded him. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean I’m blind,” Owen muttered. He grinned at her. “Oh, now I understand why you’re so afraid to date anyone! Someone must have told you that sex makes you blind. It doesn’t. I promise.” 
 
    Rose tossed the washrag in the sink and turned toward him, crossing her arms as she leaned back against the sink. “You’re hilarious,” she muttered sarcastically. “Why are all of my friends so concerned with my love life lately?” 
 
    “Because you don’t have one,” Owen answered. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “How do you think Jared would feel about his boyfriend calling another man hot?” she asked with a disapproving scowl. 
 
    “He’d want to see for himself,” Owen said with a grin. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Well, I don’t think he is that attractive.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Owen said skeptically. “Then why are you blushing?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Rose said indignantly. She turned back toward the sink and turned on the water again to wash her hands so she could fix the strange man’s drink. “He’s probably a criminal. He looks dangerous, and he has a tattoo.” 
 
    “You have a tattoo,” Owen reminded her in an amused tone. 
 
    Rose scrubbed her hands irritably. “Well…yeah…but mine’s smaller.” 
 
    Owen started laughing. “Okay, now you’re just grasping at straws.” 
 
    “He’s creepy,” Rose said. “He asked me a weird question.” 
 
    “A weird question? We should call the police,” Owen mocked. 
 
    Rose glared at him as she dried her hands on the white towel. “Jerk.” 
 
    Owen just laughed and returned to his failed experiment at making a cake. He slid onto the stool as he watched Rose fix her customer’s drink. 
 
    Eleanor emerged from her office, standing with one hand on her hip and the other on the doorframe. “Does anyone know Mike’s number?” 
 
    Rose turned around with the full glass to look at her boss. Eleanor wore her sleek black hair bound in a tight bun. Her long, purple dress complimented her smooth, dark, African-American skin and her full-bodied figure. “Sorry, I don’t know it,” Rose answered. “Why do you need it?” 
 
    Eleanor sighed. “I wanted to see if he wanted to work this weekend.” 
 
    “If you need someone, I could come in for you,” Rose offered. 
 
    Eleanor pursed her lips. “Honey, you need to take a day off every now and then. You’re working yourself to death. When was the last time you slept?” 
 
    “I have coffee to keep me going,” Rose said. 
 
    “No offense, but I’m not sure coffee is doing the job, sweetie,” Eleanor laughed, her brown eyes scanning Rose’s body, lingering on the dark circles under her eyes. “You need to use this weekend to get some sleep.” 
 
    Owen jotted down a number on a notepad and handed it to Eleanor. She glanced at the number and thanked him and then returned to her office.  
 
    Owen scowled disapprovingly at Rose. “What kind of person willingly gives up their off-days every week? Don’t you have anything better to do?” 
 
    “No. Not at all, actually,” Rose answered. 
 
    “So, let Audrey drag you off to a party, for once,” he suggested. 
 
    “Um, no,” Rose said, her eyes widening in horror. “Besides, Audrey is going to see her grandparents this weekend. And I ran out of books to read.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “I’m sure you’ll find more. But…if you want, you could stay at my apartment this weekend. It’s been forever since our last sleepover. We could marathon The Lord of the Rings movies and then go to the bookstore.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Now, that is an appealing offer.” 
 
    He grinned. “I figured you’d think so.” 
 
    “I don’t know, though,” she said, suddenly frowning. “What about Jared? Are you sure he’d be okay with that? He doesn’t seem to like me very much.” 
 
    He sighed, tiredly rubbing his head with his fingers. “No, no, it’s not that. Jared doesn’t dislike you. That is just how he is. He treats everyone like that.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “The most he’s ever said to me is ‘Hello, Rose.’” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “He’s a man of few words.” He cocked his head to the side and grinned. “Except in the bedroom, of course. He’s a bit more talkative there.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Owen, there are things that I don’t need to know.” 
 
    He laughed loudly. “Sorry. I’ll be more considerate of your virgin ears.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “They’ll be grateful.” She glanced down at the glass in her hand and sighed, “Crap, I’m a terrible waitress, aren’t I? I better get this drink out to him. Did I get all of the cake off of my face?” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Yeah, you’re good.” 
 
    Rose nodded and pushed the door open with her shoulder, making her way to the strange man’s booth. She set the glass of cola on his table and attempted to ignore the way that his light brown eyes scrutinized her. She pulled out her notepad and clicked her pen. “Are you ready to order your food?” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at the menu. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I eat salad.” 
 
    He watched her expectantly. “And…is the salad good?” 
 
    Rose stared at him blankly. “It tastes like salad.” 
 
    A smile tugged at his lips. “Right.” 
 
    “Rose, be nice to the man,” Eleanor scolded as she joined Rose by the table. “How are you going to get a husband if you keep talking to men like that?”  
 
    “My mistake,” Rose muttered. “I thought you hired me to wait tables, not to audition for a husband. It must have been the apron that threw me off.” 
 
    Eleanor ignored her, apparently used to this. Instead, she just stared at Kallias. “Oh my, you are an attractive one, aren’t you?” she commented. 
 
    Kallias chuckled at the older woman’s bluntness. 
 
    “A big, tall man like you would probably like the Breakfast Platter. It has plenty of bacon,” Eleanor suggested, pointing at the picture on the menu. 
 
    “It is 10:30 at night. Why would he want breakfast?” Rose asked. 
 
    “It has bacon,” Eleanor answered, as if that explained it completely. 
 
    Rose smiled and shook her head at Eleanor as the older woman patted Rose’s back affectionately and turned around to return to her office. When she turned back toward her customer, she realized he was staring at her with that infuriating smirk of his again. She narrowed her eyes and snapped, “What?” 
 
    Kallias stood, causing her once again to take a startled step back. He took another step toward her so that his body nearly touched hers. The soft scents of honey and vanilla clung to her hair and skin, filling his senses as he moved closer to her. Her bright blue eyes widened as she watched him curiously, wondering what he could possibly be planning to do. His eyes gleamed mischievously as he lifted his hand and ran his thumb across her full, pink lips, surprised to find that her lips felt as soft as they looked. She froze, obviously stunned by his actions. He raised an eyebrow and pulled his hand back to show her the icing on his thumb. 
 
    He wiped the icing on a napkin. “Your dessert was on your lips.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed a dark pink. “I’m going to kill Owen,” she muttered. 
 
    He collapsed back into his seat. “The Breakfast Platter sounds fine.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said curtly, writing on the notepad. “I’ll be back with it soon.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and marched back into the kitchen, flinging the metal door open so quickly that it continued to swing back and forth for several moments. She ripped the slip out of the notepad and handed it to the cook at the other end of the kitchen. She noticed Owen peering through the window into the restaurant and marched over to him, glaring murderously at her friend. 
 
    “Damn, he really is the hottest man I have ever seen,” Owen muttered. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” Rose warned, “slowly and painfully.” 
 
    He spun around at the sound of her voice and held his hands in the air in a gesture of surrender, quickly backing away from her. “Whoa! Relax, tiger,” he laughed. “It was just a tiny white lie. There’s no need to resort to murder.” 
 
    Rose tore off her apron as she approached him. “Lying is a severe offense,” she argued. “You purposely let me go out there with icing on my lips.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You should be grateful,” he said. “That sexy man out there just touched your lips because of me. I think that makes me the best friend ever.” 
 
    Rose backed him into a corner. “I think it makes you a manipulative liar.” 
 
    Owen laughed as he leaned against the wall. “Any normal woman would be thanking me. Do you even like men, Rose? I can’t say I haven’t wondered. I mean, it’s not like I haven’t noticed the way you look at women. You are my closest friend, after all.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Way?” she sputtered. “What way? There’s no…way.” 
 
    He chuckled at her flustered stammering. “If you say so,” he snorted. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Yeah, I like some women,” she admitted irritably, “and some men. Just…not that man.” She jabbed her finger in the direction of the dining room. Then, suppressing a smile at his teasing, she turned and walked back to the counter, perching herself on top of one of the stools. 
 
    He sat on the stool beside her and smiled. “But I think you do,” he said in almost a whisper, leaning toward her conspiratorially. “I think you are being overly judgmental of him because you don’t want to like him.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “What would you know?” 
 
    “I know you,” he said, “and I know sexual tension when I see it.” He leaned closer to her again, as if he were going to tell her a secret. “And Rose?” 
 
    “What?!” she snapped, much louder than she’d intended. 
 
    “You’re tense,” he whispered, his lips curling into a triumphant smirk. 
 
    “I am not,” she muttered, practically pouting. “He’s not even my type.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Owen said skeptically. “And who is your type, Rose? Ethan?” 
 
    Every bit of humor faded from her face. “No. Not Ethan.” 
 
    Owen’s hazel eyes softened with regret. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “I just hate that everyone keeps mentioning him. It was two years ago. Break-ups happen. It’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Break-ups may not be, but what he did to you…” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this,” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Owen said sympathetically. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She hopped off of the stool and grabbed her apron, tying it around her waist as she walked to the back of the kitchen where the cook was preparing her customer’s food. She felt someone come up behind her. “It’s fine, Owen.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he sighed. “I feel like an asshole for mentioning him.” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said tiredly. “I’m fine. I’m not a fragile little girl.” 
 
    He slung one arm around her shoulders. “I know.” 
 
    Eleanor chose that moment to walk out of her office. She stopped in the doorway and stared at them, placing a hand on one hip as a strange smile came over her face. “You two would make such an adorable couple.” 
 
    Rose snorted at that. 
 
    “Thanks, Eleanor, but we’re just friends,” Owen said.  
 
    “I’m not his type,” Rose added, earning a murderous glare from Owen. 
 
    Eleanor just frowned at them. “Whatever you say,” she said in a puzzled tone. “Anyway, I think you two should go on break. We’ll be closing in about fifteen minutes or so, and I expect you to eat something before you go home.” 
 
    “I have a customer,” Rose reminded Eleanor. 
 
    “One customer,” Eleanor said. “I’ve run this restaurant for as long as you’ve been alive. I’m sure I can handle one customer if he needs anything.” 
 
    “You want me to go on break, too?” Owen asked. 
 
    Eleanor scowled at him. “Yes. Please. The last thing I need is you getting bored again and trying to bake another cake, if you can even call that a cake.” 
 
    He laughed and walked over to his locker to grab his phone. 
 
    The cook who worked that night was Eleanor’s nephew, a broad-shouldered man with short black hair. He handed a large plate of food to Rose. 
 
    “Thanks, Tyler,” Rose said, smiling at him, as she turned to leave. 
 
    “Eat something,” Eleanor called to Rose. Then, apparently not satisfied with Rose’s lack of response, she looked at Owen. “Make sure she eats something, and I mean something worth eating, not that rabbit food she usually eats.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Like he could make me do anything,” Rose scoffed. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias leaned forward suddenly to glance out the window, watching the darkness outside the restaurant, sure that he’d just seen something move. He listened in the stillness of the restaurant to the heartbeats, five separate people, he counted, excluding him, but he heard nothing outside, just the rustle of leaves as the wind blew. Still, he continued to watch, wondering what he’d just seen. 
 
    “Uh…are you okay?” Rose asked, following his gaze toward the window. 
 
    Kallias tore his gaze from the window and shifted it toward the waitress standing at his table. “I thought I saw something,” he said, watching her reaction. 
 
    She glanced at the window. “Was it a window? Because that’s a window.” 
 
    He sighed irritably and flashed her a sarcastic smile. “I’m aware.” 
 
    Rose set the large plate of food in front of him, the glass clanging against the table. “I’m going on break. My boss is supposed to check on you, but…” She shrugged awkwardly. “If you need anything, you can let me know…if you want.” 
 
    He blinked, so surprised by her sudden niceness that he almost let her walk away without saying anything. But then, he grasped her wrist, forcing her to stop. He must have grabbed her wrist harder than he’d meant to because she gasped as she spun back toward him. He loosened his grip just a little, still holding her still, and their eyes met for just a moment. “Thank you,” he said quietly. 
 
    Rose glanced down at his hand around her wrist, frustrated by the way his touch, despite how harsh it was, raised chills along her skin, affecting her more than it should have. She tried to jerk her hand from his grasp, and Kallias, not wanting to hurt her, immediately let go. “It’s my job,” she muttered awkwardly. 
 
    More than a little curious about this unusual human, he watched her as she walked away and slid into a booth by the window. He raised an eyebrow in surprise as he noticed her glance out the window, just as he had earlier. As he noticed the spike in her heartrate, he realized that maybe she did know something. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose found herself staring outside into the shadows of the trees yet again. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was out there, watching her, but there was no one there, just as there had been no one there the last several times she checked. She reminded herself that she wouldn’t be acting so paranoid if it weren’t for Audrey’s dream. As she considered Audrey’s dream, she found her attention drifting back toward the man sitting on the other side of the restaurant. She had the distinct feeling that he was watching her right now, but she didn’t want to turn and look for fear of meeting those brown eyes that seemed to hypnotize her every time she looked at them. There was something dangerous about him. She could feel it in her gut. On top of that, she hadn’t missed the fact that he seemed to resemble the description of the killer in Audrey’s dream a little too closely for comfort. His brown hair, golden skin, height, and attractiveness all fit the description Audrey had given her. Especially after he’d asked such a strange question earlier, Rose had begun to wonder if he might be her murderer. 
 
    She jumped as a crash beside her jolted her out of her thoughts. She glanced up and sighed in relief as she realized it was just Owen. A plate with a small cheeseburger set in front of her, most likely the cause of the crash. 
 
    Owen slid into the seat opposite her. “Are you okay? You seem jumpy.” 
 
    Rose nodded, casting another nervous glanced at the window beside her. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve been this way for a few days. I think it’s the lack of sleep.” 
 
    He seemed worried. “Why haven’t you been sleeping?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” she said nervously, “studying.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed just slightly, as if he didn’t completely believe her. “You really do need to learn how to relax every now and then, Rose.” 
 
    “Now, you’re starting to sound like Audrey,” she complained. 
 
    “Good,” Owen said as he picked up his burger and took a bite of it. He shot her a half-grin-half-glare and said, “I’m not his type. You think you’re so clever.” 
 
    “I am clever,” she teased, flashing a cute smile at him. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her, chuckling. 
 
    “You should tell her,” she added seriously, her smile fading. 
 
    Owen scowled at her. “She’s Christian.” 
 
    “And what am I? A chicken?” Rose asked. 
 
    “You’re different,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “Believe it or not, Jesus taught love, not hate,” she said. 
 
    “I guess,” he muttered, “but not everyone sees things the way you do.” 
 
    “I’m only suggesting that you give her a chance,” Rose said. “Even if she disagrees with it…you don’t have to agree with someone to love them. Eleanor cares about you, and I think that she would accept you. I think that you should always give everyone a chance because…people can surprise you, if you let them. Besides, at one time, you were afraid I would judge you, but I didn’t, did I?” 
 
    He snorted at the memory and took another bite of his cheeseburger. “Yeah, you probably still wouldn’t know if you hadn’t walked in on us that day.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    He fell serious. “I wish I had your faith in people, Rose, but I don’t. All I see is a dark world full of hate with maybe a couple of decent human beings.” 
 
    “You have to look past that,” she said. “Look for the good in everyone.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Rose said. 
 
    He scowled at her and pointed harshly toward her food. “Eat your cheeseburger. Now,” he said lowly, obviously trying to sound intimidating. 
 
    Rose laughed and picked up the cheeseburger. She took a bite of it, playfully glaring at Owen as she chewed. “There. Are you happy now?” she sassed. 
 
    Before Owen could respond, both of them froze and stared up at her scary, mysterious customer who had suddenly appeared beside their table with no warning whatsoever. His light brown eyes studied Rose with a scrutiny that made her want to squirm under his gaze. She wondered how he’d moved so quietly. 
 
    “Do you need something?” she snapped, narrowing her eyes at him. 
 
    He looked up suddenly, staring out the window. His eyes narrowed as he watched something in the trees outside. Rose frowned curiously and followed his gaze, but she saw nothing. “I’m leaving now,” he answered, drawing her attention back to him. She noticed that he still wasn’t looking at her. He was staring at something outside. “I’ve already paid my bill. I need to give you your tip.” 
 
    “Uh…okay,” she said slowly, still scowling at him. 
 
    Even Owen turned and glanced out the window curiously. 
 
    Without even looking at her, he roughly shoved a crumpled dollar bill into her hand. Then, he spun on his heel and headed toward the door hastily, as if he were trying to catch up with someone. As he walked away, Rose glanced at her hand and gaped at the crumpled one-hundred-dollar bill. She scrambled to her feet and chased after him, grasping his leather jacket before he could leave. 
 
    He sighed and turned back toward her, giving her a peeved glare. 
 
    “What is this?” Rose snapped, holding up the obscenely large tip. 
 
    “It’s money. I would have assumed that was self-explanatory,” he said irritably. “I mean, that is what people usually give as tips, right?” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Your meal was barely ten dollars. This isn’t twenty percent. This is one thousand percent. No one tips this much. No one.” 
 
    He sighed and shrugged tiredly, like someone dealing with a difficult child. “So, what do you want? Do you want me to order more food? I could do that, but I’m not hungry anymore.” His gaze drifted down to the pulsing artery in her neck, and he muttered under his breath, “Not for human food anyway.” 
 
    “Huh?” Rose said, not catching that last part. Then she shook her head. “No, I don’t want you to order more food. I want you to take this money back.” 
 
    Kallias closed the space between them with one single step, and Rose stumbled backward, swallowing nervously as she lifted her head to meet his gaze. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You are the most difficult woman I have ever met,” he said harshly. “You are complaining because I gave you too much money?” 
 
    His closeness confused her. One moment, her mind was forming coherent arguments, and the next moment, the scent of leather and aftershave scattered those thoughts, leaving her standing there dumbly, trying to remember why she was angry. “I didn’t even give you good service,” she said in a quiet voice. 
 
    His lips twitched, almost unnoticeably. “I enjoyed it well enough.” 
 
    She took another step back so she could think clearly. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I don’t understand why you’d give me so much money. I hope you’re not expecting something for this,” she snarled, “because that’s disgusting.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrow at her, and a cocky smirk curved at his lips. “You think I would need to pay someone for sex?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    Rose curled her lip in disgust. “Ugh. You’re so arrogant.” 
 
    “And you are stubborn and frustrating,” Kallias countered. 
 
    She glared at him. “How did you expect me to react to this tip?” 
 
    He stepped forward again and leaned closer to her until she felt his breath on her face. A hint of lust darkened his brown eyes, and the corners of his lips twitched upward. “I expected you to thank me and come back to my hotel room.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “What?!” she gasped. 
 
    He smiled slowly. “That was a joke,” he chuckled. “I figured you would know that, considering how well versed you seem to be in the art of sarcasm.” 
 
    She stared at him blankly, still stunned. “Right.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Cleopatra,” Kallias called as he turned and left the restaurant. 
 
    Rose just stood there for several moments, clutching the ridiculous tip. 
 
    “Who is Cleopatra?” Ashley asked, still standing at her podium. 
 
    Rose glanced at her and blushed as she realized that both Owen and Ashley had witnessed that entire conversation. “Long story,” she muttered.  
 
    She turned and stalked grumpily back to her booth, sliding in across from Owen and tossing the wrinkled dollar bill on the table.  
 
    “That was interesting,” Owen said, grinning at her. 
 
    “Shut up,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone get you so worked up,” he teased. 
 
    “Shut up,” she said again. 
 
    Owen picked up the one-hundred-dollar bill and turned it over in his hand, smoothing the wrinkles with his thumb. “It’s a pretty impressive tip.” 
 
    “It’s probably drug money,” Rose said bitterly. 
 
    He snorted. “This guy doesn’t stand a chance with you, does he?” 
 
    “Nope,” she answered easily, still glaring at a random spot on the wall. 
 
    “Maybe now you won’t let your phone get cut off again,” he said. 
 
    She took the money and stuffed it in her pocket, still debating whether or not she should search the town until she finds him so that she can insist he take it back. Again. Rose suddenly felt a chill run down her spine, and her gut turned with a feeling of dread. She straightened and glanced out the window beside her, watching the trees, searching for the source of the bad feeling. 
 
    “Okay, Rose,” Owen sighed, “it’s time for you to tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Rose shook her head and tried to ignore the feeling. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Liar,” he said. “Now, let’s try that again.” 
 
    She sighed. “Do you ever get the feeling that someone is watching you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen said slowly, “when someone is watching me.” 
 
    Rose sighed. “Yeah, well, I feel like I’m being watched right now. I have been getting this horrible feeling all night, and it’s got me on edge.” 
 
    Owen glanced around at the empty restaurant. Everyone was in the kitchen except for Rose, the hostess, and him. He looked out the window, but he saw nothing but darkness. “Do you think it could just be the lack of sleep?” 
 
    She considered telling him the truth, that no, she didn’t think it was the lack of sleep, that she thought someone was actually watching her, waiting to kill her, but Audrey had never told Owen about her precognitive dreams, and it wasn’t Rose’s secret to share. Not sure of any other way to explain it, she just smiled and nodded. “Yeah, it’s probably nothing. I just need to sleep.” 
 
    Owen seemed unsure. “Is there someone who could be watching you?” 
 
    Noticing that concerned, protective scowl twist at his face, she shook her head quickly. “You know what? It’s probably those scrolls making me paranoid.” 
 
    “Scrolls?” Owen repeated curiously as he picked up a French fry. 
 
    “Yeah. Long story. Basically, when I was in Greece, someone gave me a box with a necklace and a few ancient scrolls about a vampire,” she said tiredly. 
 
    Owen froze mid-fry. “Vampire?” he repeated, ignoring the rest. 
 
    Rose frowned at his strange reaction and the fry hanging out of his mouth. “So it seems. They describe a woman and a vampire named Theron.” 
 
    He paled. “Theron? That was the name? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said impatiently. “Owen, what is wrong with you?” 
 
    Owen stuffed the rest of the fry in his mouth and shrugged. “Nothing. I’m just interested. Who knew ancient people had stories about vampires?”  
 
    Rose watched her friend suspiciously. “Lots of people, actually.” 
 
    “Well, there’s your problem right there. Ancient vampire stories would make anyone uneasy,” Owen said as he finished off his last few fries. “You should lay off of horror for a couple of nights and watch a chick flick or something.” 
 
    “Chick flick?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “Romance, Rose. Romance,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Actually, the horror novels I read usually do have some romance,” she said. “They just also have blood and guts everywhere to make it more interesting.” 
 
    He snorted, “That’s an endorsement for horror, if I’ve ever heard one.” 
 
    Ashley walked over to their table. “Hey, I just locked the door,” she told them as she untied her apron and folded it over her arm. “We’re closed.” 
 
    Rose glanced warily out the window again as she realized she’d be walking home soon. She blinked as she thought she saw someone in the shadows. 
 
    “I could walk you home,” Owen offered, “if you want.” 
 
    Rose continued to stare out the window. Whatever she’d seen seemed to have disappeared. “You live on the other side of town,” she argued. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I can be pretty intimidating when I want to be,” Owen bragged. “Besides, Jared is meeting me after work, and fighting is pretty much his job.” 
 
    She frowned. “What does he do? I don’t think you’ve ever told me.” 
 
    Owen seemed to become uncomfortable all of the sudden. “Uh…a few things,” he muttered. “But during the day, he teaches martial arts at the gym.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “I don’t need bodyguards.” 
 
    He scowled at that, as if he didn’t quite agree. “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    It was nearly an hour later when Rose and Owen finally left the café that was now dark, empty, and quiet, to make their way home. Rose nearly screamed when she saw the dark silhouette of a man leaning against the streetlight, but as they neared him, she began to recognize his features. The man stood at an average height, and his dark brown skin glistened in the light, as if coated with sweat. His thick, curly black hair hung around his face in a wild mess. His stout, muscular body strained against the tight white tank top and long, black gym shorts he wore. 
 
    As soon as Owen neared the man, he closed the space between them. 
 
    Rose hung back to give them privacy as they kissed. 
 
    “You smell terrible, by the way,” Owen teased, pushing Jared away. 
 
    “Love you, too,” Jared muttered bitterly. “I just left the gym.” 
 
    “Hi, Jared,” Rose greeted as she joined them under the streetlight. 
 
    Jared offered her a polite smile. “Hello, Rose.” 
 
    Owen scowled at her again, his brows knitting with worry. “Are you sure that you don’t want us to walk you home?” he asked. “We don’t mind.” 
 
    “We don’t?” Jared asked bluntly. 
 
    Owen glared at him. “No, we don’t. Rose is feeling uneasy because she has been translating scrolls about vampires. I figured our presence would help.” 
 
    Jared’s entire countenance changed. “Vampires?” he said, his eyes wide. 
 
    She frowned at his reaction. “I’ll be fine,” she told Owen. 
 
    Jared glanced around, his brown eyes narrowing at the empty dark street. He glanced at Rose. “Are you sure? Because I don’t think you should take any chances,” he said, his attitude strangely opposite from what it had been before. 
 
    Rose blinked. That was the most she’d ever heard Jared say. “I’m sure.” 
 
    Owen and Jared exchanged a strange look. 
 
    Just as she started to ask them to explain what the heck was going on, Owen turned toward her and pulled her into a bear hug that took her breath. With her face crushed against his chest, Rose felt less like her friend was telling her goodbye for the night and more like he was telling her goodbye for good. 
 
    “You’ll text me as soon as you get home, right?” Owen asked worriedly. 
 
    Rose pushed back on his chest, extracting herself from his arms so that she could breathe. She stared at him, her brows furrowing. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    Jared glanced around the street suspiciously. “We need to go, Owen.” 
 
    Owen glared at him. “I’m coming,” he muttered. He stepped closer to Jared and leaned in close, whispering something too quietly for Rose to hear. 
 
    “Well, what are we supposed to do? Force her?” Jared snarled back. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “Guys, is there something I should know?” 
 
    They both turned toward her. Owen looked startled, but Jared mostly just looked irritated. Jared grabbed Owen’s arm. “Goodnight, Rose,” Jared said curtly as he began to drag a reluctant Owen in the direction of their apartment. 
 
    Rose just stood there for a while, under the streetlight, frowning after them as she tried to figure out what had just happened. Deciding their lover’s quarrel was none of her business, even if it did possibly have something to do with her, she finally decided to head home. But as she started off in the direction of her apartment building, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being followed. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As Rose turned the corner onto a dark alley, someone suddenly grabbed her. Her back collided with the tall, muscular body behind her as a man’s arm wrapped around her chest and shoulders, effectively restraining her arms. She opened her mouth to scream, but a large rough hand quickly covered her mouth to muffle the sound. She fought and kicked, but her strength just didn’t compare to the person who held her. His grip tightened as he tried to force her to be still. 
 
    “Damn it, woman, I don’t want to hurt you! Stop fighting!” he hissed. 
 
    Rose froze as she recognized his voice. Even though he’d spoken quietly, she still recognized that slight accent, that melodic tone. Since he’d rendered her unable to voice her anger, she settled for biting his palm as hard as she could. 
 
    To her surprise, he didn’t remove his hand from her mouth. As a matter of fact, he didn’t even flinch. He just laughed. She shivered as his breath warmed her ear. “That’s cute,” he growled in her ear, “but my bite is a lot harder.” 
 
     She realized that the only way to get him to loosen his grasp was to temporarily stop fighting. So, she relaxed, letting her body fall limply against him. 
 
    Kallias shoved her against the wall of the alley and pinned both of her hands above her head with just one of his. He leaned against her to hold her still. 
 
    Now that she could see him, Rose glared at him with the most murderous glare he had ever seen. He raised his eyebrow, amused by her boldness. He could smell the adrenaline pumping through her bloodstream, but she hid her fear well. 
 
    His hand still pressed harshly against her lips, Kallias leaned closer to her, his face nearly touching hers, and spoke in that same quiet and dangerously low tone. “I’ll take my hand off of your mouth now, but only if you don’t scream.”  
 
    Rose’s bright blue eyes darkened angrily. She looked as defiant as ever. 
 
    Kallias sighed tiredly, already sure that this wouldn’t end well. “Do not scream,” he warned her again before he pulled his hand off of her mouth. 
 
    “I knew it was you,” Rose snarled. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “You knew what was me?” 
 
    “Let me go, or I swear you will regret it,” she warned. 
 
    Kallias laughed, “Oh, I will? What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at his mocking tone. “I am not afraid of you.” 
 
    “You should be,” Kallias said simply. 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” she said, as she attempted to pull her hands free. Her wrists twisted in his grasp, and she whimpered at the pressure of his rough hands. 
 
    His eyes darted toward her hands. “Stop. You’ll bruise your wrists.”  
 
    “Why do you care?” Rose snapped as she jerked at her wrists again. 
 
    “I told you. I don’t want to hurt you,” he sighed. “I just want to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” she snarled. “You attacked me just to talk.” 
 
    “Attack is a bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    “If you wanted to talk,” she grunted as she fought against him, causing her body to press against his, “why didn’t you just talk to me in the restaurant?” 
 
    “Because I needed to talk to you alone,” he said. “Damn it. Stop fighting.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “If I knew you wouldn’t run, I would,” Kallias growled, trying his best to hold her still without harming her. “But considering your track record of stubborn insanity, I’m almost positive that letting you go wouldn’t be a good idea.” 
 
    “I am insane?” she yelled. “You’re the one attacking women in alleys!” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Would you shut the hell up?” he growled. 
 
    “No,” she snarled at him. “Now, let me go, you creepy drug dealer.” 
 
    He started laughing. “That’s your brilliant conclusion? I’m a drug dealer?” 
 
    “That’s just the nicest accusation I could think of,” she told him, wincing at the pain as she continued to pull at her hands. “I’m leaning more toward rapist.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I’m not a rapist.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Murderer, then?” 
 
    He didn’t answer that question. “What I am is a dangerous and impatient person who happens to be trying to help you,” he growled, “and you’re making that very difficult.” His brows furrowed as she whimpered in pain again. He suddenly grabbed her face and forced her to meet his gaze. He entered her mind with his telepathic abilities and commanded, “Be still, and stop fighting me.” 
 
    Rose felt a strange wave of dizziness fall over her mind, but she suddenly realized that Kallias had loosened his grip on her. She took advantage of the wider range of motion and stomped on his foot as hard as she could. A sharp pain shot through her head at the same time that he released her with a grunted curse, but she ignored the pain and fled from him as fast as she could, stumbling as she ran. 
 
    “What the hell?” Kallias muttered under his breath, bewildered by her defiance of his command. No one had ever resisted his telepathic control before. No one. He narrowed his eyes at the woman fleeing from him, and yelled, “Fine! If you want to die, go ahead and run! Just remember I tried to warn you!” 
 
    She froze. She turned back toward him, surprised to find that he hadn’t moved. She’d halfway expected him to come and snatch her up again, but he didn’t. He just stood there, glaring at her. “Warn me about what?” she asked. 
 
    Holding his hands out on either side of him, he stepped toward her slowly, like someone afraid of spooking a wild animal. “You’re in danger.” 
 
    Rose snatched out the first thing she felt in her pocket and held it out toward him as he neared her. “If you grab me again, I swear I’ll use this.” 
 
    He glanced down at her hand and laughed, “You’ll see me to death?” 
 
    She grimaced as she realized that she was threatening him with her reading glasses. “I will stab you with them,” she improvised, “in the eye.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “I would love to see you try.” 
 
    She glared at him. “What do you want?” 
 
    Kallias sighed. “Someone is looking for you, Rose Foster.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “How do you know my last name? I never mentioned it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Kallias said dismissively. “You were being watched by someone while you were at the café. Did you notice?” 
 
    “What? No,” she sputtered. “Maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Which is it?” he asked irritably. 
 
    “Who was watching me?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias shrugged, as if the question bored him. “No one important. It’s the one who sent him to watch you that you should be worried about.” 
 
    She stepped back as he took another step toward her. “Who sent him?” 
 
    “An extremely dangerous person,” Kallias answered as he continued to slowly approach her, “and when he finds you, Rose, he will kill you.” 
 
    She glanced behind her, preparing to run. She wanted to believe him, for some reason, perhaps because his warning fit with Audrey’s dream, and yet, every bone in her body told her not to trust him. She could feel that he was dangerous. She could see it even. On top of all of that, he also fit the description of the killer in Audrey’s dream. “Who is he? Because you seem pretty dangerous to me.” 
 
    “I am,” he said. “But luckily for you, I have no interest in killing you.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” Rose sneered. “So, who does have an interest in killing me?” 
 
    “Someone just as dangerous as I am but far more insane,” he answered. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “And how would you know this?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” he said as he took another step toward her. “All you need to know is that if you want to survive, you will need my help.” 
 
    “I’ll scream if you come one step closer to me,” Rose warned. 
 
    He froze, his eyes flashing with frustration. “I’m trying to help you, but I’m losing patience. If you walk away from me, your death is on your own hands.” 
 
    “I think I’ll take my chances,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly. 
 
    “Fine. Go. Die,” he growled. “I don’t give a shit what happens to you.” 
 
    Rose watched him warily for a moment, and then she turned and ran. 
 
    Kallias raked his hand through his hair as he watched her flee down the alley. “Stupid human,” he muttered bitterly. “You deserve to die.” He stood there for several moments, trying to talk himself into going back to his hotel room and forgetting about her. She hadn’t wanted his help, and that was fine with him. He didn’t care about that stupid, frustrating, stubborn human. His mind kept darting back to that moment after he’d used his telepathic control on her, the way she’d just ignored it. He wondered how she could have resisted mind-control, and he wondered if that had something to do with why Theron was looking for her. 
 
    She certainly smelled unusual for a human. 
 
    Kallias sighed and decided to return to his hotel room and resume his search for Theron later. He refused to waste another minute on that human. 
 
    But just as he turned to leave, he noticed Theron’s scent. 
 
    And immediately after he noticed it, he heard a woman scream. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Damn it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Vampire 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An involuntary scream escaped Rose’s mouth as someone stepped out from the shadows of an alley and grabbed her…again…except this time, the person didn’t seem to be trying not to hurt her. His hands gripped her arms roughly, and his fingernails dug deep into her skin. Up until that point, Rose would’ve assumed that no one could break someone’s arms just by grabbing them, but she began to doubt that as she felt the ripping pain shooting through her arms that reached down into her bones. She cried out, but he made no move to cover her mouth. He didn’t seem to care whether or not anyone heard her. 
 
    Instead of grabbing her from behind as the other man had, this man grabbed her from the front, giving her a clear view of him. Although darkness cloaked the rest of the alley from her, the streetlight behind her cast enough light on his face for her to make out his appearance. Her eyes widened in fear as she noticed his tawny skin, just a shade darker than the golden skin of the man from the restaurant, his dark brown eyes that seemed cold and black, his short, choppy brown hair that set neatly on top of his head, his stern jaw, his tall, broad-shouldered body, and the way that his features seemed perfect in every way. Her stomach turned with dread as she realized this was the man from Audrey’s dream. 
 
    Ironically, he didn’t look much like a killer, not like the man from the restaurant who seemed to dress to look dangerous. No, this man wore neat black slacks and a gray sweater. In any other situation, Rose might’ve assumed he was a harmless guy that worked in an office somewhere, but she could feel in the way he gripped her and see in the coldness of his eyes that there was nothing harmless about him. And his smile…that smile sent horrible, icy chills down her spine. 
 
    “Let me go,” Rose demanded as she fought against him. 
 
    His fingernails dug deeper into her arms as she struggled, and she could feel the bruises beginning to form along her arms. But he didn’t seem to care. He just held her easily as she struggled and fought unsuccessfully against him. 
 
    The man’s head tilted to the side, and his dark eyes studied her curiously, as if seeing something for the first time that he’d waited a long time to see. His eyes held a hint of disappointment. She apparently wasn’t what he’d expected. “You don’t look like much of a threat, do you?” he murmured, a Greek accent coloring his voice. “You smell amazing, but your appearance is…lacking.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” Rose muttered sarcastically as she continued to try to pull her arms from his grasp, only succeeding in hurting herself worse. “Let me go.” 
 
    “You’ll only make this more painful, if you fight,” he said, smiling cruelly. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” she said, twisting in his grasp. 
 
    “I should be asking you that question,” he said. 
 
    She stopped briefly to cast a puzzled glance at him, but then, she pulled back and kicked him in the leg as hard as she could. She heard him make a low, terrifying sound in his throat that sounded like the growl of a large, wild animal, and then, she cried out in agony as he twisted her arm behind her until she could no longer stand. She fought back tears as he held her in that painful position. 
 
    “If you were smart, human, you would stop fighting and save yourself some pain,” he growled in her ear. “Because I can make this very, very painful.” 
 
    “Human?” she gasped, practically kneeling on the pavement. 
 
    “Well, that is what you are, isn’t it?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, I’m a fish,” Rose snarled sarcastically. “Don’t you see the fins?” 
 
    The man squeezed her arm tighter. “I do not like your attitude, human.” 
 
    Her entire body shook from the force he applied to her arm, and she was sure it could break at any moment. “Well, I don’t like being attacked.” 
 
    She cried as he used the hand not twisting her arm to grasp her hair and pulled her back toward him. She felt his breath on her neck as he snarled into her ear, “Do you want me to kill you in the most painful way possible?” 
 
    “I want you to let me go,” Rose corrected. She tried to pull herself from his grasp again and cried out as it caused the pain to worsen in her arms. 
 
    “Your fragile little human bones will snap if you keep fighting me,” the man told her. “I have to admit, for a human, you have a lot of fight in you.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?!” she asked. “You’re a human, too, idiot!” 
 
    He suddenly released her arm, sending her sprawling face-first onto the pavement, but before she could scramble away from him, his hand was already on her arm, dragging her back to her feet. He pulled her against him so that his face was near hers. “Do not insult me!” he growled, his metallic-scented breath hitting her face. “And no, I’m not human, but you already know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Rose said, frowning at him. 
 
    He smiled at her. “You were looking for me. Well, here I am.” 
 
    “I think you have the wrong person,” she snarled. “I don’t make a habit of looking for sick, creepy murderers that attack women in dark alleys.” 
 
    He flashed her a mocking smile. “You didn’t ask anyone about me?” 
 
    “I don’t even know who you are!” Rose exclaimed. 
 
    “Theron,” the man said. “My name is Theron.” 
 
    She froze. Her eyes widened. He couldn’t be the same person from the scrolls. She refused to believe it. Vampires didn’t exist. The scrolls were possibly thousands of years old. The Theron from the scrolls, if he ever existed, would be long dead by now, wouldn’t he? And yet, the possibility that this man just happened to share the same name as the vampire was too coincidental to believe. 
 
    His smile grew as he noticed the recognition lighting her eyes. “That’s it. You recognize me now, don’t you?” he murmured. He leaned closer, causing her to cringe. “You have something I want, Rose Foster. Tell me where it is.” 
 
    She frowned, confused again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Theron suddenly dipped his head and pressed his face against her neck. He sniffed her neck, ignoring her as she cringed and shoved back at him, trying to push him away from her. “Why do you smell so powerful, human?” 
 
    Rose kicked his shin again, which only caused him to growl at her and grip her harder. “Stop sniffing me, you sick creep! And let me go!” she yelled. 
 
    “No,” Theron said simply. His words vibrated against her throat, making her stomach turn. “Actually, I’m hungry now, and your scent is very appetizing.” 
 
    Rose started to ask what he meant, but her breath caught as she felt two incredibly sharp teeth press against her neck. Her eyes widened in horror. 
 
    Before his fangs could pierce her skin, Theron suddenly froze. He kept his mouth pressed to her skin for a moment, frowning, and then, finally, he straightened and looked up. He peered into the shadows at the end of the alley. “I recognize that scent,” he said quietly. “Kallias. What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Rose turned as much as she could in his hold to glance deeper into the alley, into the part furthest from the streetlight, her heart racing as she wondered who Kallias was. She watched as a tall, dark silhouette stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “Is this what you have to do to get women now?” Kallias taunted. “But then, I guess I do understand why they wouldn’t want to sleep with you willingly.” 
 
    Even before she could see him, Rose recognized the voice, that same deep, slightly accented voice that had growled into her ear only a few minutes earlier. Kallias was his name, she realized. It was a strange name. A Greek name, she thought. She stared at him warily as he moved out of the shadows and into the dimly lit part of the alley. She didn’t know whether to feel relieved or afraid. 
 
    It all depended on whether he’d come to help her or to help Theron. 
 
    A malicious smile curved at Theron’s lips. “I seem to remember that Phoebe never required much persuasion before crawling into bed with me.” 
 
    Kallias said nothing, but Rose noticed that his jaw seemed to tighten. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Was that a sensitive topic?” Theron mocked. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at the two men, not sure why they were choosing now to do this—whatever it was that they were doing. If Kallias planned to save her somehow, she would be grateful, of course, but she wished he would hurry, preferably before Theron broke her arm with his tight grip. She needed her arm. 
 
    And if he planned to kill her, well, that would just irritate her more. 
 
    She froze as she noticed his light brown eyes shift toward hers. His lips lifted into that amused smirk that irritated her so much, almost as if he knew that she was chewing him out in her mind. He took a step closer, still watching her. 
 
    “Release the woman so that you and I can talk,” Kallias said to Theron. 
 
    Theron glanced down at her. “Why would I need to release her?” 
 
    “She should not hear our discussion,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Theron shrugged. “Why not? If she is dead, she can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, the dead part doesn’t sound too appealing to me,” Rose said. 
 
    “Shut up, human,” Theron snapped as he twisted her arm again. 
 
    Rose whimpered involuntarily as her body buckled from the pain. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kallias glance at her, and if she didn’t know any better, she would think that was sympathy that she saw flash in his brown eyes. 
 
    “My name is Rose, not human,” she said in a strained voice. 
 
    Kallias turned toward Theron. “What do you want with her?” 
 
    “Why does it matter to you?” Theron asked. “Are you interested in her?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “I just find it strange that you would be.” 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “Wow. Thanks a lot,” she snarled sarcastically. “You know what? I’d find it strange if anyone were interested in you, too, jerk.” 
 
    His lips twitched as he suppressed a laugh, and he gestured toward her, as if she had just illustrated his point. “We both know spunky is not your type.” 
 
    “Ah, I guess that would mean she’s not your type either,” Theron said, flashing a mocking smile. “I seem to remember we have similar taste in women.” 
 
    “No, we really don’t,” Kallias said darkly. He took a slow, measured step toward them. “Just answer the question. Why were you hunting this woman?” 
 
    “Hunting?” Rose repeated, narrowing her eyes. “I’m not a deer!” 
 
    “No,” Theron agreed, leaning close to her neck. “You’re much tastier.” 
 
    “Get away from me,” she snarled, kicking his leg again. 
 
    Theron growled and pulled back. “Do you want free, little girl?” 
 
    She frowned, not sure if that was a trick question. She nodded hesitantly. 
 
    Rose realized that she’d answered too soon as Theron threw her against the wall with so much force that she felt her feet leave the ground before she collided with the wall. Pain shot through her skull as the side of her head hit the wall. Her mind swirled with dizziness from the impact, and she vaguely realized that a warm liquid was pouring down the side of her face and sliding down her neck. She touched the thick, sticky liquid and pulled her hand back to find it covered in blood. She groaned as her body ached and her eyesight blurred. 
 
    Theron snatched her up, clutching the front of her white button-down shirt that was now stained with large droplets of blood. Her eyes fluttered closed, even as she fought to stay conscious. She felt his fangs dig into her neck. 
 
    Theron suddenly dropped her, and Rose collapsed onto the ground as Theron gasped and looked down at his stomach. Through her disoriented daze, Rose noticed the tip of a blade that stuck through Theron’s stomach as blood began to stain his gray sweater. Just as Theron realized what happened, the blade twisted, causing him to yell in pain and fall to his knees. She watched as Kallias, standing behind Theron, removed his blood-coated dagger from Theron’s back.  
 
    Kallias stared down at Theron as he groaned and writhed in pain. He raised his eyebrow and flashed a bitter smile at him. “It hurts, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I wish I would’ve killed you when I had the chance,” Theron growled. 
 
    “I seem to remember that you did,” Kallias reminded him. 
 
    “I should have left you dead,” Theron amended. 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that,” Kallias muttered bitterly. He kicked Theron across the alley, causing the vampire to land in a crumpled, whining, heap. 
 
    Kallias turned back toward Rose, scowling as she continued to lie there on the pavement. Her blue eyes looked blank. He grabbed her hand and jerked her to her feet. “What are you waiting for? Run!” he snarled, glaring at her. 
 
    But she didn’t respond. Instead, her eyes fluttered closed, and she swayed unsteadily on her feet. He sighed irritably as he realized what was happening. He barely had time to loop his arm around her back before she fell limply in his arms. “Shit,” he muttered as he stared down at the unconscious, bleeding woman. 
 
    The scent of her fresh blood filled his senses, and then he felt the warm liquid coating his palm as it streamed down from her head. His breath came in harsh pants as he tried to fight the hunger. Involuntarily, he lifted her in his arms, moving his face closer to her neck. She smelled more powerful than anyone he’d ever encountered before, and his body knew that just a few drops of her blood would sate him, perhaps even make him more powerful. He pressed his mouth to her neck. As he listened to her blood course through her arteries and smelled the unusual scent of her blood, he almost bit her. His fangs dug into her skin. 
 
    But then, she murmured something unintelligible and shifted in his arms, as if falling into a comfortable sleep, and he suddenly realized what he was doing. 
 
    He dropped her, horrified by what he’d almost done. He stared at the dark crimson blood that coated his hand, unable to tear his gaze from the one substance that drew out his true nature. He still wanted to taste it. 
 
    Theron laughed derisively. “How long has it been since you fed?” 
 
    Kallias finally managed to tear his gaze away from the blood on his hand as he narrowed his eyes at Theron. No longer lying on the ground, Theron sat, leaned up against the opposite wall of the alley, watching Kallias with an amused expression, even as his stomach continued to bleed, darkening his gray sweater. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Kallias said, glancing again at the blood. 
 
    Theron shifted, wincing as pain tore through his body. He clutched the stomach wound. “You nearly bit her just now,” he pointed out, smiling weakly. “A twenty-five-hundred-year-old vampire would have more control over his hunger than that…unless he is starved, of course. So, tell me, Kallias. How long has it been? Days? Weeks?” He laughed. “Please tell me it hasn’t been months.” 
 
    Kallias stared hungrily at the blood, his mouth watering to taste it. 
 
    “Feed from her,” Theron urged. “She’s unconscious. She’ll never know.” 
 
    Kallias squeezed his eyes shut, breathing in short, harsh gasps. “No.” 
 
    Theron frowned at him. “Why not? It’s what we are. It’s what we do.” 
 
    “It’s what you do,” Kallias snarled, opening his eyes to glare at Theron. He walked over to where Theron sat against the wall. “Now, I will ask you one more time. Why were you hunting that human? What are you up to?” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “You can smell her blood,” he said. He glanced down at the blood drying on Kallias’s hand. “As a matter of fact, it’s driving you insane with hunger at this very moment. I can see the hunger in your eyes.” 
 
    Kallias clenched his jaw in frustration. He couldn’t argue with Theron’s observation. The scent of the woman’s blood intoxicated his senses, and it was all he could do to remain focused on Theron. “What is your point?” 
 
    “She smells delicious,” Theron said. “Why wouldn’t I want her blood?” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Why is that, anyway?” he questioned. “Why does she smell so much more powerful than normal humans?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Theron admitted, “yet. I’d like to find out, though.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. He could see in Theron’s mind that he was at least being honest about that part. “Fine. But I still don’t believe that her blood is the reason you were hunting her. No vampire would go to the trouble of hunting a human just because her blood might make him a little more powerful for a few nights.” 
 
    “I would,” Theron said, smiling. “I enjoy the hunt.” 
 
    Kallias tried to sift through the vampire’s thoughts to find the answer to his question, but between the scent of blood distracting Kallias and the pain distracting Theron, his telepathic abilities were practically useless. He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not leaving without answers. You’re up to something. I can feel it.” 
 
    Theron frowned at him for a moment, obviously confused, but then, as recognition lightened his dark brown eyes, he began to laugh. “You’re still bound to me? It’s been twenty-five hundred years, and you haven’t broken the bond?” 
 
    Kallias clutched the grip of his dagger tightly. “Just answer the question.” 
 
    Theron pulled his hand off of his stomach to see if the wound had begun to heal yet. He smiled as he noticed Kallias’s eyes darken hungrily at the sight of the blood oozing from the wound. “I’ll answer your question if you answer mine.” 
 
    Kallias forced his gaze away from the blood. “What is your question?” 
 
    “Why do you care what I’m doing?” Theron asked. “Have you finally decided to get your revenge? No, I doubt that. It’s been twenty-five hundred years. You could have found me long before now if you wanted. So, what is it? Did you suddenly decide you want to hang out and become my new best friend?” Theron laughed as he noticed at Kallias’s disgusted expression and continued, “I didn’t think so. Just please tell me that it does not involve the woman. You have already died because of a woman once. I would hate to see it happen again.” 
 
    Kallias’s jaw clenched. “I don’t care what happens to the woman.” 
 
    “Then, feed from her,” Theron demanded. “Kill her.” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at the woman who lay unconscious on the ground, blood sticking to her forehead and her long, red hair. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “To prove you don’t care, of course,” Theron answered. 
 
    Kallias turned back toward him. “I don’t need to prove anything.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Theron said in a patronizing tone. He winced as his hand brushed the wound in his stomach. He looked at Kallias and smiled. “You are also starved, which means you can probably barely even concentrate right now. It also means that you’re much weaker than usual. And that means that I’m much stronger than you. The only thing keeping you alive right now is the fact that I am injured, and in case you haven’t noticed, that injury is healing as we speak.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “Let it heal. I’ll just stab you again.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Theron asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Kallias heard the whistle of movement a moment before the approaching vampire would have reached him. He spun around and shoved his dagger into the vampire’s stomach before the vampire could get his hands on him. 
 
    Kallias kicked him to the ground just in time to catch the blade that a second vampire held near his neck. He grasped the vampire’s wrist, knocked the knife out of his grasp, and flipped the vampire over him.  
 
    By this point, the first vampire was on his feet again with the other vampire’s knife in his hand. As the vampire tried to stab him, Kallias swung his own dagger swiftly through the vampire’s neck, decapitating him in one blow.  
 
    As the headless corpse of the vampire collapsed on the pavement, Kallias noticed the second vampire approaching him from the side. He waited until the vampire reached him, and then, without turning around, he shoved his hand into the vampire’s chest and ripped out his heart. Blood seemed suspended in the air as Kallias killed the vampires with a speed that a human wouldn’t have been able to see. Kallias froze as he suddenly felt a cold, sharp blade against his throat. 
 
    “I should slice through your throat right now,” Theron growled into Kallias’s ear, digging the blade into his skin. “But I enjoy watching you suffer.” 
 
    And in the blink of an eye, Theron had disappeared down the alley, leaving Kallias in the blood-covered alley with the dead vampires. 
 
    “Freeze!” a man yelled as he stepped into the alley with his gun drawn. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. He turned toward the human man, sighing as he noticed the middle-aged man’s black police uniform. He watched as the police officer registered the sight before him, his hazel eyes widening as he saw the blood that coated the pavement and the headless corpse lying near his feet. 
 
    “Drop whatever you have in your hand,” he said, his voice trembling. 
 
    Kallias opened his hand. “What? You mean this? It’s just a heart.” 
 
    The police officer gulped audibly as his eyes darted toward the crushed organ lying on Kallias’s open palm and the dark, sticky blood that coated his arm from his elbow to his fingertips. “What the hell?” he gasped. “Drop that! Now!” 
 
    Kallias grinned. “What? Are you afraid I’ll use a heart as a weapon?” 
 
    The man looked ghostly pale. “How did you kill these people?” 
 
    “Well, first, they’re not people,” Kallias corrected as he tossed the heart on the ground beside the corpse. He wiped his bloodied hands on his black jeans and frowned at the unconscious woman lying on the pavement a few feet in front of him. “Well, okay, she is a person, but she’s also not dead. And as for how I killed them,” he paused as he held up his hands, “With my hands, of course.” 
 
    “If they’re not people, what are they?” the police officer asked nervously. 
 
    He screamed and fell back as Kallias suddenly appeared directly in front of him. Scrambling back to his feet, he stared at Kallias, his eyes wide with horror. 
 
    “They’re the monsters that hide in the darkness, waiting to prey on unsuspecting humans,” Kallias answered, narrowing his eyes at the human man. 
 
    “How did you move so fast?” he gasped, the gun shaking in his hand. 
 
    “Because I’m just like them,” Kallias answered. “A monster.” 
 
    The man tried to pull the trigger, but Kallias moved too quickly, ripping the gun out of his hand and tossing it aside. He reached for another weapon, but Kallias caught his wrist before he could get his hand around anything. 
 
    “If I wanted to kill you, those weapons wouldn’t save you,” Kallias said. 
 
    The man’s heart raced rapidly, so fast that Kallias worried he might have a heart attack. Kallias sighed and stepped closer, his hand still holding the man’s wrist. He met the man’s gaze and took control of his mind. “Whatever you thought you saw or heard on this alley was not here. You checked, but you found nothing out of the ordinary. As a matter of fact, you are certain that there will be no need to check this part of town for the rest of the night. Do you understand?” 
 
    The man’s pulse immediately slowed, returning to its usual pace. His hazel eyes glazed over as Kallias’s telepathic control took effect. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Kallias nodded and let go of the police officer’s hand. He knelt and picked up the gun from the ground. He held it out toward the man, nodding at the man to take it. “Go on. Take it. You can have it back now.” 
 
    The man took the gun from his hand and returned it to its place on his belt. Then, without another word, he turned and left the alley, rubbing his eyes and mumbling to himself about needing sleep as he walked back to his car. 
 
    Kallias turned back toward the darker end of the alley, sighing as he glanced at the dismembered bodies of the vampires that attacked him. “If you were going to send your friends to their deaths, Theron, you could have at least cleaned up the mess,” he muttered as he kicked a knife across the pavement. 
 
    He closed his eyes and listened closely to the sounds around him. After the officer left, a silence settled in the air. Only the sound of two heartbeats echoed in his ears…his own and hers. He glanced at the young woman who still lay unconscious on the ground. Sticky blood coated the gash on her forehead, but it seemed to have stopped bleeding for the moment. Her red hair fanned around her head, matted with blood. A few drops of blood stained her wrinkled, white button-down shirt. Her skin seemed softer and fairer than it had before, and her soft, pink lips were parted. Although less strong than it had been a few minutes ago, the scent of her dried blood still filled his senses, along with all of the blood from the two dead vampires, and Kallias felt his throat burn with potent hunger. 
 
    Kallias ignored the painful hunger and returned to the task at hand. He threw the headless body over his shoulder and carried it to the dumpster. He tossed it on top of the trash and grabbed the head that had already rolled over to the dumpster and tossed it inside as well. Then, he grabbed the other body and the heart and threw them inside. He pulled a bottle of lighter fluid from his pocket and poured it over the bodies, and then he lit a match and tossed it inside. He listened to the sounds around him again as flames consumed the trash and bodies in the dumpster, but he heard nothing. That part of the city was still desolate. 
 
    Kallias started to leave, but then, he glanced back at the woman and sighed. “What the hell is wrong with me?” he complained as he returned to her. 
 
    He knelt in front of the unconscious woman. “I should leave you here,” he muttered to her. He pressed his thumb against the gash on her head to check the bleeding. He pulled it back and stared at the blood that coated it, barely resisting the urge to lick the blood. Finally, Kallias sighed irritably and scooped the woman’s long, soft body into his arms. He cradled her against his chest as he carried her to his car. After a few steps, she groaned in pain and shifted in his arms. Her eyes fluttered open slowly, and she squinted, as if suffering from a severe headache. As her bright azure eyes met his gaze, she murmured, “You.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose woke in a panic. Her head pounded loudly and rapidly, in sync with her racing heartbeat, and she had the worst headache of her life. Bright light flooded her eyes as she opened them, and she whimpered as pain shot through her skull. She frowned at the blank white walls around her and felt another spike of panic as she realized that she had no idea where she was. She attempted to sit up in the bed, only to realize that her wrist was hooked to an IV. Only then did she realize that she was in the hospital and that she couldn’t remember why. 
 
    Rose grimaced as she noticed a dry, soreness in her throat. She spotted a tall, blue glass of iced water on the rolling tray near the door. She tried to crawl out of the bed, but as soon as her bare feet touched the cold tile floor, a wave of dizziness rushed over her, and she fell face-first into the floor. She managed to pull her IV cords loose in the process, and the machine began to beep angrily and incessantly, which only worsened her severe headache. She groaned in frustration. 
 
    A middle-aged woman wearing pale pink scrubs rushed into the room with Audrey trailing behind her. “What on earth are you doing out of bed, Miss Foster?” she scolded as she helped Rose back into the hospital bed, ignoring Rose’s protests. “You could’ve hurt yourself, and look, you pulled your IV loose.” 
 
    “I was thirsty,” Rose slurred. Her brows furrowed as she noticed how strange and lethargic her voice sounded. “What happened? Why am I in the hospital? Why does my head hurt so badly? Why does my voice sound weird?” 
 
    The nurse raised her eyebrow as she reconnected the IV. “One question at a time, honey,” she laughed. “Your head hurts because you have a head injury. Your voice sounds funny because of the medicine that the doctor gave you. And concerning what happened, well, we were hoping you could tell us.” 
 
    “Stop plugging me up,” Rose complained, glaring at the IV. “I’m thirsty.” 
 
    “That’s why you have this button,” the nurse said, pointing to the call button on the side of the bed. She walked over to the tray and grabbed the blue glass. “That way, I can get you what you need, and you don’t have to hurt yourself.” 
 
    With shaky hands, Rose took the glass of iced water from the nurse. She sipped at it, a little mopey about not being able to get it herself. “Thanks.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she heard Audrey ask. 
 
    Rose looked up, squinting at Audrey’s blurred, slender form next to her bed. She tried to concentrate on the question, but her mind felt too foggy. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s all right?” Audrey asked the nurse worriedly. 
 
    “The doctor thinks she’ll be fine,” the nurse sighed. “She just needs…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose said suddenly. “Is that what you asked?” 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose tried to shake her head, but the movement rattled her head. She clutched her glass as a wave of dizziness washed over her. “No. What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The hospital just called and said someone had dropped you off at the hospital. You were unconscious, and you needed stitches,” Audrey said worriedly. “Are you sure you don’t remember? You’re pretty bruised up.” 
 
    “Give her time,” the nurse scolded Audrey. “She just woke up.” 
 
    Rose felt a pang of guilt as she noticed Audrey’s clothing. Dressed in a lacy pink camisole and short pink shorts, decorated with penguins in top hats, Audrey had obviously been in bed when she received the call. “You didn’t have to come.” 
 
    Audrey waved dismissively. “I didn’t come for you,” she teased. She held up the frozen coffee drink so that Rose could see it. “The hospital has Starbucks.” 
 
    Rose laughed and returned to drinking her iced water. 
 
    “You listed Miss Audrey Stevens as your emergency contact,” the nurse said. “They tried to find your parents’ contact information, but it wasn’t listed.” 
 
    “You should have checked the cemetery,” Rose blurted. 
 
    “Huh?” the nurse said, taken aback. 
 
    “That’s her contact information. My mom’s dead,” she said calmly. 
 
    The nurse stared at her, her eyes wide. “Oh. I’m…” 
 
    “And I don’t have a clue who my dad is,” Rose said, frowning. “But he’s probably dead, too, considering the kind of men my mom used to sleep with.” 
 
    The nurse was stammering, “Oh, bless your heart, I…” 
 
    “My brother’s still alive,” Rose offered. “But you’d have to call the prison to get in touch with him because he’s an idiot and a criminal, but mostly an idiot.” 
 
    The nurse just blinked. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “She’s pretty talkative on this medicine, isn’t she?” Audrey commented to the nurse. “Let’s keep her on it until I get some good blackmail material.” 
 
    Rose blinked at them, as if just realizing what she’d said. “Why did I tell you that? I never tell people that. I just made everything awkward, didn’t I?” 
 
    “A little bit, yeah,” Audrey said, grinning at Rose. 
 
    “It’s perfectly fine, Miss Foster,” the nurse assured her. “Right now, just focus on getting some rest. That medicine should make you feel drowsy soon.” 
 
    “Yeah. Drowsy,” Rose repeated, her eyelids suddenly feeling heavy. 
 
    “We’d really like to know what happened when you’re ready to talk,” the nurse said. “I can even call the police for you so that you can file a report.” 
 
    “Why would I need the police?” Rose asked. 
 
    The nurse frowned. “Well, I just assumed this wasn’t self-inflicted or anything. I mean, I don’t see how it could be. You had a deep cut in your head that needed stitches. You’re covered in bruises. And you have a concussion.” 
 
    Rose just shrugged. “I don’t remember anything.” 
 
    The nurse nodded. “That happens sometimes. Just, when you do remember something, let me know. My name is Harriet. Call if you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose mumbled as she watched the nurse leave the room. 
 
    The bed dipped as Audrey crawled onto the bed. She lay beside Rose and crossed her legs, her thin body easily fitting in the small space. She leaned close to Rose and whispered in her ear, “Did you really not remember anything, or did you just not want to say it in front of her? I mean, it wasn’t the vampire, was it?” 
 
    To her surprise, Rose laughed, “You still think a vampire is after me?” 
 
    Audrey pulled back, scowling. “Well, someone attacked you last night.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she considered that. Had someone attacked her? She couldn’t remember. She touched the bandaged cut on her head. “But why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Audrey sighed. She glared at Rose and slapped her hand away from the bandage. “Stop touching it! You’ll mess up your stitches.” 
 
    “I feel sleepy,” Rose suddenly announced, her words slurring again. 
 
    Audrey snatched the television remote from Rose’s nightstand and started flipping through the channels. “Sleep. I’ll be right here, stealing your blanket and cable TV. Maybe you’ll remember something when you wake up.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Oww,” Rose complained. 
 
    Audrey looked up from the romance novel in her hand. “Oh, good, you’re awake. Owen called while you were asleep. He’s pissed at you, by the way. And now, I am, too. Is it true that you refused his offer to walk you home?” 
 
    Rose winced at the harsh lighting of the hospital room, groaning as pain stabbed through her skull. “Uh…yeah…maybe. I think I remember that.” 
 
    “I told you about my dream!” Audrey snapped, her amber eyes narrowing. “How could you tell him no when you knew that someone could attack you?” 
 
    Rose cringed as Audrey’s voice boomed in her ears, worsening the already severe headache. She rolled onto her back, scowling up at Audrey. “You know, people with concussions love being yelled at,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Audrey continued to glare at her. “If you had let him walk you home…” 
 
    “If I had, he would’ve been attacked, too,” Rose interrupted. 
 
    Audrey sighed, “See, that’s the problem with you. Twelve times out of ten, if it comes down to you or someone else, you’ll sacrifice yourself every time.” 
 
    “You realize that twelve times out of ten is impossible, right?” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “I was exaggerating for effect.” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes. “Hyperbole,” she muttered drowsily. 
 
    “This really isn’t the time for a vocabulary lesson, Rose,” Audrey complained, shaking her head irritably. She sighed, “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Rose opened her eyes again, stunned by the fear and vulnerability in Audrey’s amber eyes. With great effort, she managed to pull herself into a sitting position and lean her head on Audrey’s shoulder. “You won’t,” she said quietly. 
 
    Audrey didn’t seem convinced. “Do you remember anything yet?” 
 
    Rose frowned as she tried to recall the events of the night before. Her mind felt heavy and foggy, and her memories blurred together like one long trail of disjointed pictures that made no sense, flickering images of cold, dark eyes, a sadistic smile, a man in the shadows, blood, so much blood… “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Do you know if it was the man from my dream?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose blinked. That seemed to prick at a memory. “If it were him, I’d be dead, wouldn’t I?” she asked, but even as she said it, her stomach sunk with dread. 
 
    “I thought so, too, but…” Audrey trailed off, staring down at her hands. 
 
    “But what?” Rose asked, pulling back to look at Audrey. She glanced down at Audrey’s sweaty palms. “You had another dream,” she realized. 
 
    Audrey’s worried golden-brown eyes darted toward the closed door of Rose’s hospital room, and then, she nodded. “It was different this time. The same person attacked you and killed you, but it didn’t happen in an alley. You were inside,” she explained. “If the dream had been exactly the same, I would have just assumed that last night had nothing to do with it, but since it changed…” 
 
    “Why does Theron want to kill me so badly?” Rose wondered. 
 
    Audrey looked at Rose, her eyes wide. “Theron? You just said Theron.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Hmm…that’s weird.” 
 
    “You remember his name. What else do you remember?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Except his name,” Audrey corrected. “That’s something.” 
 
    “That can’t be right,” Rose mumbled, frowning. “Theron is the name of the vampire in those scrolls I’m translating. That’s too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Unless they are both the same person,” Audrey reminded her. 
 
    “Vampires aren’t real,” Rose insisted. 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “Something attacked you last night, Rose.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “That doesn’t prove that vampires exist. It only proves that crappy people exist, which isn’t much of a surprise to me, by the way.” 
 
    “Crappy people with the name Theron,” Audrey added. 
 
    “It is a weird coincidence,” Rose admitted. “But it doesn’t mean that the person who attacked me is some kind of mythological creature. Besides, if a vampire had attacked me, wouldn’t I have bite marks on my neck or something?” 
 
    “I guess,” Audrey said. “Are you sure you don’t remember anything else?” 
 
    Rose replayed what she could remember from the night before in her mind, remembering the walk to work, studying the scrolls every time she got the chance, the customer that asked her that creepy question… Her eyes widened. “The man from the restaurant,” she said suddenly. “I think he might have saved me.” 
 
    “The man from the restaurant?” Audrey repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose whispered in shock. “That arrogant jerk saved my life.” 
 
    Audrey frowned. “Well, that’s a strange thing to call your hero.” 
 
    “Who brought me here last night?” Rose asked Audrey suddenly. 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “They just said a man found you in an alley.” 
 
    Rose scowled at that. “And they didn’t ask for his name?” 
 
    “I guess that is weird,” Audrey admitted. “Does it matter who it was?” 
 
    “It could,” Rose mumbled quickly, suddenly lost in thought. “I wonder why he saved me. He said that he didn’t care whether I lived or died.” 
 
    “He said what?” Audrey sputtered.  
 
    “We have to go,” Rose announced as she threw her legs over the bed. 
 
    “Whoa! Slow down!” Audrey shrieked as she jumped off of the bed and rushed to the other side. She shoved Rose back into bed before Rose made another disastrous attempt to stand. “They haven’t even discharged you yet!” 
 
    “I have to figure this out,” Rose complained. 
 
    “You have a concussion, Rose. You need to rest,” Audrey scolded. 
 
    “A mild concussion,” Rose corrected, fumbling with the IV in her wrist, “and a few stitches. I’m not dying. Yet. I might if I don’t figure this out, though.” 
 
    “Fifteen is not a few,” Audrey argued, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “Seriously, I just need some Tylenol,” Rose muttered stubbornly. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re already on something stronger than Tylenol right now,” Audrey said. She glared at Rose. “Would you leave your IV alone?! You’re going to hurt yourself! And I swear I’ll puke if you start bleeding everywhere!” 
 
    Rose ignored her. “I have to figure this out.” 
 
    “Okay, look, just be still, dang it!” Audrey said frantically, throwing her hands up. “At least let me see if I can get them to discharge you first.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rose said, offering her friend a sarcastic salute. 
 
    Audrey raked a hand through her frizzy mess of brown hair. She sighed loudly at Rose, “Okay. Just stay there until I get back. Don’t touch anything.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I assured them that I’d take you down in the wheelchair!” Audrey complained, abandoning the wheelchair in the hallway as she ran after Rose. 
 
    Rose shoved open the door to the stairway and started down the five flights of stairs. “Well, why would you do that?” she asked, frowning. “Besides, wheelchairs and stairs are a bad combination. I’d end up injured even worse.” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Obviously, we would’ve used the elevator…like normal people,” she said, breathless as she rushed down the stairs, trying to catch up with Rose. “Dang it. Are we really going to walk down five flights of stairs?” 
 
    “You know how I feel about elevators. They’re tiny,” Rose said, shuddering at the thought. “You’re welcome to ride the elevator if you want.” 
 
    “And leave a concussed, crazy woman to walk down five flights of stairs by herself?” Audrey scoffed as she hopped down two steps at a time to catch up with Rose. “Ugh, I’m going to be sick. I shouldn’t have eaten those six donuts.” 
 
    Rose tapped on the beige Level 2 sign with her fingertip as they passed the door and continued down another set of stairs. “Relax. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Where exactly are you in such a hurry to get to?” Audrey said, nearly tripping over one of the stairs. “Owen already told Eleanor about what happened, and she gave you the next few nights off. And your classes are over for today.” 
 
    “I need to figure this out,” Rose mumbled distractedly. 
 
    “Figure what out?” Audrey asked breathlessly. 
 
    Rose pushed open the door beside the Ground Floor sign and stepped out into the hallway. “Several things. But first, I want to know who brought me here.” 
 
    “I told you,” Audrey sighed. “The nurse said that she doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Someone must know,” Rose insisted as they neared the door for the Emergency Room. “They said he brought me in through the ER, right?” 
 
    Audrey cast a wistful look at the snack machines as they passed them. “Yeah, but what are you going to do? Break into the office? Watch the cameras?” 
 
    “That’s illegal,” Rose muttered, as if she would do it otherwise. 
 
    As they entered the empty waiting room. Rose glanced around, looking for someone to ask. Audrey crossed her arms and sighed, ready to sink down on one of the sofas and watch some television if Rose didn’t hurry. She glanced around the room, looking for a comfortable place to sit. She froze as she saw the curvy brunette behind the desk. “Hey, that’s Meg. Rose! We can ask Meg.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Audrey. “I’m not sure I know a Meg.” 
 
    “I went to high school with her,” Audrey explained. “Come on.” 
 
    Rose followed Audrey over to the desk where a young woman in a brown suit and a crisp, baby blue button-down shirt sat, busy typing something into her computer. She held a black, corded phone to her face with her shoulder as she typed, her soft, brown, curly tendrils falling around her face. When she noticed Audrey, she smiled and mouthed what appeared to be an enthusiastic hello. She then frowned curiously at Rose, her green eyes lingering on the blood that stained Rose’s white button-down shirt and the bandage on her forehead. After a few moments, she finished the call and returned the phone to its receiver. 
 
    “Audrey! It’s so good to see you!” she exclaimed. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” Audrey assured her. “And you?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve started taking a few classes at the University,” Meg told her. 
 
    “That’s great!” Audrey said, smiling. She scratched her head, tangling her already messy hair. “I was wondering if you’d answer a question for my friend.” 
 
    Meg nodded. “Of course,” she said. She glanced at Rose, staring once again at the bandage on Rose’s forehead. “Shouldn’t you be in a wheelchair?” 
 
    “Nope,” Rose said simply, offering no further explanation. 
 
    Audrey leaned against the desk. “Rose wanted to know if you knew…” 
 
    “How much my bill will be,” Rose interrupted, finishing the sentence. 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “I thought you wanted to know…” 
 
    Rose cut her off again. “Can you tell me that?” she asked Meg. 
 
    Meg nodded and began typing into the computer. “Possibly. I should at least be able to tell you how much the ER portion will be. What is your name?” 
 
    “Rose Melanie Foster,” Rose answered. 
 
    Meg smiled kindly at Rose, although her gaze remained on the computer. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, by the way. I was a little worried when he brought you in last night. You were unconscious, and there was just so much blood.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “So, you were here last night?” 
 
    She continued typing. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then you saw the person who brought me in,” Rose stated. 
 
    Meg grinned. “Pardon the lack of professionalism, but he was hot." 
 
    Audrey raised her eyebrow. “Really?” she asked excitedly. “How hot?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at Audrey’s eagerness. “Did he give you his name?” 
 
    Meg frowned. “Honestly, I don’t remember him mentioning a name, but I’m sure we asked. That is really strange, actually. I don’t even remember asking.” 
 
    “Is it on the report or anything?” Audrey asked. 
 
    Meg glanced back at the screen as she pulled up the report. “No,” she answered, frowning. “That’s weird. It doesn’t mention him at all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Audrey said, drawing out the word in confusion. 
 
    “Describe him to me,” Rose requested. 
 
    “Tall. Very tall. Sexy. Long hair. Black clothes. Tattoos,” Meg listed. 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Yeah. That sounds like the guy from the restaurant.” 
 
    “Arrogant-Jerk-Hero?” Audrey asked. “You didn’t tell me he was sexy.” 
 
    Rose stared at Audrey blankly. “That’s because it’s irrelevant.” 
 
    “Okay, this is really weird,” Meg announced as she scanned the screen, her brows furrowing. “There’s so much left blank in this report. It says that your bill has already been paid, but there are no details concerning the who or how.” 
 
    “Huh, that is weird,” Audrey agreed. She glanced at Rose and asked, “Do you think that Tall-Sexy-Arrogant-Heroic-Jerk-Guy might’ve paid your bill?” 
 
    Rose raised her eyebrow at the ever-lengthening name. “Why would he do that? I mean, he did give me a huge tip, so it’s possible he has the money…” 
 
    “Call me crazy, but this guy isn’t really sounding like a jerk,” Audrey said. 
 
    “That’s only because she called him sexy,” Rose informed Audrey. 
 
    “Am I losing my mind?” Meg asked suddenly. 
 
    “I’m not sure we’re qualified to answer that,” Rose answered. 
 
    “This has my signature, but I don’t remember this at all,” Meg continued. 
 
    “Well, that’s creepy,” Audrey muttered.  
 
    Meg shook her head. “This is my handwriting. Why don’t I remember?” 
 
    Rose frowned, not sure what to think. “Did you hit your head, too?” 
 
    Meg scowled at Rose. “No.” 
 
    “We should get you home,” Audrey told Rose, pulling her by the arm. 
 
    “Thanks, Meg! It was nice to meet you!” Rose called as Audrey dragged her through the door and outside into the hot afternoon sun. 
 
    As soon as they were outside, Audrey turned back toward Rose. “Why do you think I didn’t see the man who saved you in my dream?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I have no idea,” she admitted. 
 
    Audrey frowned thoughtfully. “Did he seem to know your attacker?” 
 
    Rose considered that for a moment, recalling the night again. “Well, I don’t think they were friends, but yes, they did seem to know each other. I think they might’ve, um, known the same girl. In the biblical sense, I mean.” 
 
    Audrey raised her eyebrow. “And how exactly do you know this?” 
 
    “The way they were talking,” Rose answered.  
 
    “So, wait, does that mean you remember everything?” Audrey asked. 
 
    “It’s all starting to come back to me,” Rose confirmed. “We need to go.” 
 
    Audrey frowned at the urgency in Rose’s voice. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have a lot of questions I need answered,” Rose said.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Swords and Fangs 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Audrey placed her hand on her hip. “This is not resting.” 
 
    Rose glanced up from the scrolls and books that were spread out across the table to find Audrey standing in the doorway of the empty classroom. She straightened the small, black reading glasses that set crooked on her nose and returned to scanning one of the many books in front of her.  
 
    “Relax. I’m not going to rip open my stitches by reading,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey sighed and stepped into the room, depositing a half-empty box of donuts on the table. “You should be at home in bed, eating chicken soup.” 
 
    “I have a concussion, Audrey, not the flu,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Audrey scowled as she noticed something familiar about the maps and artwork on the beige walls of the classroom. She glanced around, noticing the familiar arrangement of desks and the large, wooden podium at the front of the classroom, in front of a long white board. “Have I been in here before?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Rose answered without looking up from her books. Her long, red hair, still wet from the shower she’d just taken, fell forward, leaving damp spots on her blue button-down shirt. “Dr. Parker teaches all of the Ancient Civilization classes in this room. It’s used mostly for upper level history classes.” 
 
    Audrey continued to frown. “It looks so familiar. It’s like déjà vu.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Rose said as she jotted down something in her notebook. 
 
    Audrey shrugged and dragged a chair over to the table with Rose. She sunk down at the table and opened the box of donuts. “I brought donuts,” she announced as she picked up one of them. “I already ate most of them, though.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I’m good. I’m on a diet, remember?” 
 
    “But they’re jelly donuts,” Audrey objected. 
 
    Rose looked up at Audrey, her brows furrowing. “So?” 
 
    “So, they’re technically fruit, right?” she asked as she bit into the donut. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think it works that way,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey shrugged and took another bite of the donut, not even bothering to wipe off the large glob of red jelly that dropped onto her thin, pink hoodie. 
 
    “You can go on if you need to,” Rose said as she returned her attention to the book in front of her. “I know you still have to pack for the weekend.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but someone attacked you last night on your way home. I’m not letting you walk home again tonight,” Audrey said. 
 
    “I could have brought my own car, if you’d just let me,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “The doctor hasn’t okayed you to drive yet.” 
 
    “I feel fine,” Rose said bitterly as she flipped open another oversized book and began thumbing through it, searching for something helpful.  
 
    “Why can’t you do this at home?” Audrey asked. 
 
    “There’s no room in that apartment for all of these books,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey glanced at the fifteen or so oversized books scattered across the long wooden table. “There’s no room anywhere for this many books. If you ask me, it shouldn’t even be legal for one person to check out so many.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you,” Rose said, flashing a sarcastic smile at her. 
 
    Audrey stuck her tongue out at Rose. She sighed and wiped her sticky hands on her jeans. “I guess I could go home and pack and then come back later to pick you up. I was already planning a midnight run for ice cream anyway.” 
 
    Rose laughed at her friend’s junk-food obsession. “Only if you’re sure that won’t be an inconvenience for you,” she said. “I really don’t mind walking.” 
 
    “You’re not walking,” Audrey stated. “I’ll come back and get you, okay?” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Rose said again as she wrote something in her notebook. 
 
    Audrey sighed and slid her chair back. She grabbed the nearly empty box of donuts and glanced down at Rose. “Promise me that you’ll be careful.” 
 
    Rose looked up and flashed a cute smile at her friend. “Now, if I did that, how would I carry out my brilliant plan of hunting down Dracula and asking him to drink my blood?” she teased, adopting a cheesy, fake accent for the last part. 
 
    Audrey narrowed her eyes. “Not funny.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias found himself standing in that back alley near the café for the second time that night. He knew the woman wasn’t inside the café. He would have recognized her scent if she’d been there. Still, he hated that he kept finding himself back there. He certainly didn’t want to run into her again. But this was the last place that he had seen Theron. It was the only starting place he had. 
 
    He stared at the dark stains on the pavement. Blood stains. He’d almost left to circle the city again when he noticed movement in the shadows, near a wooden fence that separated a residential neighborhood from the strip mall that housed the café. He closed his eyes and inhaled, noticing the pungent scents of food, car exhaust, trash, and…a vampire. He opened his eyes and glared at the moving figure. He kept to the shadows, close to the brick building next to him, as he inched toward the vampire, careful not to let his heavy black boots thud against the pavement. He’d almost reached the fence when his phone vibrated. 
 
    The vampire straightened at the sound, and she looked at him with wide brown eyes before she leapt over the fence and disappeared into the night.  
 
    Kallias growled in frustration and shoved his hand into his pocket. He pulled out the phone and answered it without even checking the caller ID. 
 
    “Damn it, Erik, you have the worst timing,” Kallias snarled. 
 
    “Aww…I miss you, too,” Erik quipped on the other side of the line. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Shouldn’t you be busy right now?” 
 
    The sound of a car buzzing past and the quiet giggle of a female filled the line. “I am…kind of…” Erik chuckled. “So, have you killed Theron yet?” 
 
    “I’d be on my way home if I had,” Kallias said. “Guess where I am?” 
 
    “Not on your way home?” Erik guessed. 
 
    In the background, Kallias heard a female voice telling Erik goodbye and then the heavy thud of the front door closing. He rolled his eyes as he waited. 
 
    “Hey, I told you I’d help if you needed me,” Erik said after she left. 
 
    “What would be the point? If you’d come here with me, you would just be doing the same thing here that you’re doing there,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    “What?” Erik asked. He sounded genuinely ignorant. 
 
    “Flirting with women,” Kallias said, “and sleeping with them, I’m sure.” 
 
    Silence filled the line for a moment. “You know me well.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “A stranger could’ve guessed that.” 
 
    Erik laughed. “Hey, I have a talent. Not everyone can mix work and pleasure. You sure as hell can’t. I mean, how long has it been since you had sex?” 
 
    “Too long,” Kallias muttered as he noticed something move in the trees. 
 
    “So, what happened last night?” Erik asked. “I thought you had a lead.” 
 
    “I did,” Kallias said into the phone as he stepped back into the shadows so that the person in the trees wouldn’t see him. He lowered his voice. “I did find Theron last night, actually. I even managed to injure him pretty severely.” 
 
    Erik was quiet for a moment. “So, then…why didn’t you kill him?” 
 
    “He had other vampires helping him. They attacked me,” Kallias said. 
 
    “What vampire in his right mind would agree to help Theron?” Erik asked. 
 
    “A vampire that doesn’t want to die,” Kallias answered. He laughed. “Of course, that didn’t really work out for them because they still died, just at my hands, instead of his. I am not sure they fully appreciated the mercy of that.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go after Theron once you’d killed them?” Erik asked curiously. “He should have been an easy target for you if he was injured.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “I had to deal with a distraction.” 
 
    Erik laughed. “Distraction, huh? Was she hot?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Why do you assume the distraction was a she?” 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Erik asked expectantly. 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Kallias muttered. “I had to take her to the hospital.” 
 
    “Dang, Kallias, you can’t be that rough with humans,” Erik joked. 
 
    “Funny,” Kallias muttered sarcastically. “Theron attacked her. She was unconscious and bleeding. Who knows what would’ve happened if I’d left her?”  
 
    “But you didn’t answer my question,” Erik complained. “Is she hot?” 
 
    “She’s the most annoying human I’ve ever met,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Erik laughed, “I knew it. You’re attracted to her.” 
 
    “I’m speaking English, right? Because that’s not what I said,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Is she blonde?” Erik asked, ignoring Kallias’s objection. “Brunette?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes at his friend’s mixed-up priorities. “Neither.” 
 
    “She’s a redhead, then?” Erik continued. “Not my type, but…” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias interrupted. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Of course,” Erik said. “I should let you get back to not killing Theron.” 
 
    Kallias scowled. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Erik said. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Bye, Erik.” 
 
    He turned off the phone and slid it back into his pocket, narrowing his eyes as a woman emerged from the trees and started walking toward him. 
 
    “Is someone there?” the woman called as she neared the alley. 
 
    Kallias stepped out of the shadows, watching as the tall, slender woman froze in shock. The flickering streetlight behind her cast an orange glow on her chin-length, perfectly styled brown hair. Her short khaki skirt revealed long, tanned legs, and her green sleeveless shirt accented the golden specks in her hazel eyes. Those hazel eyes dilated lustfully as they traveled up and down his body. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed. Then, she stepped forward, joining him in the dark alley, and she asked, loudly, this time, “Why were you hiding back here?” 
 
    Kallias continued to glare at the woman. “I was hiding for your benefit, not mine,” he said, watching her suspiciously. “I’m not in a good mood tonight.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, obviously disappointed. “Maybe I could help?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Kallias said rudely. He stepped toward her, causing her to stumble backward. “Although…I do need you to answer one question for me.” 
 
    Her hazel eyes darted toward the fence. “Uh…o-okay,” she stammered. 
 
    He leaned down close to her. “Who told you to hide in those trees?” 
 
    She paled. “I…I just… I’m supposed to watch for someone.” 
 
    “Who?” Kallias asked. “Rose Foster?” 
 
    She nodded nervously. “He said there’d be someone else here. Is it you?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias told her. “The other person ran. You should, too.” 
 
    The woman offered him a smile. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    Kallias grasped her wrist and jerked her forward, until her body collided with his. His hands tight around her arms, he leaned down and sniffed her neck. “Because I smell his scent in your blood,” he growled. “You’re bound to him.” 
 
    Her heart raced. She pulled back, her eyes wide and frightened. 
 
    He took control of her mind with his telepathic control. “Tell me who you are, why you are here, and anything that you know about Theron.” 
 
    Her hazel eyes changed, becoming blank and emotionless. “My name is Lori. I met a strange man last night. He had blood all over him. He bit me and drank my blood. I was dying, so he forced me to drink his blood so that it would heal me. He told me that I could feel what I felt last night every night as long as I did as he asked. He told me to watch the café all day and report back to him if I saw Rose Foster. He said that another vampire would meet me here later.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “I know who you are. You’re Kallias,” she said. She pulled a dagger out of her small green purse and held it up to show him. “I’m supposed to stab you.” 
 
    Kallias glanced down at the dagger in her hand. He smiled. “Yeah, you won’t be doing that,” he told her as he twisted the dagger out of her grasp. He released her arm and stepped back. He brushed past her as he started to leave. 
 
    The woman stumbled backward, rubbing her head as she regained control of her mind. “What did you do to me?” she asked, confused by the disoriented haze in her mind. Her eyes widened. “Hey! Wait! You can’t leave!”  
 
    “I assure you that I can,” Kallias muttered as he continued walking away. 
 
    The woman ran after him, nearly falling in her high heels. She managed to catch up with him before he reached the street. She grasped the corner of his leather jacket to pull him back toward her. Kallias could have kept walking. He knew a human wasn’t strong enough to actually pull him to a stop, but not wanting to hurt the woman, he sighed and stopped, turning back toward her. 
 
    “I need to do what he told me to do,” the woman told him. 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “That’s your problem, sweetheart, not mine.” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes wide. “You’re like him, aren’t you?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I am nothing like Theron.” 
 
    She reached up toward his mouth, but he grasped her wrist before she could touch him. She pursed her lips. “Fangs,” she said. “Do you have fangs?” 
 
    Kallias released her wrist. He stepped toward her and growled with his fangs bared, causing her to fall backward. “Does that answer your question?” 
 
    The woman stared up at him, visibly trembling in fear. She nodded and stuttered, “Y-y-yes.” Somehow, she managed to pull herself to her feet, even as she continued to look pale with terror. “Would you do it? Would you bite me?” 
 
    “You humans are all so stupid,” Kallias snarled. “Do you want to die?” 
 
    The woman paled. “Um…n-no,” she stammered. 
 
    “See, that’s where this road ends,” Kallias said, his voice low and dangerous. “You were lucky last night that Theron found a use for you, or you’d already be dead. But I can assure you that if you return to him, he will eventually kill you. Maybe he’ll grow tired of you. Perhaps you will just get too old for him. More than likely, you will piss him off, and he will end your life without a second thought. Theron doesn’t care about you. He doesn’t value your life. Theron is a monster, just like me, and you can always expect him to do what all monsters do.” 
 
    Her eyes were wide and fearful. “What do monsters do?” 
 
    His eyes darkened. “Monsters kill.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I should,” he said tiredly. “But I have a better idea.” 
 
    The woman frowned, still pale with fear. “What?” 
 
    Kallias leaned in close. “You’re going to lead me to Theron.” 
 
    She shook her head quickly. “But I don’t know where he is.”  
 
    “No, but your body does,” Kallias said, smiling. “Use your blood bond.” 
 
    The woman swallowed audibly. “Blood b-bond? I don’t know what…” 
 
    Kallias grasped her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. He then took control of her mind again. “Use your blood bond to lead me to Theron. Now.” 
 
    “Yes,” the woman replied impassively. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose jumped as the sound of the door creaking open suddenly interrupted the silence of the empty classroom. Her reading glasses fell crooked as she glanced at the door. She sighed in relief when she saw the middle-aged woman in the doorway. A few strands of ashy blonde hair hung around the woman’s narrow face, falling from the loose bun that held the rest of her long, blonde hair. Her khaki business suit blended with her skin, and oversized glasses framed her bright green eyes. She carried an armful of textbooks in her arms. 
 
    “Rose,” the woman said, smiling. “I should’ve known I’d find you here.” 
 
    “Hey, Dr. Parker,” Rose said, smiling back at her professor. 
 
    Rose straightened her glasses as she returned her gaze to the computer on the corner desk, browsing for useful articles in the school’s database.  
 
    The professor crossed the room and dropped an armful of books on the desk, the books crashing loudly on the wooden surface. She leaned forward tiredly and sighed as she rubbed her sore arms. “I missed you in class today.” 
 
    Barely missing a beat in her typing, Rose pointed at the bandage on her head. “The hospital held me hostage,” she said, her gaze still on the computer. 
 
    Dr. Parker frowned at her nonchalant tone. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ah, nothing,” Rose muttered as she typed. “Some psycho attacked me.” 
 
    “What?” Dr. Parker sputtered. “Someone attacked you? Are you okay?” 
 
    Rose looked up from the computer screen. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    Dr. Parker shook her head and laughed, “You’re so strange sometimes.” 
 
    “So I’m told,” Rose agreed. “Did I miss anything important in class?” 
 
    Dr. Parker leaned her arms on the desk and waved her hand dismissively. “Nah. Don’t worry. You’re already months ahead of everyone else anyway.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her brows furrowing as she read an article on demonology. 
 
    The professor walked around the desk, raising an eyebrow at the strange article on the computer screen. “What are you working on?” she asked Rose. 
 
    Rose stopped and spun her computer chair toward Dr. Parker. She stared at her professor for a moment, uncertainty visible in her bright blue eyes. She sighed, “Dr. Parker, how much do you know about vampire mythology?” 
 
    Her interest officially piqued, the professor grabbed a chair and pulled it over to the desk, the metal legs scraping loudly across the floor. She sank into the chair and leaned forward, resting her elbows on the desk. “Not much,” she admitted. “Are we talking modern mythology or medieval mythology?” 
 
    “Both,” Rose answered. “And…earlier.” 
 
    Dr. Parker frowned. “What do you mean by earlier?” 
 
    Rose pulled off her reading glasses and set them aside so that she could rub her temples tiredly. “Ancient Greece, for example,” she sighed. “How much do you know about what ancient cultures believed about vampire-like creatures?” 
 
    The professor nodded, her brows furrowing as she considered the question. “I doubt I know any more than you do,” she admitted. “I know that Jewish folklore ascribed vampire-like qualities to the infamous Lilith. I also know that Ancient Greek mythology suggested that the demigoddesses Lamia and Empusa fed on the blood of humans and that they were said to be beautiful and seductive. And of course, I know later Greeks believed in other blood-drinking creatures.” She sighed. “I’m afraid my knowledge on the topic is limited.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her pen, lost in thought. “Beautiful and seductive.” 
 
    “Can I ask again?” Dr. Parker asked. “What exactly are you working on?”  
 
    Rose snapped out of her daze and glanced back at her teacher, smiling shyly as she met Dr. Parker’s confused gaze. “It’s a long story, but the short version is: I’m trying to translate this set of scrolls. I’m pretty sure they’re written in a very ancient dialect of Greek, and they describe a vampire-like creature.” 
 
    The professor blinked at her. “Um…okay…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed. “It’s weird. The word vampire is never used, of course, since it didn’t exist at the time, but the scrolls do refer to this creature as a monster, a blood-drinker, and a creature of darkness on multiple occasions.” 
 
    “May I ask how you came to possess these scrolls?” Dr. Parker asked. 
 
    “That part is even weirder,” Rose sighed. “Someone gave them to me.” 
 
    The professor raised an eyebrow. “Someone just gave you ancient scrolls that could be worth who-knows-how-much money? Who gave them to you?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I don’t know his name. I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
    Dr. Parker stared blankly at her. “A stranger,” she said, her eyes wide. “That is beyond weird, Rose. Do you happen to have the scrolls with you?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No. Not at the moment.” 
 
    Dr. Parker nodded thoughtfully. “Well, my guess is that they’re probably not as ancient as they seem. Preserving ancient documents is no easy task. If they were really that ancient, I doubt they’d be legible. As a matter of fact, they’d probably be dust by now. If I could just look at them, then, maybe I could tell.” 
 
    “I could bring them tomorrow, maybe,” Rose offered nervously. 
 
    The professor sighed and stood. “You do that, and we can go over them together. Maybe, together, we can translate them and get to the bottom of your weird little mystery.” She smiled. “The husband and the kiddoes are waiting up on me, so I need to get home. Try not to get attacked by a psycho again, okay?” 
 
    Rose smiled at her teacher. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Dr. Parker headed toward the door. “Lock up for me, okay?” 
 
    “Sure. Of course,” Rose said, returning her attention to the article. 
 
    She’d nearly given up on finding anything useful when her phone rang. 
 
    Rose pulled the phone out of her pocket and answered it immediately. “Don’t worry. I’m not walking home. I was just about to call you,” she laughed. 
 
    “Oh, Rose! You answered! Thank God!” Audrey squealed in her ear. 
 
    Rose winced and pulled the phone away from her ear. “Why would you be worried that I wouldn’t answer? When have I ever not answered?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Audrey asked. She sounded like she was almost in tears. 
 
    Rose frowned at her friend’s panicky tone. “I’m fine. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You need to leave! Now! Get out of that room!” Audrey demanded. 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said. She held the phone with her shoulder as she shut down the computer. “I’m officially confused. You told me not to leave the room.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, now I’m saying I was wrong! Leave now!” Audrey shrieked. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Rose chided as she pulled off her glasses and slipped them into her pocket. “I’m turning off the computer now. What’s going on, Audrey?” 
 
    “There’s no time for this,” Audrey cried breathlessly. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    “I just remembered where I’ve seen that room before,” Audrey told her. 
 
    “Really?” Rose asked as she watched the computer shut down. “Where?” 
 
    Her voice cracked with panic. “In my dream. Rose, he will kill you there.” 
 
    Rose didn’t have time to respond because as her gaze darted to the door, she found someone standing there. Dressed in brown dress pants and a green sweater that complimented his tawny skin, Theron stood there, staring at her. 
 
    Without saying anything to Audrey, Rose pressed the end button and dropped her hand to her side, staring warily at the man who would kill her. 
 
    “I found you,” he announced, wearing that same sickening smile. 
 
    Rose stood slowly, her hand grasping the closest thing to her: a ballpoint pen. She swallowed nervously. “If you come any closer, I’ll scream,” she warned. 
 
    Theron seemed to take that as a challenge. He approached her, slowly and predatorily, his dark eyes wild with manic excitement. “Go ahead. Scream.” 
 
    “That’s not the response I was hoping for,” Rose complained. 
 
    Theron chuckled, “No one will hear you. I already made sure of that.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly, her stomach sinking as she wondered what he’d meant by that. Her apprehension only increased as she noticed the blood-red stain that darkened his lips and the skin around his mouth. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “We were interrupted last night,” Theron told her as he gracefully maneuvered around the desks. “I figured the least I could do was finish the job.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, taking a step back. “Well, I appreciate the thought and all, but surprisingly, I’m actually okay with that particular job never being finished.” 
 
    Theron rounded the computer desk. “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    Rose took another step backward, gasping as she backed into the wall. 
 
    Theron shoved the computer chair aside and cornered her against the wall. His nearly black eyes darkened with hunger as he stared down at her. 
 
    With no possibility of escaping, Rose pressed her back heavily against the wall, desperate to keep space between them. “Why do you want to kill me?” 
 
    Theron stepped closer, eliminating the tiny breadth of space between them, ignoring how she cringed. He raised his hand and placed it on her neck, feeling her rapid pulse beneath his fingertips. He leaned in close and sniffed her neck, inhaling her enticing scent. “Well, you do smell delicious,” he murmured. 
 
    Anger and disgust boiled inside of her, and she barely resisted the urge to shove him or punch him, actions she knew would only succeed in hurting her. “That’s all? I smell good, so you decided to kill me?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    His hands skimmed the edge of her shirt. “Essentially,” he confirmed. 
 
    “In that case, maybe I should have skipped that shower,” Rose muttered. She shoved his hands off of her. “You better get your hands off of me, you…” 
 
    “Or what?” Theron interrupted, laughing. “What will you do, human?” 
 
    Rose didn’t have an answer for that question. “Something,” she warned. 
 
    Theron smiled condescendingly at her, as if he considered her no more than an ant with a battle cry. “The truth is I didn’t come here to kill you. I came for something far more valuable than you, something I was told you possess.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to kill me?” Rose asked hopefully. 
 
    “Of course I’m going to kill you. It’s just not the reason I’m here,” Theron said. He leaned closer to her and hissed, “Killing you is just a bonus.” 
 
    “How flattering,” Rose muttered dryly. 
 
    Theron licked his bloodstained lips. “I need to taste you,” he growled. 
 
    Rose frowned at that comment and the way he stared so hungrily at her neck. “Taste me?” she repeated. “What are you going to do? Barbeque me?” 
 
    Theron scowled at her. “No.” 
 
    “Wait. Who told you that I have anything valuable?” she asked suddenly. “I’m a college student. I do well to afford Ramen noodles and coffee.”  
 
    “I’ve had people watching you. I know what you have,” Theron said. 
 
    “Stalking is illegal, you know,” Rose said, “but then, so is murder, so…” 
 
    Theron traced his fingernail across the pulsing artery in her neck. 
 
    “Stop touching me,” Rose snarled, her blue eyes flashing with anger. 
 
    “No,” Theron said. “I had them watch you because you were looking for me. I wanted to know why. And when I found out what you have, I had to come.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything,” Rose insisted, brushing his hand off of her again, ignoring his glare. “And I was not looking for you! I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “Does the name Calista Petrakis ring any bells?” Theron asked. 
 
    Rose stared at him blankly. “No,” she answered. “Should it?” 
 
    “Short. Brunette. Much prettier than you,” Theron described. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t you think that destroying my self-esteem before you kill me is just a little excessive?” she complained. 
 
    “She works in the reference section of a library you visited when you were in Greece last week,” Theron continued. “You asked her if she had ever heard of any Greek myths or stories about a vampire with the name Theron.” 
 
    Rose froze as she remembered the librarian. She stared warily at the man in front of her, blocking her escape. “And what does that have to do with you?” 
 
    Theron offered her a condescending smirk. He gestured toward himself and said, “Theron.” Then he flashed his fangs at her and said, “Vampire.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at the sight of those sharp, inhuman teeth. “That’s impossible. Those are fake. They have to be. They’re costume teeth. Right?” 
 
    Theron suddenly grasped her wrist and leaned forward. Before she even realized what was happening, one of his fangs sank so deep into her fingertip that it hit the bone. As she cried out in pain, Theron pulled back and smiled at her. 
 
    “Did that feel fake?” he sneered, her blood dripping from his mouth. 
 
    Icy shock and dread washed over her as she stared at the thin stream of blood running down her finger. She glanced up at him, watching in horror as he licked the blood from the razor-sharp fang where his canine tooth should’ve been. She suddenly felt as if everything she knew about the world might be wrong. 
 
    Her horror and disgust only increased as Theron placed her finger in his mouth and sucked the blood from it. She tried to snatch her hand away from him, but no amount of force could remove her hand from his grasp. She suddenly felt a strange, disturbing wave of pleasure cascade through her body. Thankfully, it didn’t last long as he relaxed his grip and allowed her to pull her hand free. 
 
    “You taste powerful,” he groaned, fixing his ravenous gaze on her neck. 
 
    “Powerful?” Rose repeated, bewildered by what was happening. 
 
    “I need more,” he growled as he moved his mouth to her neck. 
 
    Panicking, Rose ducked and tried to escape him. She didn’t even manage to run one step before his arms wrapped around her and pulled her back against him. He shoved her painfully against the wall and ripped the top of her shirt open. She shoved and fought his hands, but her fighting didn’t seem to faze him at all. 
 
    She realized that she needed to stop fighting long enough to think. As his fangs brushed her neck, she asked, “What do you want? What valuable item?” 
 
    Theron pulled back to glare at her. “You know what I want.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rose agreed sarcastically. “I’m just asking for no reason.” 
 
    Theron growled at her. “I already told you that I don’t like that attitude.” 
 
    “And I don’t like being murdered,” Rose said. “I’m weird that way.” 
 
    “Why would you care what I want? You’ll be dead,” Theron said. 
 
    “What if I gave it to you? Would you let me live?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Theron’s dark eyes roamed her body, lingering for too long on her hips and her breasts. She felt sick as she saw the lust in his cold eyes. “No,” he laughed. “I plan on devouring every drop of your blood. You taste too good to waste.” 
 
    Her heart pounded harshly and rapidly against her chest, and Rose knew when she saw the smile that curved at his lips that he knew somehow. He knew how frightened she was, how weak she was. “It was stupid of you to tell me that.” 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Did you just call me stupid?” 
 
    “No, if you were listening, you’d know that I called what you did stupid,” Rose corrected, ignoring the pure rage that flashed in his eyes. “Think about it. If you hadn’t told me that you would kill me either way, you could have used that as leverage to make me give you that item that you want so badly.” 
 
    Rose whimpered as he suddenly grasped her face hard enough to bruise her jaw. His fingernails dug into her skin as his eyes darkened dangerously. 
 
    “Do you know what I think is stupid?” he snarled. He leaned in close. His warm breath smelled of blood as it fell against her face. “Insulting the person who plans to kill you. I can make your death very painful. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Rose pulled desperately at his hand. It felt as if he might crush her jaw with just his hand. The pain brought tears to her eyes, tears she tried to hold in. 
 
    Having proven his point, he released her face with an arrogant smirk. 
 
    She rubbed her aching jaw. “It wasn’t so much an insult as it was advice.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed again, and he leaned closer to her, smiling as she tried to cringe away from him. “Once I’ve tasted your blood, my body will know your scent. I will be able to track that scent anywhere, to any place you frequent and to any person you’re close to,” he warned. She gasped as his hand suddenly wrapped around her throat. He whispered in her ear, “I think I might kill everyone you care about. That girl you live with. That boy who works with you. If you want to save them, you can hand over the item. How is that for leverage?” 
 
    Rose felt the blood drain from her face. “Let go,” she pleaded hoarsely. 
 
    Theron smiled and pulled his hand off of her throat. “I’m listening.” 
 
    She coughed. “I still don’t know what it is that you want.” 
 
    “Fine,” Theron said, his eyes narrowing at her. His gaze dropped to her neck, and he licked his lips, almost as if he couldn’t help it. “I’ll find it myself.” 
 
    Before he could lower his head toward her neck, Rose shoved her pen into his eye. He screamed and stumbled back as blood spewed from his eye. Rose bolted toward the door, knocking desks and chairs over in her clumsy hurry. 
 
    She froze as she reached the door, staring in horror as she saw him suddenly standing in the doorway, blocking her escape. Blood coated his face, still gushing from his eye, but he stood in front of her as if she’d only scratched him. She could tell from the paleness of his skin and the way he panted that the injury caused him pain, but apparently it took more than that to slow him down. 
 
    “You will pay for that, bitch,” he growled. His voice sounded more like that of a savage beast than a person. He caught her in his grasp, his hands twisting her wrists painfully, as he shoved her against the wall. She fought with every bit of strength she had, but she couldn’t stop him as he pressed his fangs to her neck. 
 
    Suddenly, Rose felt his body ripped away from hers, and she heard a series of thundering crashes through the room as desks and chairs scattered across the floor. She stared across the room, her brows furrowing as she noticed Theron lying against the opposite wall, his body curled on the floor. 
 
    “Not you again,” complained a deep, lightly accented voice beside her. 
 
    Rose spun toward him, her relief quickly morphing into irritation as she noticed the man standing next to her. “Oh, sure, get irritated at me,” she snarled sarcastically, “because I totally asked to be stalked and murdered by that psycho.” 
 
    Kallias stood just inside the room, next to the door. His head tilted to the side as he scowled at her, his long, brown hair brushing the collar of his black leather jacket, annoyance and impatience evident in his narrowed brown eyes. 
 
    As Rose glared at him, she suddenly noticed Theron return to his feet and charge at Kallias from behind. “He’s behind you!” she warned him. 
 
    Kallias spun on his heels and stepped to the side just before Theron could reach him. He caught Theron by the shoulder as he passed him, unable to stop, and then Kallias tossed him across the room again. Rose gaped at him, stunned by how easily he’d just thrown a grown man. Kallias scowled at the blood oozing from Theron’s eyes. He laughed, “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Theron just growled and glared murderously at Rose. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. “Impressive,” he admitted. 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Did you just compliment me?” 
 
    “Don’t read too much into it. I still think you’re infuriating,” Kallias said. 
 
    She shrugged. “And I think you’re a jerk.” 
 
    She pointed behind him as she noticed Theron on his feet again, but before she could warn him, Kallias had already spun around and caught Theron again. She frowned bewilderedly as she watched him throw Theron across the room a third time, tossing the full-grown vampire easily, as if he were a tiny doll. 
 
    Theron groaned at the pain that tore through his bones as he crawled unsteadily to his feet. When he finally managed to stand, he glared murderously at Kallias. “Why do you keep interrupting?” he growled. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have sent your girlfriend to me, then,” Kallias said. 
 
    Theron frowned for a moment and then glared toward the doorway. 
 
    “I appreciate the gesture, but she’s not really my type,” Kallias continued, drawing Theron’s attention back to him. He pulled the dagger from his pocket and twirled it between his fingers. “The dagger was a nice gift, though.” 
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be a gift. It was meant to be painful,” Theron snarled. 
 
    “I’m aware,” Kallias assured him. He smirked, his eyes gleaming mischievously. “By the way, she seemed awfully interested in me, considering you wanted her to stab me. Are you sure you’re pleasing your women well enough?” 
 
    That taunt succeeded in enraging Theron, and he immediately charged Kallias. Just as Theron reached him, Kallias stepped to the side again, causing Theron to slam into the classroom’s brick wall at supernatural speed. 
 
    Kallias walked toward him, stopping just out of his reach. He laughed, “You’re so easy to manipulate. All I have to do to turn you into a mindless idiot is piss you off. One emasculating comment, and you charge into a wall like a bull.” 
 
    Rose shuddered at the strange sound that Theron made as he climbed to his feet: an inhuman snarl that sent chills down her spine. At a speed that only a vampire could follow, he raced across the room and shoved Kallias into the wall behind them. Rose blinked, not sure how she’d missed what happened, and then turned to look at them as she heard the crash that sounded like an explosion. 
 
    Theron smiled as Kallias winced in pain. “I wouldn’t laugh if I were you,” he warned, keeping Kallias cornered. “We both know I am stronger than you.” 
 
    Kallias dropped and swept his leg under Theron’s feet, knocking the vampire flat on his back. He pulled away from the wall, his eyes narrowing at Rose. “Why are you still standing there like an idiot?” he snarled at her. “Run!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snapped. “An idiot? I’ll have you know that I have…” 
 
    Kallias cut her off. “Damn it, woman, if you don’t run…” 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, Rose noticed the flash of a blade and saw Theron approaching Kallias from behind. “Watch out!” she shouted. 
 
    Kallias swiftly grasped Theron’s wrist before the dagger’s blade reached his neck. He spun on his heels and twisted Theron’s wrist. Theron fell to his knees, groaning in agony. Kallias twisted Theron’s wrist to its breaking point. 
 
    “Drop the weapon,” Kallias demanded. 
 
    Desperate for relief from the pain, Theron opened his hand, allowing the rusty weapon to fall. The metal blade clanged against the tile as it slid across the floor. Theron glared murderously at Kallias, snarling a string of Greek curse words under his breath, as his wrist burned and ached. Kallias released his wrist, and Theron scrambled several steps backward to put space between them. 
 
    Glancing at Theron and Kallias to make sure they weren’t paying attention, Rose used her foot to drag the dagger behind her. She quickly knelt and picked up the weapon. She hid it behind her back, watching the two men warily. 
 
    Kallias’s brown eyes darted toward her, but he gave no other indication of noticing what she’d done. The moment he looked away, Theron attacked him, but Kallias caught him and shoved him back. Theron growled and attempted to punch him, but Kallias blocked the blow with his forearm. This provoked an onslaught of attacks from Theron, all of which Kallias skillfully blocked.  
 
    Rose managed to make out a few punches and kicks, but as their speed increased, the fighting soon became a blur. She watched the blur of movement in stunned confusion as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. 
 
    She blinked several times. “What the heck?” 
 
    The fighting suddenly ended with a thunderous crash as Theron landed against the farthest wall with enough force to shake the room. Rose gaped at Theron as he slumped against the wall and wiped the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. His eye had stopped bleeding and appeared to be healing. 
 
    “I told you to run,” Kallias growled, his voice suddenly close to her ear. 
 
    Rose gasped and spun toward him, stunned to find him right behind her. He seemed mostly unscathed from the fight with the exception of the blood that trickled from his bottom lip. “When did you get there? How did you…” she trailed off in confusion as she glanced back and forth between the strange man standing next to her and the injured vampire lying in the floor across the room. 
 
    “Do you have a death wish or something?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    Rose shook her head and decided to blame the weirdness of the situation on her concussion. “I can’t just leave you here with him. He is dangerous.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly shoved her into the wall behind her. She gasped as he forcefully pinned her to the wall with his hands and body. Her blue eyes darted toward her left hand, the hand that held the dagger, which he’d been careful to safely pin beside her head, proving that he had noticed her take it. His face was so close to hers that his breath warmed her face, carrying the faint scent of mint toothpaste, and his perfectly sculpted face suddenly looked terrifyingly furious. 
 
    Kallias smelled the spike of adrenaline in her blood, and the scent only intensified his predatory hunger. He could feel every inch of her soft body pressed up against his as he held her against the wall. It took an unbelievable amount of self-control to resist the urge to sink his fangs into her neck and feed from her. 
 
    He sounded breathless as he growled, “In case you haven’t noticed, I am dangerous as well. So, when I tell you to run, I would suggest that you run.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rose snarled between clenched teeth, officially too angry to care. 
 
    “Good,” Kallias muttered as he pushed himself away from her. 
 
    Rose truly had every intention on running, but before she reached the door, she saw Theron grab Kallias from behind and press the sharp blade of what appeared to be a rusty, short sword against his throat. She turned back. 
 
    “Where the hell did you have that hidden?” Kallias asked Theron. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” Rose protested before she could stop herself. 
 
    Theron stared at her curiously, a sinister smile tugging at his lips. He pressed the blade closer to Kallias’s neck and said, “I think you have an admirer.” 
 
    “I am not, nor will I ever be, his admirer,” Rose muttered indignantly. 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at her. “What do I have to do to get you to run?”  
 
    Rose frowned. “You do realize he has a knife on your throat, right?” 
 
    “It’s a sword, smartass,” Kallias informed her. “Knives are much shorter.” 
 
    “Oh, congratulations, you know more about weapons than I do. Shucks, I was so hoping to win that award,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Frustrated that, even though he was holding a sword against Kallias’s throat, they weren’t paying attention to him, Theron glared at them. “Do you want me to leave the room so that you two can just have sex and get it over with?” 
 
    “Eww,” Rose said, grimacing at Kallias, as if she found him repulsive. 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow in disbelief. “Eww?” he repeated. 
 
    “Hello? Remember me? The one who’s going to kill you?” Theron growled, pressing the sword into Kallias’s skin until it drew a thin line of blood. 
 
    Rose gasped as she saw the blood on his neck. “No! Leave him alone!” 
 
    “I don’t need your help. I need you to run,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “I wouldn’t listen to him, if I were you,” Theron warned her. “If you take one step toward that door, I’ll decapitate him without a second thought.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Don’t hurt him. I won’t run. I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” Theron said. He smiled arrogantly and gently dragged the sword’s blade to the side of Kallias’s neck, forcing him to tilt his head to the side. “I find it interesting that a human would risk her life for a man she doesn’t know.” 
 
    Kallias winced at the pressure of the blade. “Not interesting. Foolish.” 
 
    Rose shot an irritated glare at Kallias before returning her gaze to Theron. “He risked his life for me. Why does it surprise you that I’d do the same?” 
 
    Theron offered her a patronizing smile. “If you only knew,” he sneered. 
 
    “If I only knew what?” Rose asked irritably. 
 
    “I think, if you knew what Kallias really is, you’d want me to kill him,” Theron speculated. He smiled at Kallias. “What do you think? Should I tell her?” 
 
    “I don’t really give a shit what you tell her,” Kallias snarled. “Either kill me, or get the damn sword off of my throat. I’m sick of your psychotic games.” 
 
    “I don’t care what he is or what he’s done,” Rose said, earning a surprised look from both of them. “It’s not my place to decide whether he deserves to die.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, stunned and confused by her answer. 
 
    With a sigh of disappointment, Theron tapped the dagger against Kallias’s throat the way a normal person might tap a pen on their notebook when they’re thinking. “I don’t know if it would be a good idea to let him go, though. He’s interfered one too many times. Maybe I should just kill him, after all.” 
 
    “I said I won’t run,” Rose snapped, glaring at him. “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Kallias’s eyes darted toward her left arm as she tightened her grip around the dagger’s handle. Since he had no other option, he used his telepathic abilities. 
 
    “Keep the dagger hidden,” she suddenly heard his deep, accented voice say, the sound resonating inside her head. She froze, startled by the voice. 
 
    She stared at him. “Did you just say something?” 
 
    Theron frowned. “What are you talking about? No one said anything.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth at them, noting the bewildered look on Theron’s face and the glare Kallias shot at her. “I just heard him,” she mumbled. 
 
    “She did hit her head pretty hard last night,” Kallias commented. 
 
    She glared at him. “I’m not hallucinating! I know what you…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Kallias snarled suddenly. 
 
    They both frowned at him. “What is going on?” Theron asked Kallias. 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to demand an answer, but as her gaze dropped toward the floor, she stopped. Theron stood behind Kallias with his legs positioned a comfortable distance apart. At least a foot separated his brown loafers, and Kallias’s large, black boots filled that space. She watched as Kallias carefully inched his left foot toward Theron’s foot, seeming to feel for the distance between them. She returned her gaze to his face, and she froze as she found his warm, seductive, brown eyes studying her.  
 
    Rose mouthed the word left to Kallias, and she noticed his lips tug upward into a small smile in response. With a speed she could barely see, he quickly shifted his foot to the left and hooked it behind Theron’s ankle while he simultaneously grasped Theron’s arm with his hand to prevent the blade from slicing through his neck. In a swift, fluid motion that seemed only a blur to Rose, Kallias swept Theron off of his feet and took the sword. As Theron fell backward, Kallias flipped the sword and pointed it at the vampire. Theron swallowed nervously and began to back away from him, but Kallias pursued him slowly. 
 
    “Retreat is cowardly,” Kallias said as he followed Theron. 
 
    Theron eyed the sword warily as he continued backing toward the bookshelves that lined the farthest wall. “I’m a vampire. We’re not exactly known for being virtuous. As his back collided with the wall, he began to slowly circle the room back toward Kallias, rather than allowing himself to be cornered. Kallias mimicked the action, stepping sideways in a slow circle to keep Theron in his line of sight. Theron smiled and added, “Frankly, Kallias, I think you place too much importance on the foolish virtue. Courage has always been your downfall.” 
 
    The way the two men circled the room reminded Rose of the way predators might circle their prey in the wild. She frowned at the natural way in which Kallias held the sword, almost as if he’d been formally trained to wield it.  
 
    “How so?” Kallias asked Theron. 
 
    “Well, it was courage that landed you in my hands,” Theron answered. “If you had just ignored that scream like any other human would have, you could have gone on living your boring human life, blissfully ignorant of Phoebe’s nightly activities, but you couldn’t do that, could you? And now, here you are, repeating history. Mark my words, Kallias. Courage will be the death of you. Again.” 
 
    “You’re a disgrace to your kind. You always have been,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Do you know what I think is a disgrace?” Theron asked as he stepped over an overturned desk. Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “A vampire desperately clinging to his last shred of humanity thousands of years after that humanity died. You can’t think of any vampires like that, can you, Kallias?” 
 
    Kallias’s jaw tightened, and he glanced back at the human woman, frustrated that she still hadn’t run. “Why are you hunting the woman, Theron?” 
 
    “Why do you keep asking? Why do you even care?” Theron countered. “If I want her, I will have her. You can’t stop me. I am stronger than you are.” 
 
    Kallias smiled. “Stronger, maybe, but your combat skills are laughable.” 
 
    “I do not need combat skills to kill you,” Theron growled. 
 
    “You know, I actually have no idea who you were before you were turned,” Kallias said suddenly. A taunting smirk curved at his lips. “But I guess you must have been pretty lowborn to have not been trained in combat.” 
 
    Theron froze. “Lowborn?” he growled, his lip curling in disgust. His eyes narrowed. “You know nothing! I was a Macedonian prince when I was human!” 
 
    “Ah, that explains it,” Kallias laughed. “Pampered and spoiled.” 
 
    “As if you have any room to talk,” Theron scoffed. “I know who your father was. You weren’t lowborn either. Of course, I also know how much of a disappointment you were to him. You weren’t good at pleasing anyone, were you?” 
 
    Kallias ignored Theron’s attempt to provoke him. “Macedonia, huh?” he asked with a taunting smile. “That explains a lot, actually. You know, I heard once that the Macedonians were incestuous. Is that why you are so insane, Theron? Were Mommy and Daddy really brother and sister?” 
 
    A loud, guttural growl sounded from Theron’s throat. He raced toward Kallias so rapidly that his movement became a blur, but just as Theron reached him, Kallias twisted and shoved the sword into Theron’s stomach. A strangled, choking sound escaped his lips as the sword impaled him. Kallias jerked the sword out of his stomach, and Theron fell to his knees. His hands clutched at the gaping wound as blood poured through his fingers, soaking into his sweater. 
 
    “You should really work on that anger,” Kallias said. 
 
    Theron growled again and sank his fangs into Kallias’s leg, ripping the jeans and jerking out a chunk of flesh and muscle with his sharp teeth. The bite caused enough pain to knock Kallias off of his feet. He fell to the floor, cursing under his breath. Theron spit out a mouthful of bloodied clothing and flesh on the floor, and then his feral eyes shifted toward Rose, darkening with hunger. 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Rose whispered in shock. “Kallias! Are you okay?” 
 
    Kallias glanced at Theron, and he panicked as he realized that Theron’s attention was on Rose. “Run! Run! Now!” he shouted at her, but it was too late. 
 
    Rose never even saw him move. One moment, she’d seen Theron kneeling in a pool of his own blood in the middle of the room, and the next moment, she felt his hands grasp her arms as he shoved her against the wall, his heavy, blood-covered body practically falling onto her. His two abnormally long, sharp teeth sank into her neck. She cried out as the fangs tore roughly through her skin, and acting mostly on instinct, she shoved the dagger into his left side. 
 
    Theron suddenly pulled away from her neck and glared at the dagger stuck in his hip. Rose stared at the blackish burgundy blood that coated his face and flowed down his chin and neck, realizing with shock that some of it was hers. His own blood drenched his sweater, still flowing from the sword wound. His eyes seemed dark and manic, and he looked more feral and terrifying than she’d ever seen him before. He jerked the dagger out of his side and tossed it aside. 
 
    “You stabbed me,” he stated, as if he couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Well, you bit me!” Rose said defensively. She covered her neck with her hand, her eyes widening as she felt the warm blood pouring into her hand. 
 
    “And I’m going to do it again,” Theron growled as he leaned forward. 
 
    Theron froze as a sharp blade suddenly slid in front of his neck. Rose leaned back in shock, blinking at the blood-coated blade and then at Kallias who stood behind Theron, leaning heavily on his uninjured leg. He wrapped one arm around Theron, restraining him, as he pressed the sword threateningly to Theron’s throat. Rose frowned as she realized that that Kallias’s brown eyes seemed darker, dilated too much for the bright fluorescent lighting of the room. 
 
    “Please, Rose, I need you to leave right now,” Kallias said breathlessly. 
 
    Rose wanted to argue. She wanted to tell him that she couldn’t just leave him, that it would be wrong, but as she heard the weak desperation in his voice, she couldn’t bring herself to speak. She nodded and ran from the classroom. 
 
    She froze as she found a beautiful brunette woman standing in front of the hallway door, blocking the only way out of the building. Rose scowled at the woman. “Who are you, and why are you standing in front of the door?” 
 
    The woman stared at her. “You have red hair.” 
 
    Rose blinked at the woman and then nodded slowly. “Congratulations. You’re not colorblind. Now, can we go?” she asked, pointing at the door. 
 
    The woman continued, “You have blue eyes, fair skin…” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at the woman. “Correct,” she muttered. “Seriously, now that we’ve established that you have great eyesight, can you please move?” 
 
    “You’re Rose Foster,” the woman said. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Okay. Now, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You’re the one he wants,” the woman stated. 
 
    The woman slid her hand into her green purse and pulled out a handgun. With shaky hands, she pointed the gun at Rose and put her finger on the trigger. 
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    Kallias twisted and slammed Theron roughly into the wall. He held the sword’s blade beneath Theron’s chin, his forearm against Theron’s chest, holding him still as the sharp edge of the sword dug into Theron’s throat.  
 
    Theron’s eyes darkened. “I could overpower you,” he warned. 
 
    “And I could let this blade slide right through your neck the moment I see one muscle of your body twitch,” Kallias countered. “So, I would suggest you hold very still, and answer my questions, unless, of course, you’d prefer death.” 
 
    “Fine,” Theron said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “I want to know,” Kallias growled, “why you are hunting the woman.” 
 
    “You seem awfully concerned with that question,” Theron commented. 
 
    “Yeah, well, your refusal to answer it makes me suspicious,” Kallias said. 
 
    “It’s a matter of pride,” Theron said. “I can’t let a human escape me.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “You’re lying. There’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “Is there? And how would you know?” Theron asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m asking the questions right now, not you,” Kallias said. Growing impatient, he took control of Theron’s mind and commanded, “Tell the truth.” 
 
    A blank, dazed look suddenly came over Theron’s eyes as Kallias’s telepathic abilities took effect. “She has something I want,” he said emotionlessly. 
 
    “And that something is?” Kallias prompted. 
 
    Theron began to answer, “The St—” 
 
    Kallias straightened as he heard the distant voice of the woman that Theron had sent to stab Kallias in the street, the woman Theron had also sent to watch Rose. Without waiting for Theron to finish the answer, he rushed out of the room to stop the human woman before she did something stupid. 
 
    Kallias found Rose and the woman in the hallway. He snatched the gun out of the woman’s hand before she could pull the trigger. He emptied it of bullets before he shoved it back into her hand. He glared murderously at her. 
 
    “Did you not understand anything I told you earlier?” he snarled. 
 
    The woman seemed terrified. “I just…I just wanted to…” 
 
    “To kill someone?” he interrupted, glaring pointedly at the handgun. 
 
    Rose gasped as she found Theron suddenly standing in front of her. She gaped at the blood that coated his sweater, wondering how he was even able to stand with such a severe injury, much less move so fast that she couldn’t even see the movement. Before she could react, he grasped her torn shirt and bit into her neck. She felt his fangs rip through her skin as intensely as she’d felt it the first time. Before the pain subsided, she kneed him in the groin as hard as she could. 
 
    Theron released her with a curse as he fell to his knees, snarling every Greek insult that she’d ever heard and even a few that she’d never heard before. 
 
    Rose cupped her hand over the bite wound, surprised to find that the bleeding had already slowed. She raised an eyebrow as Theron groaned at the pain. “It’s nice to know that still works on…whatever you are,” she muttered. 
 
    She heard a laugh, and she looked up to find Kallias staring at her with amusement glittering in his deep brown eyes. She gasped as she noticed the gun-toting, crazy woman lying motionlessly at his feet. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Kallias said. He opened the door that the woman had been guarding and gestured toward it impatiently. “She’s fine. Just go.” 
 
    Rose cast a worried glance at the woman, only breathing a sigh of relief after she saw the rise and fall of her chest. She still wanted to know what he’d done to the woman to knock her out, but at least she knew he hadn’t killed her. 
 
    “Now,” Kallias snapped. His smile was gone now. 
 
    She glared at him but left anyway, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Kallias approached Theron slowly. Theron stiffened as he heard him approaching and began to shift as he tried to pull himself to his feet, but before he could, Kallias shoved his dagger straight into Theron’s back. Theron collapsed onto his knees again, growling at the pain. Kallias then jerked the dagger upward, slicing all the way up through the chest, an action that would have easily killed a human. Unfortunately, Theron hadn’t been a human for a very long time. Theron fell flat on his back, choking on his own blood, as a pool of thick, crimson blood flowed out of his body, soaking the white tile floor beneath him. 
 
    Kallias stared coldly at Theron as he wiped the dagger off on his black jeans. “You’d think you’d see that coming every now and then,” he muttered. 
 
    Theron tried to speak but wound up choking on blood instead. 
 
    Kallias picked up the unconscious human and cradled her small body in his arms. He shoved open the door with his shoulder and hurried down the next hallway. The hallway opened into a foyer before he reached the exit, and he froze in the doorway as he noticed Rose kneeling in the floor in the small room. 
 
    “Damn it, can you not follow a simple…” Kallias fell silent as he took a step forward and saw the motionless body of a middle-aged, blonde human lying on the floor next to her. He watched as Rose pressed her trembling fingers to the woman’s wrist to check the nonexistent pulse. He watched as her lips quivered. 
 
    “Shit,” Kallias breathed. “You knew her.” 
 
    Rose didn’t even notice him standing there as she started to cry. 
 
    Kallias stepped back into the hallway and set the unconscious human on a side table, sweeping off a vase of fake flowers as he did so. He leaned over the woman and forced himself to concentrate enough to break into her mind. 
 
    “Wake up,” he commanded telepathically, his voice echoing in the hall. 
 
    Her gold-speckled hazel eyes fluttered open. She gasped the moment she saw him and began flailing maniacally. Kallias grasped her wrists harshly to hold her still. Her eyes widened in panic, and her pulse began to race rapidly. 
 
    “Calm down,” Kallias demanded. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Please, just let me go back to Theron,” the woman sobbed. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I should,” he snarled. “But then he’d drain every drop of blood from your body in order to heal himself. Not that I care about you. I just need him to stay injured right now. So, you should count yourself lucky.” 
 
    “Then, just let me go,” the woman pleaded. 
 
    “Look at me,” Kallias said, his deep voice suddenly echoing in the woman’s head. She stared up at him, her eyes seeming to dull as he used his abilities on her. Once he had control of her mind again, he commanded, “Forget what happened tonight and last night. Forget you met Theron, and forget that he bit you. Forget about Rose Foster. And most importantly, forget that you ever knew about the existence of vampires. Leave this building, and find somewhere safe to stay for a few weeks, somewhere out of town. Do you understand?” 
 
    The thin, brunette woman stared blankly at him, her small, hazel eyes devoid of feeling, as if she were in a trance. “Yes,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Good,” Kallias said as he stepped away from the woman. “Now run.” 
 
    The woman scrambled off of the table and fled from the building as quickly as her feet would take her. Rose frowned as she watched the previously unconscious woman run through the foyer and stumble out of the building, as if she were being chased. Thinking that perhaps she was being chased, Rose peered into the hallway, blinking as she found Kallias in doorway, watching her. 
 
    She wiped angrily at the tears under her eyes. “Call 911! Please!” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Kallias asked calmly. 
 
    She stared in disbelief. “I dropped my phone. Please, you have to call!” 
 
    Kallias pushed away from the doorway. “It’s too late for that.” 
 
    “We have to help her,” Rose pleaded. “She’s… She’s…” 
 
    “Dead,” Kallias finished for her. “Dead is the word you’re looking for.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Don’t say that! You don’t know that!” she cried. 
 
    “I do, actually,” Kallias corrected. “And so do you. She is not breathing. Her heart is not beating. Her skin is cold. It’s ashen in color. Her eyes are…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what a dead body looks like!” Rose yelled suddenly. 
 
    Kallias blinked in shock as an image flashed through his mind, a memory of a long-dead corpse lying in a dirty living room floor. Her memory, he realized. He turned away, taking deep breaths as he tried to disconnect himself from her mind. “Then, you know that she’s dead, and there’s nothing you can do for her.” 
 
    She looked down at the woman, her eyes blank. “I can’t just…” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he snapped suddenly, cutting her off. He took a step toward her, his eyes narrowed in frustration. “Are you going to wait until she feels stiff? Until her corpse stinks? By, then, you’ll be as dead as she is!” 
 
    Rose just stared, shocked by his cruel attitude. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Me?” he snarled, stepping toward her. “What is wrong with you? I’m trying to save your life! Again, might I add. But you insist on making it difficult!” 
 
    “I never asked for your help,” she said quietly. 
 
    Kallias stiffened as he heard Theron moving again. He turned and glanced down the hallway and then looked back at Rose who continued to shake her lifeless teacher in desperation. “Damn it, I am not watching you die.” 
 
    Rose gasped as he suddenly grabbed her arm and jerked her to her feet. “Let me go, jerk,” she yelled as he dragged her toward the door by her arm. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later,” he growled as he pulled her through the door. 
 
    “No, I won’t!” she shrieked, kicking him. “I’ll hate you! I do hate you!” 
 
    He pulled her roughly along the breezeway. “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Let me go! Now!” she continued to scream, fighting against him. 
 
    Kallias ignored her and dragged her from the building by the arm with her protesting and kicking him the entire way. By the time they reached the next building, he’d lost his patience. He growled and slammed her into the gray stone wall of the college building. She gasped at the sudden attack, and her blue eyes widened as he grasped her wrists and leaned against her, pinning her to the wall. 
 
    “Do you want to die?” Kallias growled suddenly. He leaned in close, his brown eyes darkening with a mixture of anger and hunger. “If you do, just tell me so that I can stop wasting my time. I’ll even kill you myself. Just say the word.” 
 
    Rose gulped at the threat as she stared into those terrifyingly furious brown eyes. Before she could respond, she heard the doors of the building swing open, and she glanced down the breezeway, gasping as she saw Theron leaning wearily against the wall, covered in blood and ripped open from stomach to chest. Theron eyed her with a crazed, feral hunger, his fangs flashing in the moonlight. 
 
    “How the heck is he walking?” she asked. 
 
    “Skata,” Kallias cursed. He glared at her. “We’re running. Now.” 
 
    Rose didn’t protest this time, her fear finally catching up with her shock and grief. Kallias grabbed her hand and ran. They ran across the dark, empty campus toward the main street, and then they kept running, street after street, through the city. Rose’s lungs ached and burned, reminding her of one of the many reasons she preferred the library to a jogging track. She couldn’t even see in front of her anymore. Everything looked blurred, as if they were moving too fast for her to make out the images as they passed. Since she couldn’t see, she just let Kallias to pull her in whichever direction he decided. She wondered as they ran how he always seemed to know when to turn, almost as if his eyesight processed the images much quicker than hers did. They had just turned onto a well-lit street when Rose’s shoestring got caught beneath her shoe. 
 
    She fell flat on her face, her lips smashing painfully into the pavement as she caught herself too late. She pressed down on her hands to push herself up. 
 
    Kallias knelt beside her and helped her to her knees, his touch surprisingly gentle. He pushed her messy, auburn waves out of her face. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Rose wiped the blood from her lips with the back of her hand. 
 
    Kallias paled as the sight of her blood and its sweet, powerful scent hit him all at once. He cursed and jumped to his feet, quickly distancing himself from her. He panted harshly as he fought to regain control of the powerful, burning hunger inside him. Rose looked up at him, a puzzled look coming over her face. 
 
    “Do you have to bleed every time you’re around me?” Kallias snapped. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Oh, I’m sorry. Next time, I will tell my blood not to come out since I have so much control over that,” she snarled sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias looked away as he continued to fight against the ravenous hunger. 
 
    Rose eyed him suspiciously. “Why would bleeding bother you anyway?” 
 
    Kallias walked away, attempting to put as much distance between them as possible. Even several feet away from her, the scent of her blood still intoxicated his senses. He faced away from her, staring into the dark alley they had just run through, afraid that if he saw her blood again, he’d devour her before he could stop himself. “Theron can smell fresh blood from miles away. With you bleeding, protecting you will be even harder than it was when you weren’t.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, seeming to accept that as a valid answer. She climbed clumsily back to her feet, wincing as her hands, knees, and lips burned from the fall. She scowled at Kallias’s back. “Why are you standing all the way over there?” 
 
    “I’m watching for Theron,” Kallias answered, irritated that she was asking questions, questions that she shouldn’t ask. He spun around and narrowed his eyes at her. “Why the hell were you out alone again anyway?” he snarled. 
 
    She glared at him. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I was studying.” 
 
    “Studying,” he repeated darkly, staring at her as if he seriously doubted her sanity. “Who the hell decides to study after being released from the hospital after attack on her life? And that still doesn’t explain why you were alone at night.” 
 
    “My mistake. I thought it was the twenty-first century,” she gasped. She placed her hand on her chest, pretending to be alarmed. “How dare I leave my home without a male escort? Next thing you know, I’ll start thinking for myself.” 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at her. “How did I get myself into this?” he sighed. 
 
    Rose winced as her palms burned from the bite of the pavement. The cold, night air only seemed to make the peeled, raw skin sting worse. She blew on her hands to cool them. As they stood there quietly, Rose found herself fighting back tears again. “I can’t just leave her there,” she whispered, mostly to herself. 
 
    “You can, and you will, if you want to survive the night,” Kallias said. 
 
    “She is my teacher,” Rose said pleadingly. 
 
    Kallias spun on his heels to face her, noticing with relief that her lip had stopped bleeding. “Correction: She was your teacher. Now, she is dead.” 
 
    Rose glared murderously at him. “How can you be so heartless?” 
 
    Kallias felt his hunger ignite again as her cheeks flushed pink with anger, and he quickly looked away, choosing to focus instead on a dark, closed thrift shop. “I’m not heartless,” he muttered under his breath. Truthfully, he often wished he were heartless. It would have saved him a lot of frustration and suffering. “I am just realistic. People die. The sooner you accept that, the better.” 
 
    “She was a good person,” Rose added, trying to make him understand. 
 
    “And good people die,” Kallias snapped, turning to look at her. His gaze seemed dark and intense as he stared at her. “This isn’t one of your fairy tales where the bad guys die and the good guys live happily ever after. This is real life. And in real life, it’s the good guys that die and the bad guys that are immortal.” 
 
    She just stared at him for a moment. “My fairy tales?” she repeated. Her voice sounded quiet and measured, as if there were many emotions brimming just beneath the surface. “What makes you think that I ever believed in fairy tales?” 
 
    His breath caught in his throat as her thoughts suddenly flooded his mind. He blinked and looked away, stunned by the horrid memories. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have assumed…” he trailed off. “I’m an asshole. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at his sudden change in behavior. She nearly laughed at how uncomfortable he looked. “You don’t apologize much, do you?” 
 
    His lips lifted into a small smile. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Rose watched as he returned to scanning the alleyways and streets for any signs of Theron or anyone who might be helping him. “So, she’s…dead,” Rose admitted to herself, her voice catching. “We still need to call the police.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “You underestimate Theron’s speed. By the time human police reach that college, Theron will have already disposed of the body.” 
 
    “Disposed?” she repeated, her face paling. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her. “I mean, if I were you, I wouldn’t expect an open casket funeral for your teacher, that is, if she ever has one at all,” he said bluntly. 
 
    Rose stared at him in disbelief. “Are you always like this?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered easily. 
 
    She crossed her arms and nodded bitterly, her lips pursed. For a while, she just glared at him while he continued to busy himself with watching for signs of Theron. “Do you know what I can’t seem to make sense of?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias looked at her curiously, wordlessly urging her to continue. 
 
    “If you’re so cold and heartless, why would you save my life?” she asked. “If you really don’t care for others, then why would you care whether I lived or died?” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes unreadable. “I’m not cold. I’m just…callous.” 
 
    “Why? What made you so callous?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    He watched her for a moment, as if he couldn’t decide how to answer the question. Then, in just four long strides, he closed the distance between them. She let her arms fall to her sides as he moved so close to her that their bodies nearly touched. She gasped in surprise as his large, rough hand closed over her hand. He stared at her hand for a moment. It felt so soft against his. Then, finding what he was looking for, he ran his fingertip across a rough spot on her finger, calloused from writing. He looked at her. “When something endures injury, stress, or wear for too long, it hardens itself for its own protection. It’s natural.” 
 
    Rose swallowed as she glanced down at his hand wrapped around hers. His feverish touch caused her skin to tingle and burn, and she blushed as she saw the chill bumps rising on her skin. Almost as soon as she noticed it, he dropped her hand. She watched him as he stepped back awkwardly, putting an appropriate distance between them. Her chest tightened with sympathy as she wondered what had happened to him to make him harden his heart. She might have asked, if she thought he would answer. “Or,” she said quietly, biting her lip, “it can heal.” 
 
    “Some wounds never heal,” Kallias said darkly, unable to meet her gaze. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Come on. We have to keep moving.” 
 
    Rose frowned at his urgency. “Why?” 
 
    “Because if Theron has tasted your blood, he can track you by scent, and the longer you remain in one spot, the easier that will be,” he said. He pointed at the pavement near her feet. “And that blood on the ground won’t help matters.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the dry spot of pavement. “What blood?” 
 
    “It’s there,” Kallias muttered impatiently. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rose sighed. “Just let me tie my shoes first, so I don’t trip again.” 
 
    He nodded and waited as she lifted the black Converse shoe to her knee and bent to tie the thin shoestrings. He cast a quick glance at her and froze, his eyes widening at the sight. He suddenly realized that with everything going on, he hadn’t really looked at her…because if he had, he would’ve definitely noticed that. 
 
    Her long, red hair fell over her head, shielding her face. Dirt and rocks clung to her jeans that were torn at the knees from her fall. And…well…her shirt was torn, too. It hung open, revealing nearly every inch of her shapely breasts. 
 
    After Rose finished tying her shoes, she glanced back up at Kallias and frowned as she noticed him watching her with a mischievous smirk, amusement gleaming in his wide brown eyes. “Why are you smiling like that?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias didn’t answer her. He just shrugged off his jacket and held it out. 
 
    Rose scowled at the proffered jacket. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing?” Kallias asked, still offering the jacket. 
 
    Her frown deepened. “You don’t really strike me as the chivalrous type.” 
 
    His smile widened. “I’m not.” 
 
    She gestured at the jacket dangling between them. “Then, what is this?” 
 
    His eyes drifted downward again, and his lips twitched, as if it were taking all of his strength not to laugh. “Your shirt is torn. I can see your breasts.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, and she quickly looked down at her shirt. She blushed profusely as she realized that the first several buttons of her shirt had been ripped off, leaving only a blue cotton bra to shield her breasts from his gaze. 
 
    “And you have very…distracting…breasts,” Kallias added. 
 
    Surprisingly, her face managed to turn a darker shade of red than before. Unable to look at him, she started fumbling nervously with her shirt, pointlessly trying to pull it closed. “That stupid psycho ripped my shirt,” she complained. 
 
    Kallias pulled his jacket back toward him and teased, “I mean, if you don’t mind me staring at them, then, I certainly don’t mind…” 
 
    Rose glared at him and snatched the jacket from his hand. “Pig!” 
 
    Kallias laughed as she pulled on his jacket angrily, zipping the jacket all the way up to her neck, covering the torn shirt and everything else. The black leather jacket hung nearly to her knees, and the sleeves hung well past her hands. Shooting him one last glare, she marched off in the direction they’d been running. 
 
    He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and caught up with her in two easy strides. “Hey, I could have just kept my mouth shut and kept looking.” 
 
    She looked at him, her blue eyes narrowing dangerously. “Now you’re just digging yourself into a hole. You should have stopped while you were ahead.” 
 
    Kallias laughed, “Yeah, I probably should have stopped at ‘distracting.’” 
 
    She surprised herself by actually laughing with him. “Probably.” 
 
    He watched her as she laughed, stunned by how attracted he was to that cute, playful smile of hers, and the way her face flushed when she felt embarrassed or angry. He looked away, falling silent as they wandered through the city. 
 
    After a few minutes, Rose realized that they were circling the town. She looked up at him curiously. “I have a question,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “You seem to have a lot of them,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips at that comment. Then, she started speaking rapidly, “Anyway, I know it might sound like a bad question, but I promise I don’t mean it in a bad way. I just want to know. I am not prejudiced at all. I’m just a really curious person. And I ask a lot of questions, and it irritates people, I know, but…” 
 
    “Are you actually going to ask this terrible question, or are you going to keep rambling to me about why you shouldn’t ask it?” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    Rose exhaled slowly. “Are you Greek?” she blurted. 
 
    Kallias suddenly froze and burst into laughter. He laughed so hard that he doubled over, his hand clutching his stomach. “That was your question?” 
 
    She turned toward him, scowling at his sudden fit of laughter that seemed just a little too melodramatic, in her opinion. “What is so funny about that?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, still laughing, as he straightened and grinned, “with all of that build-up, I was afraid you were going to ask my penis size or something.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “What? No! No! No. I would never ask about your… I don’t want to know your…” She gestured blindly toward his crotch throughout her incoherent sputtering. “I’m not interested in your… I’m not interested!” 
 
    Kallias stared at her with a raised eyebrow as she continued her loud, mortified stammering, never managing to finish a sentence. He glanced at the man and woman on the street who had turned to watch Rose’s strange outburst. 
 
    Rose followed his gaze and blushed, her cheeks turning nearly crimson. “Why does this always happen to me?” she whined, turning away from the couple. 
 
    “This has happened before?” Kallias snorted, still laughing at her. 
 
    She spun back toward him, glaring at him. “The point is: I couldn’t care less about how big or small your…” she trailed off, apparently still unable to finish the sentence. She marched off in the direction they’d been walking, wanting get as far away from those people as possible before she died of embarrassment. 
 
    Kallias followed, easily catching up with her. He leaned toward her with a playful grin. “I’m offended that you would even think small is an option.” 
 
    Rose grimaced and snarled, “You are a vulgar, repulsive, perverted…” 
 
    He smiled and interrupted, “Yes, I’m Greek. How did you know?” 
 
    She shrugged, temporarily forgetting her long train of insults. “Well, I didn’t actually know. I just suspected. I noticed that you have an accent, although it doesn’t sound Greek exactly, and then, I noticed that you seem to have some Greek features. But that doesn’t mean much because we’re all from somewhere originally, right? And then, I noticed that you have an unusual name, specifically a Greek name. Of course, your parents could have just liked Greek names…” 
 
    “You’ve been thinking about me an awful lot,” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t flatter yourself. It took maybe a total of three or four minutes for me to make all of those connections,” she scoffed. 
 
    “But I was still on your mind,” Kallias said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    She threw her hands up. “Well, yeah,” she said, as if it were obvious. “A strange man showed up at my work, asked me a weird question, and then attacked me. Then, I realized that the same rude jerk that attacked me and said he didn’t care whether I lived or died actually saved my life and even went to the trouble of dropping me off at the hospital. So, yes, obviously, you were on my mind!” 
 
    Kallias sighed irritably, “I thought we established I did not attack you.” 
 
    “You established that. I didn’t,” Rose clarified. “You forcefully grabbed me. The definition of the word attack is an act of aggression that…” 
 
    “Do you always define words in the middle of an argument?” he asked. 
 
    “I…uh… Yeah, sometimes,” Rose admitted. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I didn’t attack you.” 
 
    “Fine. Then what would you call it?” Rose countered. 
 
    “Restraining,” Kallias replied. “Restraining is defensive, not offensive.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “I didn’t need to be restrained!” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow. “Speak for yourself,” he muttered. “I don’t think there is a person alive who has the patience to deal with you.” 
 
    “Funny,” Rose snapped. “I was thinking the same thing about you.” 
 
    Kallias chuckled. “So, what else made you think that I was Greek?” 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t interrupted me, you’d know I was almost finished,” Rose sassed. She shrugged. “You spoke in Greek. After that, I kind of figured.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “When did I speak in Greek?” 
 
    “You said the Greek equivalent of the S.H. word,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “S.H. word? You mean shit?” Kallias laughed. “Do you always refer to curse words with vague letter references the way a five-year-old child would?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Do you always say the words?” she countered. 
 
    He laughed. “I do, actually,” he answered. “You see, my father used to tell me that respectable, high-class men should avoid vulgarity, but I never much cared for his political, self-righteous, prejudiced bullshit, so…” He completed the sentence with a sarcastic bow to no one in particular. 
 
    “There were a lot of adjectives in that sentence,” she noted playfully. 
 
    “A lot of adjectives come to mind when I think of him,” he muttered. 
 
    Rose stared at him, surprised that he’d actually revealed something about himself, even if it was only his dislike for his father. “Where is your father now?” 
 
    “Dead,” Kallias answered with no emotion whatsoever. 
 
    “Oh. Crap. I’m sorry,” Rose said sympathetically. 
 
    “Don’t be. The world was better off without him,” Kallias said coldly. No emotion, not even anger, showed in his expression. “I only wish that I had been the one who had the privilege of shoving the sword through his heart.” 
 
    Rose froze. “Your father was murdered? With a sword?” 
 
    Kallias grimaced, mentally cursing himself for saying too much. He wasn’t accustomed to making such ridiculous mistakes. “It was a metaphor.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose laughed. “Of course.” But her smile faded again as she thought about what he’d said. “You didn’t really mean that you wish you could have killed him, though, right? Because even if you don’t like him, that’s a little…” 
 
    Kallias turned to look at her. He sighed, and she thought he looked sad, all of the sudden. “Rose, I am not a good guy. I thought I made that clear already.” 
 
    Rose watched him with a frown. “Yeah. I guess you did.” 
 
    “Come on. We have to keep moving,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    Rose followed him as he continued to lead her down random streets and alleys. She struggled to keep up with his brisk pace. His boots pounded harshly against the pavement, and his intense body language betrayed his frustration. 
 
    Rose fiddled with the sleeves of the black leather jacket as they walked. “Where did you get this jacket? Giants-R-Us?” she muttered, breaking the silence. 
 
    Kallias laughed. “It’s custom made.” 
 
    She sighed, “It was Theron who murdered her, right?” 
 
    He didn’t even seem surprised by the sudden change of subject. “Yes.” 
 
    “And he killed her because of me,” Rose said quietly. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, his brown eyes softening. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” Rose asked, her voice cracking. “He wanted to kill me. He wouldn’t have even encountered her if he hadn’t been looking for me.” 
 
    Kallias came to a stop suddenly, turning toward her so abruptly that she collided with him. He grasped her shoulders to steady her, vaguely noticing the way her cheeks flushed at their closeness. “You cannot do that,” he said, enunciating each word harshly. His voice softened. “Believe me, Rose. No one can shoulder that kind of guilt. Theron killed her. He is to blame. Not you. Not anyone else. You didn’t choose for him to come after you, now did you?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “I don’t even understand why he wants to kill me.” 
 
    “Then, like I said, it’s not your fault,” he said. 
 
    “There was blood on her neck,” she commented. 
 
    Kallias watched her warily. “Yes.” 
 
    “But Theron can’t be a…” Rose trailed off. “Tell me it’s not true.” 
 
    “But it is true,” Kallias said. “Theron is a vampire.” 
 
    She shook her head in denial. “It’s impossible. Vampires don’t exist.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “If I thought you truly believed that, I would let you continue to believe it. It doesn’t help anyone’s cause for humans to know about the existence of vampires. But there’s no point in denying it when you already know. You saw his kill. You saw the blood on her neck. You felt his fangs when he bit you. You already know what he is, whether you want to believe it or not.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in the supernatural,” Rose insisted. 
 
    Kallias laughed bitterly. “Well, considering you are being hunted by a vampire, maybe even more than one, you might want to start believing.” 
 
    “Would you quit calling it that?” Rose complained. “I’m a human being. You’re talking about me like I’m some kind of animal.” 
 
    “To a vampire, you might as well be,” Kallias said, shrugging. “You’re just food to vampires, similar to how animals are just food to you.” 
 
    “Now, that’s not fair,” Rose muttered. “I like animals.” 
 
    “And some vampires like humans,” he said. “But they also eat them.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Have you ever heard of something called tact?” 
 
    He shrugged. “If you are looking for sensitivity, you should look elsewhere. You won’t get it from me,” he said unapologetically. 
 
    “Because you’re a jerk?” Rose asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “But…” he offered, smiling, “I’m usually an honest jerk.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Usually?” 
 
    “Come on,” Kallias said as he turned and began walking down an alley. 
 
    “So, how do you know about vampires?” Rose asked as she followed him. 
 
    “I just do,” Kallias muttered dismissively. 
 
    Rose sighed, “It irritates me when you refuse to answer my questions.” 
 
    “It irritates me when you ask so many,” Kallias countered. 
 
    She glared at him as they walked, but he stared straight ahead, avoiding her gaze. “How do you expect me to trust you if you won’t answer my questions?” 
 
    “I don’t,” he told her. “I would actually advise you not to trust me. I would advise you not to trust anyone, for that matter. I sure as hell don’t.” 
 
    “Surely there is someone you trust,” Rose said skeptically. 
 
    Kallias looked at her. “Only a fool trusts someone willingly, and I am no fool,” he said with an edge to his voice. “When you trust someone, you might as well have given them a knife and said, ‘If you want to slice open my heart, go ahead.’ You deserve to have your heart broken if you’re that stupid.”               
 
    Rose blinked. “You must have loads of friends,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “I have very few,” Kallias confirmed, “and I prefer it that way.” 
 
    “So, you expect me to do what you tell me to do, but you don’t want me to trust you. Don’t you think those two expectations clash a little?” Rose asked. 
 
    “I expect you to be smart. I expect you to do what you need to do to survive. And right now, I am your only chance of survival,” he corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t like being told what to do,” she said stubbornly. 
 
    Kallias chuckled at that. “I’ve noticed.” 
 
    Silence again fell between them as they wandered aimlessly through the city, turning on one street after another, as they tried to just keep moving. Kallias watched every shadow and every corner, looking for Theron or anyone that might be doing Theron’s bidding, but the streets had grown quiet and deserted as the stores and restaurants closed for the night. Now, only the soft sound of her footsteps and the harsher sound of his own echoed through the streets. 
 
    “So, how do you know Greek?” he asked after a while. 
 
    Rose glanced at him. In his tight black jeans and black button-down shirt, he blended into the shadows of the alley. She had to squint just to see his face. “I study Ancient History. I had to choose between Latin or Greek. I chose Greek.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “And are you fluent?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Technically, yes. I aced all six classes.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “They teach profanity in academic classes?” 
 
    She laughed, “Ah, you know, someone always asks.” 
 
    They had reached the busiest street of the city by this point, but with the exception of a man sitting on the hood of his car, talking on his cell phone, the street was empty. Dark stores and restaurants lined the street. Only the hotels and gas stations near the highway seemed to be lit at this hour. Kallias figured that he would’ve noticed Theron’s scent by now, if Theron had been following them. 
 
    Kallias turned toward her. “Where do you live?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    He sighed, “Do you want to get home safely or not?” 
 
    “Oh, but I can’t trust you, remember?” Rose reminded him, flashing a sassy smile at him. “It would be unwise to tell someone I can’t trust where I live.” 
 
    He gave her an exasperated look. “What could I possibly do?” 
 
    “Well, you could kill me or rob me,” she suggested. 
 
    Kallias laughed darkly. “No offense, sweetheart, but I’m fairly certain I have more money than you do. I have no reason to rob you,” he pointed out, gaining an irritated glare from Rose. Then, he smiled and nonchalantly added, “And believe me, if I wanted to kill you, you would be dead already.” 
 
    Rose scowled at that. “What if you’re some kind of sexual predator, and you’re planning to sneak into my apartment and watch me shower or something?” 
 
    “Predator. Interesting word choice,” he muttered too quietly for her to hear. He smirked at her. “Don’t flatter yourself. I have better things to do.” 
 
    Her big blue eyes narrowed at him. “Fine,” she grumbled. She crossed her arms stubbornly. “But what makes you think I need you to walk me home?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Do you suffer from memory loss or something? Have you already forgotten that I had to save your life? Twice?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten that I helped?” Rose countered. “Theron was going to kill you. Maybe I didn’t commit any extreme acts of violence, but I still helped.” 
 
    “He was bluffing. Theron would’ve never killed me,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? And why not?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    Kallias stepped closer to her. The gentle scents of honey and vanilla filled his senses, followed by the scent of her powerful blood. His eyes darted toward her neck, his mouth watering as he watched the artery pulse. She lifted her head to meet his gaze, and her blue eyes dilated, betraying the desire she felt for him. 
 
    “Theron is sadistic in the worst of ways,” he informed her, struggling to keep his mind on their conversation, instead of on her soft, swollen lips. “Humans fight harder to survive than any other creature. They fear death and love life. So, Theron takes great joy in taking that life. But…I am different. I don’t feel any love for life anymore. So, he doesn’t get that joy from taking my life.” 
 
    Rose cleared her throat and looked away, blushing at how his closeness affected her. She laughed nervously, “You say that like he’s killed you before.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. “I guess that was a strange way to say it.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment. Her eyes softened with sadness. “Kallias, you’re not saying that you…want to die, are you?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    His eyes darted away from her quickly, as if he were afraid she’d find the answer there, in his eyes. He grinned. “I guess you did help a little,” he teased, changing the subject. “But you still wouldn’t stand a chance against Theron.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Rose challenged, flashing that cute, playful smile at him. “I bet I could fight just like you if I knew how. If I set my mind to do it, I could learn. No one can stop me once I make up my mind to do something.” 
 
    Kallias smiled. “I don’t doubt that.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Was that a compliment?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m sure that if you weren’t such a weak and incompetent human, you could be a formidable foe for Theron,” he teased with a cocky smirk. 
 
    She glared at him. “Weak and incompetent? I’ll have you know that I…” 
 
    Her argument ended abruptly with a surprised gasp as Kallias shoved her into the wall. He pinned her wrists on either side of her head and leaned against her. His breath fanned her face, his lips only inches from hers. Rose didn’t miss the fact that his brown eyes lingered on her lips, as if he were thinking about kissing her. His gaze returned to her eyes, and a cocky grin spread across his face.  
 
    “Overpower me, then, if you’re so strong,” he challenged. 
 
    With every inch of his hard and unyielding body pressed against hers, Rose wasn’t sure how he expected her to breathe, much less do anything else. Her skin warmed feverishly from the contact, and her mouth felt too dry to speak. Unable to maintain eye contact with his hypnotizing eyes, she glanced at the large, rough hands that pinned hers. Her gaze shifted back to his, and she gulped at the dark, hungry look in his eyes. “Stop looking at me like that,” she breathed. 
 
    Kallias smirked. “Like what?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips at him. She jerked at her hands, immediately realizing that she’d never be able to budge in his hold. Her eyes narrowed as she heard him chuckle at her failed attempt. “This proves nothing,” she muttered. 
 
    With another soft laugh, Kallias released her and stepped back, instantly missing the feel of her soft body pressed against him. He caught her elbow as she stumbled away from the wall and nearly fell forward, but she stubbornly jerked her arm away from him. She glared daggers at him as she moved away from him. 
 
    “Now,” Kallias said, flashing her an infuriating, smug smirk, “do you care to tell me where you live? Or are we going to wait until Theron finds you again?” 
 
    “Just so you know, I dislike you,” she grumbled. 
 
    He smiled. “The dislike is mutual, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I kind of hate you,” Rose countered immaturely. 
 
    “Hate is a passionate emotion,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    Rose marched off in the direction of her apartment without telling him where she was headed. “So?” she said when she heard him following her. 
 
    He fell into step beside her. He leaned close to her, until her shoulder brushed against his chest, his lips curving into that mischievous smile of his that he wore so often. “Passionate women are good in bed,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She shivered at the way his breath felt on her ear, hating how easily her body reacted to him. When she’d recovered from her body’s brief lapse in judgement, she glared murderously at him. “I… You have some nerve to… You have no business considering how I would… You will never know how I am in…” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at her incoherent stammering. “Do you always become incapable of finishing a sentence when a sexual topic is brought up?” 
 
    She blushed. “Maybe,” she muttered indignantly. When she heard him chuckle, her blue eyes narrowed. “I can’t help it that I’m not a pervert like you!” 
 
    He snorted. “You think I am a pervert? In that case, I would love to hear what you would call Erik. He makes me look like a blushing schoolboy.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “Who is Erik?” 
 
    “A friend,” Kallias answered. “My closest friend, actually.” 
 
    She placed her hand over her chest and gasped, “You have friends?!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her teasing. “I told you I have a few,” he grumbled. 
 
    “What do you do when you hang out with your friends?” Rose continued to tease, smiling cutely at him. “Brood in your pessimism and black clothing?” 
 
    He scowled. “What do my black clothes have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Come on,” Rose laughed. “My apartment’s this way.” 
 
    Kallias shoved his hands into the pockets of his black jeans as he followed her toward the darker end of the street that led into the residential neighborhoods. “Okay, I’ll give you the pessimism,” he said as he fell into step beside her. “But I’m not the brooding sort. I’m more of the killing things sort.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you do for a living anyway? Are you a criminal?” 
 
    “Why do you keep assuming that? Do I seem like a criminal?” he asked. 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “You just said that you like to kill things,” she reminded him. “Besides, you’re also secretive. You’ve already told me that you’re not a good guy. And you fight like someone who has been professionally trained.” 
 
    He sighed. “I hunt and kill vampires,” he answered, giving her the closest thing to the truth that he possibly could without revealing his own secret. 
 
    She started laughing. “You hunt vampires?” she repeated in disbelief. 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I found Theron well enough, didn’t I? I stopped him from killing you. And if I weren’t trying to protect you, I would have killed him.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I guess. I mean, if he is really a vampire, then…” 
 
    “Rose, he bit you. You felt his fangs rip into your neck,” Kallias reminded her. “Deep down, you know what he is. You are just afraid to admit it.” 
 
    Her hand immediately flew to her neck at the memory of Theron’s bite, but she frowned when she didn’t feel any cuts or torn skin. “Where did…” 
 
    “It has already healed,” he answered before she could finish asking the question. “The body of a vampire is designed to heal from almost anything. Healing and regenerative enzymes run through the vampire’s entire body, the bloodstream and even the saliva. That’s what makes vampires immortal. It’s what allows them to heal so quickly, and it’s what keeps them from aging. Their bodies do not deteriorate the way a human’s body does because those healing and regenerative enzymes are constantly healing them. But those healing enzymes also serve another purpose. When Theron bit you, his saliva healed your bite wound.” 
 
    Rose stared at him. “So, when a vampire kills a human, there’s no proof?” 
 
    “Nothing as definitive as a bite wound anyway,” Kallias said, shrugging. “It would be clear that the human died of blood loss, but there would be no wounds to explain how the human lost so much blood. Vampires leave no trace.” 
 
    “Except for the dead body,” she offered. 
 
    Kallias nodded. “But most vampires dispose of the bodies anyway, so…” 
 
    “So, humans never know what’s really out there,” Rose finished for him. 
 
    “Exactly,” he agreed. “After years of being hunted by humans, vampires retreated to the shadows, and they became quite skilled at hiding their existence.” 
 
    “Then, how do you know about vampires?” Rose asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I already answered that question,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You evaded the question,” she argued. “You don’t want to answer that one? Fine. Let’s try a simpler question. How do you know Theron?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her stubborn persistence. “I just do.” 
 
    “Evading a question is a sign of guilt,” Rose informed him. 
 
    Kallias ignored her and began to walk faster, frustrated that he somehow wound up getting stuck protecting a human who asked way too many questions. 
 
    Rose refused to give up, practically jogging to keep up with him. “It has something to do with that woman Theron mentioned, doesn’t it? Phoebe?” 
 
    Kallias froze, and he instinctually grabbed her elbow to stop her. Rose turned toward him and glared down at his hand on her elbow. Then, she glared up at him, pausing nervously as she noticed the dark fury in his large brown eyes. 
 
    “That is none of your business,” Kallias growled. 
 
    Rose stared at him, torn between her irritation at his reaction and her curiosity over why that name would provoke so much emotion. Irritation won. “Well, I honestly don’t understand what this woman could have seen in either of you,” she snarled. “Theron is obviously psychotic and evil, and you are just… Well, a woman would have to be completely insane to want to be with you.” 
 
    “Completely insane, huh?” Kallias growled. His eyes, dark with anger and hunger, swept over her. “Well, I suppose that means you want me, then” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she jerked her arm away from him. “Never.” 
 
    Kallias stood there, raising an eyebrow, as he watched Rose march down the street. He waited patiently as she took several exaggerated, aggressive steps before she realized that she was walking in the wrong direction. Without missing a beat, she spun around and started marching in the right direction, brushing past him as she led the way toward her apartment. He chuckled and followed her. 
 
    They traveled in silence for the rest of the walk, the lights and noise growing sparse as they traveled the residential streets. Kallias found that listening to Rose’s thoughts was almost as amusing as listening to her talk. It’d been five minutes since he’d made that comment, and she was still coming up with sassy comebacks in her mind. She even caught him laughing at her several times. 
 
    When she heard him laugh for the fifth time, she glared at him and asked, “What is so funny? Are my boobs showing again?” She glanced down at her chest. 
 
    He snorted, “No. Believe it or not, I can’t see through black leather.” 
 
    Rose suddenly came to a stop as the reached a group of four identical brick apartment buildings. The buildings were arranged in a square, surrounding a small, unevenly lined parking lot. She paused at a crooked, spray-painted entrance sign and turned toward him. They were still standing in the street. 
 
    She sighed, “This is it.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You live in the parking lot?” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms stubbornly. “No, but I can handle it from here.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head sternly. “I will leave when you’re safely inside.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine.” 
 
    He followed her as she led the way across the small parking lot, weaving through the maze of old, used cars. When they reached the third apartment building, Rose trudged up the metal stairway with him behind her. Each step creaked beneath their feet. Kallias frowned as he noticed how close the apartment doors were to each other. Rose paused at the top of the stairs in front of a red door with the number seven on it and started fishing through her pockets for the key. 
 
    Kallias leaned against the railing. “This is the bad part of town, isn’t it?” 
 
    She glanced back at him, pausing as she noticed how he looked leaning against her railing. His jeans hugged his lean hips, and the top of his shirt hung open just enough to reveal a portion of his intricate tattoo. The wind gently ruffled his brown hair, and his golden skin looked luminous in the moonlight. 
 
    Rose blushed. She cleared her throat, trying to remember the question. “Uh…it’s not too bad. The crime rate is pretty low, even in this part of town.” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow as she continued to search her pockets. “Do you need some help with that?” he teased as she fished in her front pockets again. 
 
    She shot an irritated glare at him. “No. I just misplaced my key, I think.” 
 
    Rose gave up on finding the missing key and knocked twice on the door. The lock clicked as Audrey unlocked the door, and then the door swung open to reveal Audrey in the doorway. Her frizzy brown hair looked as wild and messy as ever, and there was a smudge of blue paint smudged across her cheek. The same blue paint had left splatters of blue on her short, purple shorts and the lacy white camisole that she unknowingly wore inside-out. Audrey’s hazel eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Rose Melanie Foster, I am going to skin you alive!” Audrey shrieked. 
 
    Kallias winced as the woman’s loud, high-pitched voice burned his ears. 
 
    “I’m not sure you have the tools to do that,” Rose commented dryly. 
 
    “You hung up on me! I called you back three times, and you never answered! I thought you were dead! I was going to call the police! See?” Audrey snapped, holding her phone up to show Rose that she had already pressed 9-1-1. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “You’re right. It was inconsiderate of me. Next time I’ll tell the murderer to wait a moment while I answer the phone and assure you that I’m still alive. Of course, then, he’ll kill me, which means that I lied to you, so…” 
 
    Audrey’s hazel eyes widened. “Murderer? Then…the dream came true?” 
 
    “You know, I think you should consider going into meteorology, instead of art,” Rose said. “Then the news might actually get the weather report right.” 
 
    “Oh, Rose!” Audrey cried. 
 
    Suddenly, without warning, she threw herself at Rose, latching both arms around her neck. The force of the hug sent them backward and would have probably sent them over the railing had Kallias not been there to catch them. 
 
    Rose patted Audrey’s back awkwardly. “I’m all right, Audrey. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alive, but how?” Audrey asked, finally pulling back. 
 
    Rose pointed her thumb behind her. “The…uh…arrogant jerk.” 
 
    Audrey frowned, and then her gaze shifted in the direction of Rose’s thumb. Her eyes widened as she saw Kallias, apparently only just now noticing him standing there. “Oh, my, my,” she breathed. “Can I get attacked next?” 
 
    Rose gaped at her friend. “Audrey!” she scolded. 
 
    Audrey blinked innocently. “What?” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kallias, finding him right behind her, watching them curiously. She spread out her arms. “As you can see, I’m safe. You can go now.” 
 
    Audrey slapped Rose’s arm. “Rose! Don’t be rude! Invite him inside!” 
 
    Rose scowled at her in disbelief. “Invite him inside? Really?” 
 
    She blinked as she realized that Audrey was staring at Kallias with a strange, dazed, adoring look, much in the same way that Owen and Eleanor had. 
 
    “He saved your life, and he’s hot. It’s the least we can do,” Audrey said. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her friend. 
 
    “Actually, I need to find Theron before sunrise,” Kallias said reluctantly. 
 
    Audrey smiled excitedly. “Dude! Is that an accent? Say something else!” 
 
    “See? He’s busy,” Rose said, ignoring Audrey’s fascination with his voice. 
 
    Kallias scowled at Rose’s eagerness to get rid of him. He cast a quick glance behind the women, into the tiny apartment, suddenly curious about where this strange woman lived. He wondered if he might find a clue somewhere inside about why Theron would be so fixated on her. “On second thought, maybe…” 
 
    “No. No second thoughts,” Rose said worriedly. 
 
    “Rose can make you a cup of coffee. She’s good at that,” Audrey offered. “She’s terrible at cooking, though, so I wouldn’t suggest asking for food, not unless you like the taste of burnt food. I can’t cook either, but that’s irrelevant.” 
 
    Rose glared at Audrey. “I am not making him coffee!” 
 
    Audrey patted her shoulder. “Yes, you will. He saved your life, and we both know that deep down, underneath a thick layer of sarcasm and stubbornness, you’re like the nicest person ever,” she said in a patronizing tone. Then, she glanced past Rose and smiled at the tall, blindingly attractive man that leaned against the metal railing and asked, “Would you like to come inside?” 
 
    Flashing a wry smile at Rose, he said, “A cup of coffee does sound nice.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “You said you have things to do tonight.” 
 
    He seemed amused. “I changed my mind. Those things can wait.” 
 
    “Yay!” Audrey sang. She smiled at the man who, unbeknownst to them, happened to be a vampire and said, “What are you waiting for? Come inside!” 
 
    Kallias smirked smugly at Rose as he brushed past her and stepped inside her apartment. Her eyes narrowed, and she glared daggers at the back of his head as she followed him inside. Kallias circled the small apartment as Audrey and Rose both headed toward the kitchen area. The tiny studio apartment basically consisted of just a bathroom and closet along the right wall and a kitchen area along the left wall. The center of the room was filled with a desk, several bookshelves, and one queen-sized bed. Despite the fact that the apartment was nearly spotless, Kallias could barely move because of its small, cramped size. 
 
    “You both live here?” Kallias asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No, we live outside,” Rose muttered sarcastically as she grabbed a pot. 
 
    Audrey hopped on top of the counter and crossed her legs. “Yep, we’ve lived here for four years. We moved in here during our first semester of college.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at the one bed. “Where do you sleep?” 
 
    “In the bathtub,” Rose muttered grumpily. “The bed is just decoration.” 
 
    Kallias chuckled at her continuous sarcastic remarks. “Both of you?” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him and shrugged. “It’s a big bathtub.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at Rose. “Actually, it’s a tiny bathtub like everything else in this apartment, but we don’t sleep in it either. We sleep in the bed.” 
 
    Kallias glanced up at the two women. “Oh. Are you two…” 
 
    Before he could finish, Audrey objected, “No! No. No.” 
 
    “It’s not like that is any of his business anyway,” Rose grumbled. 
 
    Audrey smiled at Kallias. “I’m straight. And Rose is…well…” she paused, casting a curious look at Rose. She shrugged. “Well, she’s single anyway.” 
 
    Rose turned and glared at Audrey. “Really, Audrey?” 
 
    Audrey gave her an innocent look. “But you are single.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes and turned back toward the sink, filling the pot with water. She grumbled under her breath as she continued to make the coffee. 
 
    Kallias made a slow circle around the apartment, studying each thing he passed, searching for some clue as to what would make this woman catch Theron’s interest. He noticed textbooks and notebooks littering the black desk against the back wall but nothing out of the ordinary. A worn, black backpack set beside the bed, leaning against a nightstand that matched the oak bedframe. He absently scanned the bookshelves for anything peculiar, but he only noticed a large collection of fiction novels and history books. A few pieces of unfamiliar artwork depicting sunsets and oceans decorated the walls. He stared a while at a painting of a sunset, unable to remember how the last sunset he’d seen looked. 
 
    “Audrey painted that. She’s an art major,” Rose said from beside him. 
 
    Kallias glanced down at her, suddenly very aware of her closeness. “Oh.” 
 
    Rose held out a cup of dark liquid. “Coffee?” 
 
    The scent of coffee and hazelnut soothed his senses, dulling the powerful scent of the woman’s blood. Kallias blinked at the proffered coffee mug, surprised that she’d actually made him coffee. “Thank you,” he murmured. 
 
    Rose felt hypnotized by his melodic voice. She shook herself out of it as she watched him lift the coffee mug to his lips. “You’re not afraid I poisoned it?” 
 
    Kallias chuckled at her. “You underestimate me, sweetheart. It would take more than a little poison to kill me,” he teased with a playful grin. He sipped the hot liquid, his eyebrows lifting at the smooth, bold taste. 
 
    “Well?” Rose asked. She held her own cup in her hand, still full. 
 
    “It’s good,” he admitted. “Maybe you are competent at something.” 
 
    “Maybe?” she repeated in disbelief. 
 
    Audrey still sat on the counter, watching their banter with amusement. “Rose, you didn’t do him justice in your description! Sexy is an understatement!” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow at Rose. “You called me sexy?” 
 
    “No!” she scoffed. She glared at Audrey and snapped, “I did not call him sexy, and you know it! Your hospital friend called him sexy. Not me!” 
 
    Audrey held her hands up in surrender. “I plead the fifth.” 
 
    “So, you don’t think I’m sexy?” Kallias asked in an amused tone. 
 
    Rose blinked. “I… I… What kind of question is that?” she stammered. 
 
    Kallias shrugged as he sipped his coffee. “I thought it was a simple one.” 
 
    “Are you wearing his jacket?” Audrey asked suddenly, grinning excitedly. 
 
    Rose glanced down at the oversized leather jacket. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Deciding that his chances of finding any significant information in her apartment were slim to none, he set his coffee cup on the counter. “I should go.” 
 
    “No! Wait!” Rose called as she saw him heading toward the door. She set her coffee cup on her nightstand and rushed after him, determined to stop him before he disappeared again. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Kallias paused at the doorway and looked down at her. “Alone?” 
 
    Rose blushed and glanced at Audrey who was watching them with some sick kind of satisfaction. “Yeah,” she said, “but we’re just going to talk.” 
 
    One corner of his lips curved into a smile. “Of course.” 
 
    “Bye, Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy!” Audrey called as they headed outside. 
 
    Rose sighed as she closed the door, shutting them outside. “I would say she’s not always like this, but that would be a lie,” she said with a nervous laugh. 
 
    Kallias chuckled and leaned against the railing. “You wanted to talk?” 
 
    Rose blushed and stared at her feet, as if her shoes were the most interesting things in the world. “I just wanted to thank you for saving me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Wow, you’re actually grateful for something?” 
 
    She glared at him. “You know what? I take it back!” 
 
    “It’s too late now. You already said it,” Kallias laughed. 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “I really don’t like you,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Your friend doesn’t seem convinced of that,” Kallias teased, glancing back toward the apartment, still hearing the peculiar brunette woman’s thoughts. 
 
    “Audrey is a hopeless romantic. She probably thinks I’ve found my knight-in-shining-armor, and you’re obviously nothing of the sort,” Rose scoffed. 
 
    Kallias grinned. “I agree. My armor is pretty shitty, and I never had the etiquette to be a knight,” he joked. He watched as she laughed softly at him, amazed by how much her smile brightened her already luminous azure eyes. 
 
    She sighed, “So, uh…do you think Theron will come after me again?” 
 
    “Probably,” he said. “You seem to have piqued his interest somehow.” 
 
    “Which is weird because I’m not a very interesting person,” she laughed. 
 
    “I find you very interesting,” Kallias said before he could stop himself. Then he cleared his throat and added, “And by interesting, I mean annoying.” 
 
    Rose watched him curiously. “Kallias, why did you save me?” 
 
    He just stared at her for a moment. “I don’t like to see people die.” 
 
    She smiled. “Maybe you’re not as terrible as you think you are.” 
 
    Kallias looked away. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew my secrets.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at that, wishing that he would go on, that he’d divulge those secrets to her. She wasn’t sure why she even cared, but then, she supposed it was just her insatiable curiosity, nothing more than that. She hoped it was nothing more than that anyway. As a tense silence spread between them, Rose found herself wishing she could forget the whole night, not because she wanted to forget about what happened to her, but because she wanted to forget what had happened to her teacher. She was sure the image of Dr. Parker’s lifeless body would haunt her nightmares, just as the memory of her mother already did. 
 
    “Why didn’t you save her, instead of me?” she asked, her voice breaking. 
 
    Kallias hated the sight of tears swimming in her blue eyes. “I was too late. She was already dead when I got there. There was nothing I could do.” 
 
    Rose stared down at her hands, her fingers trembling. “She had kids, a husband, people who will miss her. If anyone had to die, it should have been me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Kallias snarled, stunned by her statement. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Why not? It’s not like I would have been missed,” she stated, as if it were a simple fact that held no meaning. “For whatever reason, Theron wants to kill me. If he had just killed me, then Dr. Parker might still…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Kallias snapped, placing his finger against her lips to stop her. Both of them froze, surprised that he’d reacted like that. Their eyes met. Almost involuntarily, his finger traced her lips, and his mouth watered at the softness. 
 
    For a moment, Rose thought he might kiss her, and for some reason, a reason she didn’t understand, she wanted him to kiss her. This man angered her and irritated her more than anyone, but he also evoked strange feelings in her that she’d never felt before, feelings that delighted at the thought of being kissed by him. But instead, he pulled away, scowling at his hand as if confused by its action. He cleared his throat and started to leave, but she grabbed his arm to stop him. 
 
    When he turned back toward her, she blurted nervously, “Your jacket.”  
 
    She shrugged off the jacket and handed it to him. He reluctantly took it from her and pulled it on, leaving it hanging open over his black button-down shirt. She crossed her arms to hide her torn shirt and smiled nervously at him. 
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled, blushing. 
 
    “Stay home tomorrow night. Don’t leave for any reason,” Kallias said. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Okay, first, I don’t know what kind of lifestyle you live, but some of us actually have to work and attend classes,” she sassed. She pointed threateningly at him. “And, second, don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her finger, his lips twitching as he tried not to laugh. “What good will your job and classes do if Theron kills you?” he asked. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “I can’t just stay home forever.” 
 
    Kallias sighed in exasperation. “I didn’t tell you to stay home forever. I told you to stay home tomorrow. I just need time to deal with Theron first.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said begrudgingly. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    He stared at her, reluctant to leave. “Goodbye, Rose Foster.” 
 
    As he started to leave, Rose grabbed his arm to stop him again. “I…” she stammered. She bit her lip nervously and mumbled, “Just… Thanks again.” 
 
    Kallias swallowed uncomfortably. “Try to stay safe tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Should I expect to see you again?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “No,” Kallias answered. Then, he turned and walked away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Questions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Rose opened the door of the apartment to slip back inside, Audrey fell out onto the ground. Rose rolled her eyes as she realized that her friend had been listening at the door. Rose sighed and walked past her. Audrey pulled herself back to her feet and straightened her clothes, as if nothing had happened, and followed Rose inside, grinning as if she’d found a treasure chest. 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that,” Rose muttered as she grabbed her coffee. 
 
    “You like him,” Audrey said in a sing-songy voice. 
 
    Rose crawled into bed with her coffee cup and leaned wearily against the headboard as she sipped the warm coffee. “I don’t know where you and Owen are getting these ideas, but you couldn’t be more wrong. I do not like him.” 
 
    Audrey smiled. “Owen thinks you like him, too?” 
 
    Rose scowled at Audrey’s triumphant smile. “That is not confirmation.” 
 
    Audrey suddenly tilted her head to the side. “Your boobs are showing.” 
 
    Rose grimaced at her torn shirt and set her coffee cup on the nightstand. She hopped out of bed to change clothes. “Why do you think I was wearing his jacket?” she grumbled as she rummaged through the dresser for a pair of pajamas. 
 
    She pulled out a pair of red and black flannel pajamas and headed to the bathroom to change into her pajamas and brush her teeth. She unbuttoned what was left of her shirt and tossed the torn shirt into the small garbage can beside the sink. Then, as she stepped out of her blue jeans, she heard a loud gasp. 
 
    Audrey stood in the doorway of the bathroom, a glass of sweet tea in her hand, her amber eyes wide with shock. “Rose! Look at your arms!” 
 
    Rose frowned and glanced at her reflection in the mirror that set above the sink, blinking as she saw the many purple and yellow bruises that scattered her arms and shoulders. She ran her finger across the deep, red marks on her forearms where Theron’s fingernails had dug into her skin. She found it strange to see evidence of the attacks all over her body, and yet, no marks on her neck. 
 
    “Maybe you should go to the hospital,” Audrey suggested, “just in case.” 
 
    Rose tossed her jeans in the laundry hamper. “I’m fine, Audrey.” 
 
    Audrey scowled worriedly. “You already had a concussion, and now…” 
 
    “And now, I have a few more bruises,” Rose finished, shrugging, as she grabbed her pajama pants from the counter. “I’ll be fine. Besides, it would be stupid to waste time in the hospital while a killer is out there, looking for me.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Audrey admitted. She leaned against the door. 
 
    Rose pulled on her pants. “Did you finish packing?” 
 
    “No, no, no, missy,” Audrey scolded, wagging her finger. “We’re talking about you and Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy first. Did you get his number?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes as she grabbed her pajama shirt from the counter. “His name is Kallias. And no, I didn’t get his number. Why would I do that?” 
 
    “To call him,” Audrey said, “and ask him out on a date, obviously.” 
 
    Rose shook her head as she slipped her arms through the flannel shirt. “I already told you: I don’t like him. Why would I want to go on a date with him?” 
 
    “Because you’re wrong,” Audrey said. “You’re obviously hot for him.” 
 
    “I am not hot for him, whatever that means,” Rose muttered indignantly. 
 
    “Oh?” Audrey said, raising an eyebrow in disbelief, as she sipped her tea. “Then what do you feel for him? Because you obviously feel something for him.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hate,” Rose muttered as she buttoned her flannel shirt. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Audrey said skeptically, leaning lazily against the door. 
 
    Rose grabbed her toothbrush from the counter. “I’m serious,” she said as she squeezed toothpaste onto the toothbrush. “He’s a jerk. I can’t stand him.” 
 
    “Well, when will you see him again?” Audrey asked.  
 
    “I won’t,” Rose mumbled with a mouthful of toothpaste. 
 
    Audrey straightened, her eyes widening. “What? Why not?” 
 
    Rose shrugged nonchalantly as she continued to brush her teeth. She leaned over the sink and spit out the toothpaste so she could speak clearly. “Tell me the truth,” she said, glancing at Audrey. “What do you think of him?” 
 
    “I think he’s the sexiest man I have ever seen,” Audrey answered. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “I was being serious.” 
 
    “So was I,” Audrey responded easily.  
 
    Rose leaned back against the bathroom counter and rolled her eyes. “I’m not looking for your expert opinion on his attractiveness,” she teased. She sighed, suddenly falling serious. “I want to know if you think he seems…dangerous.” 
 
    Audrey sobered at the sudden seriousness she heard in Rose’s voice. “I mean, yeah, he does seem pretty scary, but that probably has a lot to do with the fact that he’s a hundred feet tall and muscular.” She shrugged. “Besides, an animal is dangerous when it needs to be, but that doesn’t mean it’ll ever harm you.” 
 
    Rose nodded, considering that. “I don’t know. I just get this feeling when I’m around him that there’s something off about him, something dangerous.” 
 
    “He saved your life twice, Rose,” Audrey reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Rose sighed. “But you didn’t see the way he fought.” 
 
    “Being able to fight doesn’t make him evil either,” Audrey argued. 
 
    “And he’s secretive,” Rose added. “He refused to answer my questions.” 
 
    Audrey winced. “In his defense, you do ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “He’s hiding something, something bad. I know it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Audrey said with a slight edge to her voice. She walked into the bathroom and stood in front of Rose. She crossed her arms. “What was his reaction when you told him that you have a dead mother and a brother in prison?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Why would I tell him that? I just met him.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Audrey said. “Rose, you open your heart to so many people, and you trust so easily. And yet, when your mother died, you told everyone that you were going to visit her, not bury her. And each month, when you visit your brother at the prison, you tell everyone that you’re just going to an appointment.” 
 
    Rose bit her lip. “Technically, it is an appointment.” 
 
    “You have your own dark secrets, Rose,” Audrey reminded her. 
 
    “I just don’t need people judging me or feeling sorry for me,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey leaned against the counter, beside Rose, and crossed her arms. “Don’t you think that he’s probably hiding his secrets for the same reasons?” 
 
    “But I wouldn’t judge him,” Rose argued. “I’m not that kind of person.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know that. He just met you,” Audrey reminded her. 
 
    Rose sighed. “Okay, I see your point,” she admitted shamefully. “And I suppose I have been pretty uncharacteristically judgmental toward him already.” 
 
    “See?” Audrey said, smiling. “Maybe he’s actually just a good guy.” 
 
    Rose stepped away from the counter and left the bathroom, walking over to the bookshelf to look for a book. She trailed her finger across the worn book spines. “I don’t know. He seemed pretty determined to convince me otherwise.” 
 
    Audrey followed her into the room. “That’s a good sign. The ones you really want to watch out for are the ones that try to make you think they’re good.” 
 
    “I forgot that I have my very own bad-boy expert living with me,” Rose muttered dryly as she tugged down a tattered horror novel from the top shelf. 
 
    “Oh, you mock now, but when you see that I’m right…” Audrey said, pointing her finger playfully. She scowled as she saw the horror novel in Rose’s hand, one of the many books from the bookshelf that Rose had already read a hundred times. “How many times are you going to read the exact same books?” 
 
    Rose crawled into bed, pulling the quilts up to her waist and wiggling her toes to get comfortable. She flipped open the familiar book and smiled at Audrey. “You can never read a book too many times. Each time is like a new experience.” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “You know what else is like a new experience?” Without waiting for an answer, she provided, “An actual new experience.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. You’re hilarious,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “I know I am,” Audrey sang. She hopped on the other side of the bed and snatched the novel from Rose’s hand. “So, what exactly happened tonight?” 
 
    Rose pouted. “I need my book.” 
 
    Audrey patted Rose on top of the head, as if Rose were a puppy. “You’ll be okay. I have faith in you,” she teased. “Now, tell me what happened.” 
 
    Rose sighed and shifted in the bed, leaning against the headboard. She then proceeded to describe the events of the night, exactly as they happened, even the parts that were difficult to relive. Audrey listened quietly until Rose finished. 
 
    “Eww! You stabbed him in the eye?” Audrey groaned in disgust. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Is that all you heard?” 
 
    “Why would you do something so disgusting?” Audrey whined. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Next time, I’ll choose a less disgusting way to defend myself against a psychotic murderer,” Rose said caustically, “because your weak stomach is far more pertinent in my mind than the threat of my impending death.” 
 
    “Hey, my weak stomach takes offense to that sarcastic tone,” Audrey complained. Then, she suddenly fell serious. “But your teacher…is she really…” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded, and her gaze immediately fell to her entangled hands that set idly in her lap. “Apparently,” she sighed. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to let herself cry again. “I kept hoping I’d feel a pulse, but…” 
 
    “Rose, I’m really sorry,” Audrey said. “I know how much you liked her.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do, Audrey? She has a family,” Rose said, her voice cracking. “Kallias said that I shouldn’t call the police. He said it would do more harm than good. And I can’t be responsible for more people getting killed.” 
 
    “Then, it sounds to me like you should listen to him,” Audrey advised. 
 
    “But is that right?” Rose asked, looking at Audrey. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t seem wrong,” Audrey offered, shrugging. “If it keeps more innocent people from dying, to me, it seems like the right thing to do.” 
 
    “But it’s against the law,” Rose reminded Audrey. 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “You know, for a woman from a family full of felons, you sure do have a strong respect for the law,” she muttered, earning an irritated glare from Rose. “Okay, think about it this way. The worst case scenario is that Theron is still there with the dead body, and in that case, if the police were to arrive, he would just kill them. The best case scenario is that Theron disposed of the dead body like Kallias said and then disappeared, and in that case, the police would just think that you are insane. Neither one of those options sound good.” 
 
    “But they’d realize I’m right when they see that she’s missing,” Rose said. 
 
    “Or they would think you had something to do with it,” Audrey argued. 
 
    Rose leaned forward and rested her face in her hands. She sighed, tiredly massaging the bridge of her nose. “Yeah, I guess it would look suspicious.” 
 
    “No one wants to believe in things that scare them,” Audrey said. “Take it from the girl who dreams about people dying before it happens. People would rather just assume that you’re insane than consider the possibility that you might be right. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that some things are best left quiet. If you tell them about vampires, you’ll end up in a mental institution before the night ends.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s where I should be. Maybe I am losing my mind,” she said. 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “Are you kidding me? You’re not losing your mind, Rose. You saw the vampire. And I saw him, too, remember? In my dream.” 
 
    “How reassuring,” Rose said sarcastically. “My friend who sees the future saw the vampire in a dream. What if you’re a figment of my imagination, too?” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Okay, now, you are losing it,” she laughed. “You really think you’ve just been imagining my existence for four years? If you are, your imagination really sucks, because I could use some improvement. Imagine me with boobs, please. And money. And a hot boyfriend.” 
 
    Rose stared at her blankly. “Those are your three choices?” 
 
    “See? I’m shallow,” Audrey pointed out. “I need improvement.” 
 
    “Maybe I’d be safer in a mental institution,” Rose offered bitterly. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Audrey said. “He nearly killed you at the University.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rose acknowledged finally. “This really isn’t the best time to get locked up in a padded room. I have an important exam in the morning.” 
 
    Audrey scowled. “Your priorities are so messed up.” 
 
    “Speaking of priorities,” Rose said, “give me back my book.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As dawn crept closer, a quietness settled throughout the city, marking that short stretch of time between the late hour when the night owls finally stumble into bed and the early hour when the early risers stumble out of bed. It was during that time that vampires could usually take their victims with less fear of being seen, that dark hour when no human should ever stray into the streets. 
 
    With all the shops already closed, the only sound echoing through the street was the low, dull thud of his boots as Kallias searched for Theron. Rose’s scent clung to his jacket even though she’d worn it for only a short time, and as the warm breeze ruffled his hair and swayed the corners of his jacket, her scent seemed to envelop him. He clenched his jaw as he suppressed the animalistic urge to return to the source of the scent and take her blood. 
 
    Kallias froze as the scent of fresh blood flooded his senses. Without making the conscious decision to do so, he followed the scent with the supernatural speed of a vampire, traveling in a fluid blur of movement, rather than the tedious step-by-step pace of a human. The scent led him to a dark parking garage. 
 
    Kallias stopped just past the parking garage’s entrance, keeping to the shadows as he watched the silhouette of a woman and a man in a tight embrace, leaning against a lone car on the first level. With his sensitive eyesight, he could discern the two figures in the darkness. The stout male leaned limply against the side of the car as the slim, tall female clung to him, her legs and arms wrapped around him, as she mercilessly drained his body of blood. Kallias cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    The female suddenly pulled away from the man, drawn out of the all-consuming hunger by Kallias’s interruption. Her dark eyes shifted toward him. Her black hair brushed her chin, not quite reaching her neck, and a short, black dress hugged her tall, slim figure. Her appearance held the unnatural, seductive attractiveness of a vampire, her perfect features marred only by the blood that coated her face. Her bloodstained lips curved as Kallias approached them. 
 
    “Kallias of Athens,” the vampire cooed with an obvious Spanish accent. 
 
    “Sofia Pérez,” Kallias replied curtly, coming to a stop a few feet away. 
 
    The human glanced back and forth from the blood-coated vampire to Kallias with the blank eyes of someone who was not completely aware of his surroundings. Blood stained the collar of the human’s tan button-down shirt, flowing slowly from the wound in his neck that was already beginning to heal. His short brown hair curled at his ears, his body that of a college athlete. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I saw you,” the Spanish vampire said. 
 
    “You should consider yourself lucky,” Kallias told her. 
 
    She stiffened at the hostility in his tone, as if it surprised her. She glanced nervously at the human. “I wasn’t going to kill him, if that’s what you thought.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Kallias said skeptically. “You cut it awfully close, didn’t you?” 
 
    Sofia swallowed nervously. “I may have taken a little too much,” she admitted. She smiled, slowly and seductively. “But I have an insatiable appetite sometimes, and it’s so hard to stop once I’ve started. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Not really,” Kallias said rudely. “I have something called self-control.” 
 
    Her smiled faded. “Where is your empath? He was far more charming.” 
 
    “By charming, I assume you mean gullible and ready to sleep with anyone,” Kallias said. “And Erik’s whereabouts are none of your business.” 
 
    She smiled bitterly. “Anyone?” she repeated, obviously offended. She pursed her lips, her brown eyes darkening. She trailed a manicured fingernail along the zipper of his black leather jacket. “Different country, different language, different century, but you’re still the same rude, mysterious vampire, permanently in a bad mood. Of course, mysteriousness does have a certain appeal.” 
 
    Kallias grasped her wrist suddenly to stop her. “Refrain from touching me,” he snarled. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Am I not supposed to be here?” Sofia asked. “Is this your territory?” 
 
    “I don’t have territory. I’m not an animal,” he said. 
 
    Sofia laughed, a soft, derisive laugh. “But of course you are, just as I am.” 
 
    Growing impatient, Kallias sighed, “Are you working with Theron?” 
 
    Sofia tapped her finger against her chin. “Theron? Never heard of him.” 
 
    Kallias leaned closer to her. “I think you’re lying. Theron is over twenty-six hundred years old. You’ve heard of him. I think he is the reason you’re here. Why else would you be here? As a matter of fact, I think you were the one I saw by the fence earlier tonight. Tell me. Does the name Rose Foster ring a bell?” 
 
    “Why?” Sofia whispered, smiling seductively. “Does she taste good?” 
 
    The human man suddenly began to stir. “What…I don’t understand…” the man stammered, suddenly aware. His eyes widened as he realized that it was his blood that coated Sofia’s face. “You… You bit me? What is happening?” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Sofia muttered, grimacing at the terrified human. 
 
    As the man began to pull desperately at his car door handle, Kallias reached out and grasped the man’s forearm. He jerked the human around to face him, and the human gulped audibly, his eyes widening with fright as he realized that he couldn’t pull his arm free from Kallias’s grasp. “Please, man, I don’t know what you are, but I…I have parents and…a girlfriend… I should’ve been home hours ago… Please…” the human begged, his voice weak from the blood loss. 
 
    Kallias took control of the boy’s mind. “Calm down,” he commanded. 
 
    The human stilled, his eyes suddenly blank. “Okay.” 
 
    Kallias pulled his dagger from its sheath and sliced open the human’s arm, tensing as the scent of more fresh blood filled his senses, intensifying his already ravenous hunger. As blood flowed down the boy’s arm, Kallias continued to use his telepathic abilities on him. “You’ve lost a little too much blood. You need to go to the hospital, and tell them that you cut yourself, that it was an accident. Tell them that you think you’ve lost too much blood,” he commanded. 
 
    “Hospital. Yes,” the human replied in an eerie, emotionless tone. 
 
    “Forget what happened. Forget even seeing us,” Kallias continued. 
 
    “Of course,” the human man responded easily. 
 
    “Good,” Kallias commanded, releasing the man’s arm. “Go. Now.” 
 
    The human turned and left, walking out of the parking garage. 
 
    Sofia stared at Kallias in shock. “So the rumors are true!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together like a child. “You are a telepath! I heard stories, but I never believed them. I’ve never met a telepath before. Oh, Theron will be so…” 
 
    Her sentence ended in a sharp cry as Kallias shoved her against the car, his hand closing around her throat. “So you do know Theron,” Kallias growled. 
 
    Sofia pulled at his hand, but his hand didn’t budge. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “Tell me where he is,” Kallias demanded. 
 
    “Damn… You’re…so…strong,” Sofia wheezed. 
 
    Losing patience, he used his telepathic control on her. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He has already taken shelter for the day. He refused to tell anyone where,” she answered honestly, her voice suddenly lacking personality and will. 
 
    Kallias sighed and nodded. “Fine. Now, forget about this. Forget that I’m a telepath. I’d like to keep Theron in the dark about that for a little longer.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she murmured, her large brown eyes blank. 
 
    Kallias released her and turned to walk away from her. He turned back toward her as he heard her trying to catch her breath. “For your sake, Sofia, I hope that you’re not killing humans again. Because if you are, you will die.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The midmorning sun burned her skin as Rose headed to her first class of the day, crossing the lawn that stretched between the history building and the foreign languages building. Her steps slowed as she approached the building where Theron had attacked her the night before, the building where he’d killed Dr. Parker. Her stomach lurched as the horrifying image of her teacher’s corpse flashed through her mind again. She considered turning and running back to her car. She didn’t want to step foot in that building again. She didn’t know if she could. Even worse, her next class was Dr. Parker’s class. Rose had nearly decided to leave when she noticed a familiar form leaning against a pillar in the breezeway, a guy dressed in a college hoodie and faded jeans, his brownish blonde hair stuck up in short, gelled spikes. It was Owen, she realized. She inhaled and exhaled slowly to calm herself. She couldn’t run now, not without freaking out Owen. 
 
    Rose stopped in front of him. She adjusted her backpack on her shoulder and frowned at him. “I thought you had Organic Chemistry right now.” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “I wanted to catch you before your first class.” 
 
    Rose looked horrified. “You skipped class for me? Now I feel evil!” 
 
    Owen laughed, “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I skipped class last week to take Piper to the vet, and she’s probably the least evil dog on the planet.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she agreed. “She doesn’t even bark at the mailman.” 
 
    He nodded. “She loves the mailman.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Audrey said you were angry at me.” 
 
    “Audrey exaggerates,” Owen said. He brushed a finger underneath Rose’s stitches. “I really wish you would’ve just let us walk you home, though.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. As you can see, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Not a big deal?” Owen repeated. “Rose, someone tried to kill you!” 
 
    Rose frowned. “How did you know about that? I never told…” 
 
    “Audrey told me,” Owen said before she could finish the sentence. 
 
    “Oh. Of course,” she laughed, shaking her head at herself. She’d always trusted people easily. So, why was she suddenly suspicious of her own friends? 
 
    “Speaking of Audrey,” he sighed, as he slipped his hands into his pockets, “Is she still planning on visiting her grandparents this weekend?” 
 
    “She better be,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “I don’t think you should be alone right now,” Owen said worriedly. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll be fine. Audrey’s been planning this visit for months.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he said. “That’s why I think you should stay with us this weekend. You can’t just stay alone while someone is out there trying to kill you. You’ll be safe with us. Jared… He…uh…has experience with this kind of thing.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Owen suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Did you ever wonder how Jared and I met?” he sighed, anxiously shifting his weight from one side to the other. 
 
    Rose continued to study him suspiciously. “I assumed high school.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We didn’t go to the same school, at least not at first. Do you remember how I told you that I switched schools during my senior year?” 
 
    She nodded. “You said the people at your old school treated you badly.” 
 
    He winced. “And they did. That was the truth. But…I actually switched schools because I moved in with Jared and his family…after my parents died.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “What? Your parents… Owen, you never told me!” 
 
    “I know. I should have,” Owen said, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. “Especially you. You, of all people, would understand. But then, you would’ve had questions about how it happened, and I would have had no choice but to tell you that they were murdered, which is hard to…” 
 
    “Murdered?” Rose repeated a little too loudly. She winced at her mistake, grateful that no one had chosen that moment to walk by. “By whom?” 
 
    Owen looked a little greenish. “It doesn’t really matter.” 
 
    She scowled at him but decided not to push it. “I’m so sorry, Owen.” 
 
    He offered her a weak smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    She frowned. “So, then, was Jared your foster brother or something?” 
 
    “No,” he laughed. “It was nothing like that. I met Jared the night my parents died. His family saved me from the people who murdered my parents.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “How?” 
 
    “It’s…a long story,” he said, shrugging awkwardly. “The point is: they know a lot about this kind of thing, so I stayed with them until the people who murdered my parents were caught.” He sighed. “Rose, I told you all of this because I want you to understand that Jared knows how to protect you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said, drawing out the word in confusion. She held her hands up. “I just have a few questions. And by a few, I mean a billion or more.” 
 
    “No, Rose,” Owen sighed, shaking his head. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I know it sounds confusing, but just trust me. You’ll be safe with us.” 
 
    Rose wanted to tell him that he didn’t understand, that it wasn’t a typical murderer that had tried to kill her, that no matter what kind of murderer Jared’s family had somehow taken down, it didn’t even compare to Theron, but she couldn’t say any of that. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I have plans. A date! I have a date!” 
 
    Owen raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Really? With whom?” 
 
    Rose grinned. “Oh, just a certain tall, dark, and handsome…bookshelf.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “You have a date with your books?” 
 
    “Yep,” Rose confirmed. “I need to brush up on my knowledge of creepy, psychotic murderers, and I have just the horror novel collection to do so.” 
 
    Owen rolled his eyes. “I worry about your sanity sometimes.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes shifted toward the history building, her gaze immediately freezing on the part of the wall that Kallias had shoved her against the night before. She glanced at the doorway, and the image of Theron, cut open and bloody, still standing somehow, despite that gruesome injury, flashed through her mind. She jumped as she felt Owen grab her shoulder, and she shoved him back unintentionally. “It’s just me, Rose,” Owen said, his hazel eyes wide with concern. 
 
    Rose stared at him, shocked by her own reaction. “Owen, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to…” she trailed off. “I just kind of…forgot…where I was.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I said your name, and you didn’t even hear me.” 
 
    She glanced down at her feet, her cheeks flushing. “I just…” 
 
    “Rose, I get it,” Owen assured her, his hazel eyes soft with sympathy. “After what happened to you, anyone would feel a little traumatized. It’s normal.” 
 
    She sighed nervously, “I better get to class before I wind up being late.” 
 
    He nodded, his brows still creased with worry. “Reconsider. Please.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Rose assured him, her gaze shifting toward the building as the door opened and students began to file out from their classes. She swallowed uneasily as she caught a brief view of the foyer where Dr. Parker had been killed. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t stop until you’re dead?” Owen asked suddenly. 
 
    She glanced at him. “Is there something you’re not saying, Owen?” 
 
    He looked away. “No. No. Nothing.” 
 
    Rose continued to frown at him. “Okay. I have to go now.” 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” he said without looking at her. 
 
    She watched him as he walked away, more than a little confused about how strangely he’d been acting the last few days. Finally, she sighed and continued her walk to class. When she reached the door, she stood there for a moment, her hand on the door handle, as she tried to muster up the courage to go inside. 
 
    “Rose! Wait!” Audrey yelled as she ran through the breezeway. 
 
    Rose frowned as she saw Audrey running toward her. When she reached her, Audrey knelt, her hands on her knees, as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “Why didn’t anyone tell me that today is Everyone-Stop-Rose-On-Her-Way-To-Class Day?” Rose asked. “I would’ve bought banners and party hats.” 
 
    “You were already gone when I woke up this morning,” Audrey panted. 
 
    “I had to leave early to drive to the prison,” Rose reminded her. 
 
    “Oh!” Audrey exclaimed. “Today’s the day you visit your brother!” 
 
    “Yeah. Same day every month,” Rose said, adjusting her backpack. 
 
    Audrey straightened and ran her hand through her disheveled brown hair. “Yeah, of course. I guess I just forgot. It’s been such a rough morning.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “What happened?” 
 
    “My grandparents are here. They picked me up because they didn’t want me to attempt a four-hour-drive in my car, which is probably a good idea because I’m pretty sure it’d break down before I made it to the state-line. They’re actually parked right over there,” Audrey rambled, pointing at a small silver car parked beside the No Parking sign. Apparently, the disregard for signs was hereditary. 
 
    “Audrey, just breathe,” Rose said, “and tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Audrey exhaled shakily and then began to speak again, more slowly this time, “I had another dream last night, and…Rose…it was the worst one yet.” 
 
    Rose tucked her hair behind her ear. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Audrey grimaced, her hazel eyes wide with horror. “It… I…I can’t…” she stammered, unable to describe the horrific dream out loud. “Look, I think you should come to my grandparents’ house with me. Just get out of town.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “No. I can’t do that. You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Audrey said anxiously. “My grandparents love you, which is saying something because they hate everyone else I’ve ever brought home.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “Probably because the others were boyfriends.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Audrey said thoughtfully. “They hate everyone I date.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” Rose commented. 
 
    Audrey grinned playfully. “Maybe I should just marry you,” she teased. 
 
    Rose scowled at that. “Then, they would hate me, too.” 
 
    “Nah,” Audrey said, waving her hand. “Seriously, though, Rose, I think you need to get out of town. In my dream, he killed you inside the apartment.” 
 
    Rose froze. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Audrey suddenly looked sick. “I could see the apartment, the bed…” 
 
    “But Kallias said that I should stay home,” Rose said worriedly. 
 
    “I know. Maybe he was wrong,” Audrey said, shrugging. 
 
    “Or maybe he was lying,” Rose said with a bitter edge to her voice. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Audrey said, shaking her head. “He saved your life two nights in a row. Why would he do all of that just to let you die now?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Do you know what night it will happen?” 
 
    “No,” Audrey sighed. “I never know that. Just come with me, okay?” 
 
    “No. No. Absolutely not,” Rose answered sternly.  
 
    “Rose!” Audrey scolded, wringing her hands anxiously. 
 
    Rose moved closer so that she could whisper, “What if Theron follows me? He’d kill you. He might even kill your grandparents. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Audrey sighed in defeat. “Fine. Then, I’ll just tell them I can’t go.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Rose said stubbornly. “They already drove all the way here to pick you up. You’re not sending them home without you. You’re going.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here to die!” Audrey argued. 
 
    “It may not even happen this weekend,” Rose reminded her. 
 
    Audrey ran her fingers through her tangled mess of hair. “But at some point, it will happen, unless you do something to stop it.” 
 
    “Then, that’s what I’ll do,” Rose said, shrugging. 
 
    Audrey scowled at her. “What will you do?” 
 
    “Research,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Research? Really, Rose?” 
 
    Rose sighed, “There has to be something helpful out there, right? In the past, when I’ve read about vampires, I did so with the assumption that the stories were fiction. Now, I know the truth, that the fiction is fact, that any story might be true. So, I’ll read them again. I just have to find a way to stop a vampire.” 
 
    “And if there isn’t a way?” Audrey asked worriedly. 
 
    Rose stared at Audrey for a few moments. “I will find a way. I promise.” 
 
    Audrey nodded and threw her arms around Rose’s neck. “Please, please, don’t die,” she whispered, hugging Rose tightly. “Promise me you won’t die.” 
 
    “I promise,” Rose said. “Now, go. Your grandparents are waiting.” 
 
    Audrey pulled back. “You can’t die this weekend anyway,” she teased with a playful half-smile. “We have to look for wedding dresses on Monday.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at the joke. “You know how I feel about dresses.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll wear the dress. You can wear a tux,” Audrey offered. 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “Bye, Audrey.” 
 
    Her smile faded as she watched Audrey turn and jog back to her grandparents’ car. She hated lying to her friends, pretending that she believed that everything would be fine when she knew it wouldn’t, but she couldn’t put them in danger. Struck by a sudden sense of dread, Rose yelled out, “I love you!” 
 
    Audrey spun around and grinned playfully. “Now you’re really making us sound gay,” she teased. But then, her smile faded, and she said, “I love you, too.” 
 
    Rose nodded and pulled open the door of the building. She nearly screamed as she ran directly into someone, sending the person’s books scattering across the tile floor. She blinked at the thin, mousy young woman in front of her. 
 
    “Riley,” Rose acknowledged, blushing. “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She knelt and began quickly gathering up Riley’s books. 
 
    “N-n-no, it’s my f-fault,” Riley stuttered, her hands fiddling with the corners of her purple plaid skirt. “I s-shouldn’t have been in front of the door.” 
 
    Rose stood and placed the books in Riley’s arms. “No, it’s mine,” she argued, her gaze shifting toward the corner of the room, where she’d found Dr. Parker’s body the night before. Her stomach turned as the memory flashed through her mind again. She exhaled shakily. “I’m not thinking clearly today.” 
 
    Riley fiddled nervously with her long, black hair that was bound together in braided pigtails. “It’s okay. Really. It’s g-good to s-see you today.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “It’s good to see you, too.” 
 
    Riley adjusted the crooked, black glasses that framed her green eyes. Her cheeks flushed a bright pink. “I’m sorry. I can’t s-seem to stop s-stuttering.” 
 
    “I told you before,” Rose said. “You have to stop apologizing for things you can’t help. If other people have a problem with it, that’s their problem.” 
 
    Riley smiled and ducked her head shyly. “So, um, are you r-ready for that exam we have in Dr. Parker’s class today?” she asked conversationally. 
 
    Rose’s smile faded at the mention of her teacher’s name. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Riley laughed softly. “Then, why do you look so pale?” 
 
    Rose sucked in a shaky breath. “Maybe I am a little nervous,” she lied. 
 
    “Why?” Riley asked. “You’ve probably never made lower than an A.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Not that I can remember, no,” she agreed. 
 
    Riley giggled, “Then, you shouldn’t be nervous. You will do fine.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose said, forcing herself to smile. 
 
    She scanned the room curiously for any sign of the murder. That was the main reason Rose had decided to come to class that day. She needed to know what had happened after they left. Surprisingly, the room looked exactly as it always had. She saw no sign of blood or struggle in the foyer. She stared at the white floor, determined to find at least one blood stain, but the floor was spotless. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Riley asked, placing her hand on Rose’s arm. 
 
    Rose jumped at the touch, her heart racing against her chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I d-didn’t mean to s-scare you,” Riley stammered. 
 
    Rose raked her hand through her long, wavy red hair. “It’s okay. I’m fine,” she assured Riley. “I just kind of spaced out for a minute.” 
 
    “Oh, I do that, too, when my sugar gets low,” Riley told her. “Have you eaten today? I have some peanut butter crackers in my bag, if you want some.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “I am not taking your crackers. You might need them.” 
 
    Riley blushed. “I have plenty.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I promise,” Rose said. “I just had a rough night.” 
 
    Rose cast one last glance at the floor, her breath catching in her throat as the image of her dead teacher flashed through her mind again. She squeezed her eyes shut as she waited for the memory to subside. She’d been through this once before, after her mother’s death. She hated not being in control of her own mind. 
 
    “You’re not hallucinating, are you?” Riley asked worriedly. She blushed. “S-sorry, I just noticed your stitches. My brother played football. He had concussions all of the time, and he used to have these really weird hallucinations.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “That probably had more to do with the drugs.” 
 
    “He did have a bit of a drug problem back then,” Riley admitted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed. “Come on. Let’s get to class before we’re late.” 
 
    They headed through the next door, shuffling through the crowded hallway, as they made their way toward the classroom that Dr. Parker usually used. Rose worried about what she’d find when she reached the classroom. 
 
    When they reached the classroom, she stopped in the doorway, scowling at the room. Just like the foyer, the classroom looked as it always had. All of the desks and chairs set upright in even rows. The floor looked spotless, any sign of blood wiped clean. Even the wall looked perfect, despite the fact that she remembered it caving in when Kallias had thrown Theron against it. 
 
    “Are you gay?” Riley asked suddenly. 
 
    Rose turned toward her. “W-what?” she sputtered. 
 
    Riley’s face reddened. She stared at her feet. “S-sorry. I-I just heard the l-last part of what you and Audrey were s-saying, and it was a l-little confusing.” 
 
    “We were joking,” Rose laughed. “Audrey is as straight as it gets.” 
 
    “And you?” Riley asked quietly, fiddling with her skirt again. 
 
    A classmate chose that moment to squeeze between them on his way to his seat. Rose glanced curiously at Riley after he passed. “Uh…why do you ask?” 
 
    “No reason,” Riley said quickly. She’d apparently changed her mind about the question. “Just forget I asked. It’s embarrassing. I need to sit down.” 
 
    Rose stood there, dumbly, as Riley found a seat on the other side of the classroom. “That was weird,” she muttered under her breath, scratching her head. 
 
    Rose took a seat near the back of the classroom. As her other classmates filled the small classroom, she again found herself scanning the room for anything out of place. It seemed impossible that every trace of what happened could’ve been wiped clean. It made her feel as if she had imagined the entire night. 
 
    Rose snapped out of her thoughts as the classroom suddenly fell silent. She glanced back at the door that had just opened and realized the reason for the silence. A tall, middle-aged man stepped through the doorway, walking slowly toward the front of the classroom. His pressed black suit fit him perfectly. His face looked young, but his gray hair attested to his age. Rose knew the man well, as did any advanced history student. He was the Dean of the History Department. 
 
    He leaned on the teacher’s podium with his hands folded on the wooden surface. His body language seemed far more relaxed than Rose had expected. “Good morning. My name is Dr. Davidson, as I am sure you’re all aware.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked a man in the front row. 
 
    “Nothing that I know of. I just came to announce that Dr. Parker isn’t here today, so all of her classes have been cancelled,” Dr. Davidson explained. As the class sighed in relief, he laughed, “I can see that you’re all devastated.” 
 
    The rest of the class laughed at the sarcastic remark, but Rose didn’t. Rose stared at the professor, studying his expression and his body language, looking for any sign that he knew what had happened to her teacher. 
 
    “Have a nice day,” the Dean said as he started toward the door to leave. 
 
    Rose grabbed her books and jumped out of her seat, rushing after him as he left. “Dr. Davidson!” she called as she followed him into the hallway. 
 
    The professor spun around to look at her, smiling kindly as he recognized her. “Oh, hello, Miss Foster. How was your trip to Greece last week?” 
 
    She smiled nervously in return and tightened her grip on the books as the other classmates filed out behind her. “Great,” she said quickly. “I wanted to ask you…um… Do you know why Dr. Parker is out today? I mean, is she okay?” 
 
    Dr. Davidson laughed. “I figured that you’d be the only student to actually be disappointed that classes are cancelled. But no, I have no idea. She just didn’t show today. I’m sure she has a good reason, though. She never misses.” 
 
    “You didn’t think that maybe you should call the police?” Rose asked. 
 
    Dr. Davidson frowned at her. He began to straighten his tie. “Calling the police because a teacher took a sick day is a bit extreme, don’t you think?” 
 
    “But you haven’t heard from her, have you?” she argued. 
 
    He shrugged, still messing with his tie, as if he were bored with the conversation. “I tried her cell phone. But if she’s at the hospital, it’d be normal for her not to answer. Look, I’m sure she would be grateful to know that she has a student so concerned about her, but you really should relax, Miss Foster.” 
 
    “Have you tried calling her husband yet?” Rose continued. 
 
    He frowned suspiciously at her. “Is there a reason you’re so worried?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips, realizing that she had to stop talking before she got herself into trouble. “No, I just… I’ve never known of her to miss before.” 
 
    Dr. Davidson nodded and placed his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure she’s fine. One of her kids probably got sick, and work was the last thing on her mind. It’s still early in the day. I’m sure we’ll hear from her soon.” 
 
    Rose frowned at his hand on her shoulder, suddenly uneasy. She realized that since Theron’s attacks, she had started to become suspicious of everyone. First, she had felt apprehensive about Owen’s strange behavior, and now, she was worried that the Dean was lying to her. She shook her head at her distrustfulness. 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks,” she muttered as she took off toward the door without another glance at the classroom or the foyer that held such terrifying memories. 
 
    She didn’t even stop walking until she was halfway across the lawn, and she only stopped then because she heard someone call her name. She turned around to find Owen and Jared sitting on a bench, shaded by a tall tree. 
 
    “I thought you had class,” Owen said. 
 
    Rose walked over to them. Owen and Jared sat next to each other with a bag of fast food sitting between them. “They cancelled it,” she explained. 
 
    “Awesome,” Owen said. “You’re welcome to hang out with us.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Rose said. “I don’t want to interrupt your breakfast date.” 
 
    Jared held out the fast food bag, wordlessly offering her a biscuit. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “I’m not hungry. But thanks, Jared.” 
 
    He shrugged and dropped the paper bag on the bench between them. 
 
    “Well, what will you do with all of your free time?” Owen asked playfully. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I figured I’d just go to the…” 
 
    “Library?” Owen finished for her. 
 
    She laughed. “You know me well.” 
 
    “You really should reconsider staying with us,” Jared said suddenly, his deep voice catching her off guard. “I highly doubt you even own a gun.” 
 
    Rose glanced at him. His dark eyes studied her suspiciously, and something about that set her on edge. “Who says a gun would protect me?” 
 
    Jared shrugged. “Guns kill humans.” 
 
    Owen elbowed him. “Shut up,” he hissed. 
 
    She frowned at Jared, once again feeling that sense of apprehensiveness twisting at her gut. Something about his use of the word human bothered her. 
 
    “I have to go,” Rose said nervously. “I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    Owen watched as she walked away, crossing the campus as she headed toward the library. When he was sure she was too far away to hear their conversation, he twisted toward Jared. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Jared stated, not even looking at him. 
 
    “She’s my closest friend. I’d trust her with my life,” Owen told him. 
 
    Finally, Jared turned to look at him. “She was attacked by a vampire.” 
 
    Owen glanced around to make sure that no one was listening. “I don’t see how that would make you not trust her. She didn’t choose for it to happen.” 
 
    “But she survived,” Jared said. “Do you want to explain to me how?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Owen admitted. “Maybe she just got lucky.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jared muttered. 
 
    Owen narrowed his eyes at him. “But as you can see, she’s still human.” 
 
    “For now,” Jared said. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Not an Ordinary Human 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose made it halfway through a mountainous pile of books before she passed out. Her apartment looked like a disaster area. Discarded books scattered the floor, and notebooks full of her notes from those books filled Rose’s lap and the nightstand beside the bed. Lying on her stomach after tiring of sitting up, she slept with her face smashed against the page of the book that she’d been reading before she dozed. Aside from the steady clicking of the clock on the wall, the only sound that filled the room was the sound of her slow, steady breathing. 
 
    After Rose left the library, she’d spent the entire night mulling over every vampire myth and fact that she came across, trying to find some pattern to separate fiction from fact. Early in the night, she’d jumped at every sound outside her door, afraid that each sound might’ve been Theron, but as dawn drew closer, her worry had been overtaken by drowsiness, and eventually, she fell asleep. 
 
    She awoke suddenly as three short knocks sounded at her door. 
 
    Rose scrambled out of bed and watched the door with cold dread. Still hoping that she’d only dreamed the knocks, she stood completely still and waited. 
 
    Three short knocks sounded again. 
 
    Rose tiptoed quietly over to the kitchen area and pulled open the drawer. She quickly snatched one of the kitchen knives and returned her gaze to the door. She knew it wasn’t Audrey at the door. Audrey had a key. She would have just unlocked the door and come inside. Audrey never knocked, and Rose knew of no one else who would come to her apartment at such a late hour of the night. 
 
    She held out hope that it was Kallias coming to check in with her or that it was Owen or Jared checking in with her, rather than the vampire, but still, she stayed far away from the door, determined not to show any signs that she was home, just in case it did happen to be Theron, waiting to murder her. 
 
    She considered calling the cops, but she didn’t have the faintest clue of what she could tell them that wouldn’t make her sound insane. Then, there was also the small matter of her phone being lost. So, instead, she just waited. 
 
    The knocking suddenly stopped. 
 
    Several moments passed as silence filled the room again. 
 
    Rose inched back toward her bed, hoping that the person had given up, but before she reached the bed, a loud crash sounded through the room. 
 
    The door fell open. The streetlights outside highlighted the silhouette of the man in the doorway, revealing his tall, shadowy figure. Before she could discern for sure who had kicked down her door, she heard his mocking voice. “I tried to be polite, but you wouldn’t answer the door,” Theron said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s code for I don’t want you to come inside,” Rose informed him. 
 
    “You are being rude,” Theron scolded.  
 
    The light finally illuminated his features, allowing her to fully see him for the first time since he’d kicked down her door. He leaned against the doorframe, dressed in a white button-down shirt and black slacks. His short, choppy, brown hair fell around his forehead. His injuries from the previous night were gone. 
 
    “My mistake. I forgot what the proper etiquette is for murderers who kick down your door,” Rose said. “Am I supposed to curtsy or shoot you?” 
 
    Theron smiled. “You can shoot me, if you want. It won’t kill me.” 
 
    “I’d test that theory if I had a gun,” Rose said. “How are you even alive?” 
 
    “It takes a lot to kill a vampire,” Theron said nonchalantly. 
 
    “You were practically gutted. It takes more than that?” she asked. 
 
    Theron rolled his eyes. “You will be dead in just a matter of minutes, and you’re wasting your last words on questions about the nature of vampires?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I like learning.” 
 
    “I like killing,” Theron told her. 
 
    She frowned as he stepped into the room. “I didn’t invite you inside.” 
 
    Theron approached her slowly. “Yeah, I know. Like I said, you’re rude.” 
 
    Rose began to back toward the bed, attempting to keep as much distance as possible between them. She kept the knife hidden behind her back. She stared at the door behind Theron, hoping that she could get to it before he killed her. 
 
    “Well, this sucks,” she commented. 
 
    “Literally,” Theron chuckled, flashing his fangs at her. 
 
    Her pulse spiked at the sight of those sharp, inhuman teeth. “Oh, how clever. I’m sure you’re the first vampire to make that joke,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed as he took slow, measured steps toward her, backing her into the wall. “I don’t usually kill the humans that appeal to me, not immediately, anyway. I usually keep them around so that I can feed from them or play with them. But you—well, I think you are one human I will like better dead.” 
 
    Rose swallowed in fear as she realized that he had her cornered between the bed and the wall. “Eww. You like dead people? Necrophilia’s disgusting.” 
 
    Theron growled and snatched her off the ground by her throat. “I am so sick of your little jokes. I should just snap your neck and be done with you,” he snarled as the color faded from her face. He tossed her easily onto the bed, and added, “But that would be a much too easy death for you, and it would ruin my fun.” 
 
    Gasping for breath, Rose scrambled off of the bed and made a run for the door, but she barely made it to her feet before Theron grabbed her again. His arms wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her back to the bed from behind. 
 
    She cringed as she felt his breath on her ear.  
 
    “This will be much less painful for you if you stop fighting,” he growled. 
 
    Rose continued to flail and fight. “Let go of me, you disgusting person!” 
 
    Theron tossed her back onto the bed. “I’m not a person. I’m a monster.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose saw the knife that she’d dropped while Theron was choking her. Only a few feet from her, it set between the two pillows, the blade gleaming against the headboard. With her options of surviving quickly dwindling, Rose lunged for it as fast as she could, but before she could even reach it, the knife was gone. She looked up at Theron who stood over her and saw the knife in his hand. Her eyes widened as she realized how fast he’d moved. 
 
    “Humans are such slow creatures,” Theron said as he tossed the knife aside, the metal clanging as it skidded across the floor and into the kitchen. 
 
    Rose attempted to run again, but Theron quickly shoved her down. This time, he climbed on top of her to hold her still. Rose panicked the moment she felt the pressure of his weight on top of her. She shoved and kicked him with all of her might, but nothing moved him. She felt helpless and doomed. 
 
    Theron smiled. “You are terrified, aren’t you? I smell your adrenaline.” 
 
    The anger and revulsion boiled inside of her. “Get off of me! Now!” 
 
    Theron placed his hand over her mouth to silence her. “No.”  
 
    His dark eyes fell to her neck for a moment, and before she could anticipate his movement, he sank his fangs into her neck. The pain caused by the fangs piercing her skin lasted only for a moment, and then a new, disturbing sensation began to build. The strange euphoric sensation was so distracting that she couldn’t seem to force her mind to fight as she felt his hands on her. But the sound of her clothes tearing as Theron ripped open her shirt and pants somehow woke her out of the trance. Her eyes snapped open as she realized what was happening and what Theron planned to do. An intense, powerful wave of terror and anger snapped inside of her, and suddenly, something felt very different. 
 
    “Get off of me. Now,” Rose said as Theron tried to pull her pants down. Her voice sounded darker and more powerful than a human voice should have. 
 
    The room seemed to quake, the framed paintings rattling against the wall. 
 
    Suddenly, Theron was ripped from her and flung across the room by an unseen force. Rose cried as pain tore through her neck, and then, before she knew what had caused the pain, she heard the crash of Theron hitting the wall.  Rose didn’t waste any time trying to figure out what had happened. She scrambled from the bed and ran, snatching her backpack off the floor on her way to the door. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I know that you’re in here. I smell you,” Kallias said. 
 
    Dark and dusty, the small house appeared to be abandoned. Boards covered the windows, and the rooms were mostly bare. A tattered mattress lay in the center of the beige, carpeted floor. The air felt almost chilly with no electricity running through the home, and the entire house smelled of dust, mildew, human blood, and vampires, one of those vampires being Theron himself. 
 
    “Are you stalking me?” Sofia asked as she emerged from an empty closet. 
 
    Kallias turned toward her, narrowing his eyes at her. “I don’t know your scent well enough to stalk you. I didn’t even realize it was you that I smelled.” 
 
    “Then, who are you stalking?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “Theron,” Kallias answered. “But you already know that.” 
 
    Sofia shook her head, giving him an innocent look. “No, I told you. I…” 
 
    “I don’t have time for your bullshit, Sofia,” Kallias interrupted. “I smell his scent all over this place, including that bed. He’s obviously been staying here.” 
 
    “If you recognize his scent that easily,” Sofia said, her lips curving into a surprised smile, “then, that must mean that you’ve tasted his blood.” 
 
    His lip curled in disgust. “Not by choice.” 
 
    “Theron’s not here,” Sofia said honestly. 
 
    Kallias nodded impatiently. “Yes, I can see that. So, where is he?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can’t answer that. I don’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Then, I suppose I will wait here until he returns.” 
 
    “I can think of a few ways to pass the time while we wait,” Sofia flirted. 
 
    “Is that so?” Kallias asked, baiting her toward him. “I can, too.” 
 
    Sofia sauntered over to him, her heels sinking into the old carpet with each step. She stopped directly in front of him, her perfect form molding against his. She tucked her black hair behind her ears as she looked up into his eyes. “I bet you can,” she murmured seductively. “Why don’t you tell me what you want?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. He used his abilities to take control of her mind. His smile faded as he answered, “I want you to tell me where Theron is.” 
 
    Her brown eyes glazed over as his telepathic control took effect. “He has gone to kill the human woman,” she answered in a strange, emotionless tone. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias said with a worried scowl. “Where is he going to kill her?” 
 
    “She stayed home tonight. He will have to go there,” Sofia answered. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. “He knows where she lives?” 
 
    “Yes, they told him everything about her,” she stated. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “Who is they?” 
 
    “The other vampires that are helping him,” she answered. 
 
    “Shit,” he groaned. “How many of you idiots are there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sofia said, not realizing that was a rhetorical question. 
 
    Kallias stared at a small spot of dried blood on the carpet as he considered his options. “Theron actually plans to break into her apartment? Doesn’t he know how dangerous that is? That could draw a lot of attention.” 
 
    “He doesn’t care. She is important,” she answered robotically. 
 
    His gaze snapped back to her. “Why?” 
 
    “She is the key to power and freedom,” Sofia said. 
 
    “What the hell? Power and freedom? You actually believe that bullshit?” Kallias asked incredulously, rolling his eyes at what had obviously been Theron’s words. Then he glanced at her curiously and asked, “Why her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She has something,” Sofia explained. 
 
    “Well, that’s helpful,” he muttered. “How long has Theron been gone?” 
 
    “Long enough to kill her,” Sofia said. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose ran as fast as her feet would take her. She didn’t look back. She didn’t pay attention to her surroundings. She just kept running, the concrete pounding harshly beneath her feet. Her heart pounded rapidly in her head, and her lungs felt too constricted, as if they’d explode under the pressure. She needed to stop, just for a moment, just to breathe, but she couldn’t. Theron moved much faster than her. Her only chance of survival was to force her feet to keep moving. 
 
    She gasped as she suddenly collided with a large, hard object. The force of the collision knocked her backward, nearly knocking her flat on her back. Before she hit the ground, however, two hands grasped her shoulders to steady her. Her stomach sunk with dread as she realized that she’d run into a person. Terrified that it was Theron, she twisted and attempted to run from him, but with her head spinning so violently, the first wobbly step sent her toppling forward. 
 
    His arms circled around her stomach to catch her before she hit the ground face-first. He pulled her back against him to hold her still, her feet leaving the ground as he lifted her. Her back pressed against his front, and she felt his breath on her ear. She continued to flail and fight until she heard him speak. 
 
    “Rose, it’s okay. You’re all right. I’ve got you,” he breathed in her ear. “You have to breathe, okay? Your heart is beating too fast. Just breathe.” 
 
    Her body went slack against him. “Kallias?” she said in shock.  
 
    His entire body suddenly seemed to stiffen, as if he were experiencing the worst pain imaginable. “You’re bleeding,” he panted. “Your neck is bleeding.” 
 
    “Your observation skills are impressive,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kallias dropped her on the ground and stepped back. He’d smelled her blood before he found her, but he’d been so concerned with getting to her before Theron killed her that he hadn’t considered how the blood would affect him. 
 
    Rose pulled herself up onto her knees and rubbed her palms on her jeans to scrape off the little rocks that had embedded themselves in her hands. “You know,” she complained, still panting for breath, “it kind of defeats the purpose of catching me if you’re just going to drop me on the ground without warning.” 
 
    Kallias continued to stare at her from behind, watching the blood slowly seep from the gruesome bite wound on her neck. His mouth watered at the sight. 
 
    Rose stood, staggering from the dizziness, and she turned back toward him, slowly and unsteadily. She glanced around at her surroundings, at the trees and dark buildings, realizing for the first time how far she had run. The street was empty, which didn’t surprise her, considering it was barely an hour before dawn. She frowned at Kallias, wondering why he still hadn’t said anything. He stood just a few feet away from her, his black jeans hugging his hips, his leather jacket hanging open over his thin black T-shirt. His skin seemed pale, and she nearly gasped when she saw his eyes. They seemed much darker than usual and…feral. 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose said nervously. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Sucking in a ragged breath, Kallias tore his gaze from the blood on her neck and forced himself to meet her gaze. The blood loss had left her skin papery white, but a deep flush darkened her cheeks as she panted for air. Blood covered the top half of her blue T-shirt, turning the fabric a dark, blackish burgundy. 
 
    She took a step back. “On second thought, stay away from me.” 
 
    He blinked out of his daze. “What?” 
 
    Her wide, blue eyes narrowed at him. “You heard me.” 
 
    Kallias noticed the spike in her racing pulse. “You’re afraid of me,” he realized. He could smell the adrenaline in her blood. “Why are you afraid?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you wanted?” Rose snarled suddenly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Kallias said, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “You wanted to make me afraid of you,” she said. “You tried to scare me.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Yes, because I wanted you to run, to save yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear another word from you!” Rose snapped, her blue eyes flashing with rage. “Anything you say will probably just be another lie.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow. “Wow. Could you explain to me where all of this is coming from? Because I can’t keep up with your irrational mood swings.” 
 
    “I am not irrational!” she snarled. 
 
    He crossed his arms. “Let’s agree to disagree on that.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Are you saying that you have never lied to me?” 
 
    His smug look faltered. “Well, I mean, I…” he trailed off. 
 
    “I knew it,” she said. “You told him where to find me, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at her. “You think I’m helping Theron?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe. You’re the one who told me to stay home.” 
 
    “Because I didn’t figure that he would kick down your damn door and risk being seen by any human in your apartment building. I figured he was smarter than that. A bad judgement on my part, I’ll admit,” Kallias said, taking a step toward her. “But why the hell would you think that I would help Theron?” 
 
    “You warned me not to trust you. I should have listened,” Rose said. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Kallias agreed, “but still, you’re being ridiculous. Think about what you’re saying. Why would I save you from Theron if I were helping him?” 
 
    “To gain my trust,” Rose said easily. 
 
    “I don’t want your trust,” he growled. He took another step toward her. “Why would I want your trust? So I could kill you? Is that what you’re thinking? If I wanted to kill you, Rose, I could do it right now. You’d never see it coming.” 
 
    “You seem awfully sure about that,” Rose noted. “Tell me something. How many people did you have to kill before you felt that sure about it?” 
 
    He froze, and pain flashed in his light brown eyes. 
 
    Rose took a step back. “I knew it,” she whispered. 
 
    “Rose,” he said hoarsely. “You’re panicking. You need to stay calm.” 
 
    She threw her hands up. “Sure, I’ll stay calm while you kill me,” she said sarcastically, her voice cracking with nervousness. “No reason to panic!” 
 
    “Damn it, woman, for the last time, I’m not going to kill you!” Kallias growled, his eyes dark with fury. He leaned closer to her. “Listen to me closely. I hate Theron. My hate for him runs so deep that someone as kind and pure as you would never even be able to comprehend that kind of darkness. So, you can believe me when I tell you that Hell will freeze over before I will ever help him.” 
 
    Her resolve faltered. “Why do you hate him so much?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” he said. “All you need to know is that I would never help Theron. You’re an intelligent woman. Use your damn brain.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I am using it, and something is not right about you.” 
 
    Kallias paused. “You’re right,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I’m trying to kill you. Did you see how badly I injured Theron? Do you honestly think Theron would let someone split him open just to gain some human’s trust?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “He seems psychotic enough to me.” 
 
    Kallias chuckled, his eyes softening. “Yes, but not smart enough.” 
 
    “Okay, you have a point there,” she relented. “But how did he know where to find me? Last night, you made me promise to stay home.” 
 
    “He’s had vampires watching your every move, Rose,” he explained with a sympathetic scowl. “Probably humans, too. They’ve been stalking you.” 
 
    Rose shuddered at that, suddenly feeling sick. “That’s creepy.” 
 
    “Vampires are creatures of darkness. Creepiness comes with the territory,” Kallias said in a disgusted tone. His gaze remained fixed on a closed Italian restaurant across the street as he spoke. He could barely look at her without wanting to attack her and drink her blood, to drink the blood that called out to his predatory nature and threatened to overpower his self-control. “I told you to stay home because vampires don’t usually attack humans in their homes.” 
 
    “Well, Theron did,” Rose said. “And I didn’t even invite him inside.” 
 
    Caught off guard by the last part, a short laugh escaped his lips before he scowled at her. “Why would it matter whether you invited him inside or not?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “In the stories, vampires have to be invited inside.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly burst into laughter. “Right. Vampires are terrifying monsters that enjoy brutally murdering humans, but don’t worry. They’re actually really polite. They will wait until you invite them inside before they kill you,” he snorted. “You actually believed that shit? That’s hilarious!” 
 
    “No, it’s not! It’s not funny!” she snapped, her eyes welling with tears. 
 
    Kallias froze, stunned by her reaction. He sputtered as he saw the tears threatening to spill out of her bright blue eyes. “Oh, shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “You told me I would be safe at home! But I wasn’t safe! Theron attacked me! He tried to kill me! And he tried to… He tried to…” she trailed off, sobbing. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “He tried to what?” he asked, his voice a quiet, dangerous growl. He heard the answer in her thoughts. “Shit,” he muttered again. 
 
    Rose shoved him with both hands, which accomplished nothing, really, because he didn’t even budge. “It was your fault!” she cried, shoving him again. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. She stiffened, shocked by the embrace, but then, she felt herself relax against him. His touch comforted her on a level she didn’t understand. She hugged him back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his face in her hair. His voice became a low growl as he added, “He will never touch you like that again. I will make sure of it.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to react. The kindness he showed her now was so drastically different from his usual callousness. It was as if she were seeing a part of him that was normally buried deep inside, beneath all the bitterness and anger. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I know that,” she admitted quietly, her voice muffled by his chest. Her body shook with emotion. “It’s just that there’s just so much pain and anger inside of me right now. I feel like it’s going to rip me apart.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Kallias assured her. His hand seemed to move of its own accord, much like his body had done moments ago, and soon, his fingers began to stroke her hair, soothing her. Her pulse, which had been racing since he’d run into her, slowed to a normal pace, and her blood flow slowed to a normal rate as well. His eyes fell to the wound again, and despite everything, the hunger ignited inside of him. Her blood smelled so sweet and powerful, and he was so close. 
 
    Even though Rose sensed that there was something very wrong about him, that he was dangerous, for reasons she didn’t understand, she felt safe with his arms around her. She felt him lean his head on her shoulder, and she shivered as his lips brushed her neck. It felt nice…well, that is, until he sniffed her neck. 
 
    Rose froze and then pushed him away from her. “Did you just sniff me?” 
 
    Kallias took a step back, and to her surprise, rather than wearing his usual cocky smirk, he seemed nervous, embarrassed even. He rubbed the back of his neck. “No…I mean, yes, technically, but…it was an accident,” he stammered. 
 
    She raised her eyebrow. “You accidentally sniffed me?” 
 
    “It’s instinctual,” he muttered, cursing how stupid he was acting. 
 
    “Instinctual,” she repeated, scowling at him. 
 
    Kallias glanced around anxiously. “Could we just forget about this?” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt insecure. “I don’t stink, do I? I just showered…” 
 
    “No, you smell delicious, actually,” he corrected without thinking. 
 
    She gaped at him. “Delicious?” she repeated in shock. 
 
    “Damn it,” he groaned in frustration. “What is wrong with me tonight?” 
 
    “Just so you know, you’re a little creepy sometimes,” Rose commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias agreed. He raked his hand through his long, brown hair, feeling humiliated for the first time since as far back as he could remember. His gaze shifted back toward her neck, and he frowned. “Why are you still bleeding?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Well, you see, blood flows through the veins,” she said slowly, as if she were teaching a child, “and when there is a wound…” 
 
    “I know how blood works,” he interrupted. “I’m asking why your wound isn’t healing. The healing enzymes in Theron’s saliva should have healed you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And how did you get away from Theron?” he asked, suddenly confused. 
 
    “I ran,” Rose said slowly. “Don’t you remember me running into you?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Kallias said irritably. “But there must be something you’re not telling me. Humans cannot outrun vampires. Vampires move too fast.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I just know I ran.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. “And where is he now?” 
 
    “Now, that is a good question,” Rose admitted, glancing behind her. 
 
    “Come on,” Kallias said. He grabbed her arm and began to pull her along as he headed back to his car. “I have to get you out of here before he finds you.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him as she allowed him to lead her who-knows-where. “What do you mean by that? Where exactly are you planning on taking me?” 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Kallias answered vaguely. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time. Nowhere is safe for me,” she muttered. 
 
    Kallias stopped and turned toward her. “I won’t sugarcoat this. Theron is stronger than I am, and I have no idea how many vampires are helping him. But I will protect you, no matter what it takes. I have friends. We can help you.” 
 
    “Friends?” Rose repeated worriedly. “Kallias, I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s the only way. You’re not safe here,” he insisted. “Theron knows where you live, where you work, where you attend classes. He even knows about your friends. He won’t stop until he kills you. There’s nowhere left in this town where you can hide, and I’m outnumbered. Let me take you somewhere safe.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Last night, you said that the safest place for me was my apartment. And now you’re saying there is somewhere safer?” 
 
    He sighed, “Last night, I didn’t consider what I’m going to do an option.” 
 
    “Why not? What changed?” Rose asked. 
 
    He looked away, suddenly uncomfortable. “I realized my choice is to either let you die or risk everything. And for some reason, I’m choosing the risk.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “How will this risk everything?” 
 
    Kallias shoved his hands in his pockets. He stared at his boots, avoiding her gaze. “I have secrets…secrets that are best left in the dark, but I’m sure you already realize that. I don’t need anyone uncovering those secrets. And no matter what you think you want to know, you don’t want to know what I’m hiding. You won’t like what you find. But if I do this, I’m afraid you’ll uncover everything.” 
 
    “Then tell me now,” Rose suggested. 
 
    “There’s no time for that. Theron could find you at any moment. He’s tasted your blood. He can track you easily. I honestly don’t know why he hasn’t already found you. There will be time for questions later, but right now, I need to get you out of here,” Kallias said. “If you want to survive, you’ll come with me.” 
 
    She stared thoughtfully at him for a moment. “Fine. I will trust you for now, but I’m warning you: If you try to kill me or hurt me, I’ll kick your butt.” 
 
    He chuckled, “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Rose followed him as he led the way down several streets. They’d just turned down a back alley that cut between an apartment building and a clothing store when Kallias suddenly grasped her arm and jerked her to a stop. Before she could even open her mouth to ask why they’d stopped, Kallias clasped his hand over her mouth. She glared at him, but he seemed too preoccupied to notice. 
 
    “He’s close,” Kallias said quietly. “Run. I’ll deal with him.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously at him. “How do you know where he is?” 
 
    He glared at her. “The questions can wait. Right now, you need to run.” 
 
    She returned the glare, tempted to tell him exactly how she felt about being told when she can and cannot ask questions, but instead, she just rolled her eyes at him and spun on her heels to walk in the direction he was nudging her. She’d barely taken three steps before she saw a flash of movement whirl past her. She gasped as she saw Theron suddenly standing in front of her. She stared up at him, noticing the dark blood that coated his lips and face…her blood, she realized. 
 
    “Where did you even come from?” she complained. 
 
    Theron offered her a condescending smile. “You cannot escape me.” 
 
    “Really? Then how does she keep doing it?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Theron looked past her. His eyes narrowed as he noticed Kallias behind her. “Why are you always here?” he whined. “I just want to kill her. That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Rose repeated irritably. 
 
    Theron glanced down at her as if she were some minor annoyance interrupting him, as if she were a fly that needed swatting. Then his eyes darkened with a hint of something else, something that turned her stomach, something she’d seen in his eyes back in her apartment. Lust. “You’re more attractive with your clothes torn like that. Maybe you should be attacked more often.” 
 
    Rose felt sick at the reminder of what he’d just tried to do to her. 
 
    Kallias chose that exact moment to punch Theron in the face. Hard. So hard, in fact, that the blow actually sent Theron across the alley where he slammed into the wall and crumbled onto the ground. As Theron climbed onto his hands and knees, he spat out a mouthful of blood and what looked like crushed teeth.  
 
    “I’ll kill you for that,” he growled as he spat out more blood. 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “It was worth it.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between Kallias and Theron, her mouth ajar and her blue eyes wide with shock. “How did you…? You punched him, and he just flew… What?” she mumbled, apparently too confused to finish the sentence. 
 
    Theron suddenly jumped to his feet and raced toward Kallias, shoving him into the opposite wall. The force of the collision created such a thunderous crash that for a moment, Rose wondered if something had exploded. She blinked, fearing the worst as the bricks and dust fell to the ground. As some of the dust cleared, Rose saw Theron holding Kallias by the throat against the damaged wall. 
 
    “Kallias, are you okay?” Rose called as she took a step toward them. 
 
    Kallias groaned in pain. “I’m fine,” he said weakly. “Just stay back.” 
 
    Theron scoffed, “If by fine, you mean dead, then yes, you’ll be very fine.” 
 
    “He’ll be very dead? Are there degrees of deadness?” Rose asked dryly. 
 
    Theron growled in frustration and spun to glare at her, his hand still clasped around Kallias’s throat. “Are you always this irritating?” he snarled at her. 
 
    “It depends on who you ask,” Rose answered, trying to keep Theron’s attention on her while Kallias recovered. “I’m pretty irritating to stupid people.” 
 
    Theron suddenly released Kallias and raced toward her. He grasped her wrist and snatched her to him, moving his face just inches from hers. She cringed. 
 
    The blade of a dagger slid in front of Theron’s throat as Kallias came up behind him. “Let her go, or I’ll slice your head off,” Kallias growled. 
 
    Theron visibly paled. He dropped Rose and held up both hands. 
 
    Rose staggered, barely catching herself before she fell. She frowned curiously as she noticed the fear in Theron’s expression, realizing that decapitation was apparently one thing that vampires couldn’t survive. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Kallias asked her suddenly. “You must be insane to continuously insult a vampire that already wants to murder you.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Well, it worked, didn’t it? He let you go.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Fine. It was clever…but also insane.” 
 
    “I released the human. Now, you will let me go, right?” Theron growled. 
 
    Kallias glanced at him, making a point to press the blade closer to his throat. “I think you overestimated my honor. I’m not the man I used to be.” 
 
    Theron swallowed, glancing nervously at the dagger. “If you kill me, another vampire will come for her. I’m not the only one who knows what she is.” 
 
    “What I am?” Rose repeated. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “You said you wanted answers,” Theron said to Kallias, his voice shaking with nervousness. “If you let me go, I will tell you whatever you want to know.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Oh. Of course. Now, you want to talk.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Theron said. “How did she escape from me earlier?” 
 
    “Okay,” Kallias said, his curiosity piqued. “You have my attention.” 
 
    “I already told you. I ran,” Rose reminded Kallias. 
 
    “A human cannot overpower a vampire,” Theron scoffed. 
 
    Kallias shrugged at her. “He’s right. Humans are too weak.” 
 
    “I will tell you the truth about her,” Theron offered, “if you let me go.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this bullshit,” he grumbled, but his curiosity won. He kicked Theron onto the ground. “Tell me the truth. Now. You have three minutes. What is she? How did she escape from you?” 
 
    Theron climbed onto his knees. “She threw me across the room.” 
 
    Rose frowned. The memory of him flying across the room and crashing into the wall flashed through her mind. “But…I didn’t touch you,” she objected. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her and then back down at Theron. “What you’re suggesting is impossible,” he told Theron. “A human cannot throw a vampire.” 
 
    Theron looked up at Kallias. “I never said she used physical force.” 
 
    Kallias turned to stare at Rose, his brown eyes widening with shock as he finally understood why she smelled so powerful. In all of the years that he’d been alive, he had never met anyone with that ability, human or vampire. 
 
    “She’s not an ordinary human,” Theron told him, “and I’m not the only one who knows it. Others will come for her whether you kill me or not.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What is he talking about?” she asked Kallias. She froze as she noticed Kallias staring at her. “And why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    Kallias continued to stare at her, his brows furrowing as he realized that she didn’t even know. “You really don’t remember how you got him off of you?” 
 
    She sighed, her blue eyes darkening with frustration. “No, and quite frankly, I don’t want to think about it. The memory of what happened still makes me…” she trailed off for a moment, staring down at Theron thoughtfully. Then without warning, she kicked him in the groin and finished, “…angry.” 
 
    Theron curled into the fetal position, whining and growling in pain. 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow at Rose. 
 
    She ducked her head sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
 
    He laughed, “No, I understood that, actually.” 
 
    Theron suddenly launched himself at Rose, but Kallias quickly stepped between them. He caught Theron and shoved him backward several feet. 
 
    “I assume this means you’re no longer answering questions,” Kallias said. 
 
    Still glaring at Rose, Theron growled, “Humans do not attack vampires!” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Oh, stop whining. You tried to rape and kill her. If she had the opportunity to kick you in the balls and didn’t, I’d be disappointed.” 
 
    Theron glared at Kallias. “Even now, you sympathize with them.” 
 
    “You thought I would sympathize with you?” Kallias asked in disbelief. 
 
    Theron’s eyes were dark with hatred and bloodlust as he growled at Rose, “I will kill you soon, bitch! I will cause you more pain than you can imagine!” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “I hate that word. I’m a human, not a canine. And…” 
 
    “This really isn’t the best time for a biology lesson,” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    “I know,” she sighed. “I’m just saying…it’s a degrading word.” 
 
    A blur of movement flashed before her eyes, and she gasped as Theron’s arms wrapped around her, jerking her backward against him. She felt his fangs brush against her throat before Kallias pulled him off of her. She collapsed the moment his hands released her, falling face-first onto the pavement. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kallias yelled to her as he shoved Theron into the wall. 
 
    Rose climbed to her feet and dusted the dirt off of her jeans. “Yeah.” 
 
    As she tried to pull her tattered clothing together, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed her backpack sitting, unnoticed, among a pile of rubble further along the alley. She realized that she must have dropped it at some point. 
 
    “This would be a good time for you to run,” Kallias called to her. 
 
    Rose glanced over at him. He faced Theron, so she saw only his back, the edges of his leather jacket swaying slightly with the wind. She figured that this was her best chance to hide the backpack before Theron noticed it. “Okay.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “That was way too easy,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Why even bother telling her to run? I can still catch her,” Theron said. 
 
    “I will tear you apart if you try,” Kallias warned. 
 
    Theron laughed arrogantly. “You’re starved and weak. You don’t stand a chance against me,” he sneered. “You’ll be dead before sunrise. I guarantee it.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged one shoulder. “I was starved and weak last night and the night before, and I kicked your ass easily enough then.” 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed, and he suddenly charged toward Kallias. Kallias spun to dodge him. He kicked Theron’s feet out from under him, but Theron didn’t stay down. He jumped to his feet and shoved Kallias into the wall. As Kallias recovered from the painful impact of the wall, he noticed Rose’s scent again. He glanced toward the end of the alley, his brows furrowing as he realized that she was there, but that moment of distraction costed him. Before he could block the attack, Theron grasped his arm and slung him across the alley into the opposite wall. Pain exploded through his body, the impact of the collision knocking a few bricks loose. He felt warm, sticky liquid flowing down his head, drenching his hair, and he slumped to the ground as Theron approached him. 
 
    Theron made a lazy attempt to kick Kallias while he was on the ground, but Kallias caught his foot and twisted. Theron growled in pain as he hit the ground face-first. Kallias climbed back to his feet, and before Theron could attack him again, Kallias kicked him hard enough to send him across the alleyway. Theron lay still, groaning in pain, as Kallias staggered toward him, obviously injured. 
 
    Rose hid behind the dumpster near the end of the alley, watching them fight. She frowned, baffled by what she was seeing. Occasionally, she’d see one of them hit the wall or fall to the ground, but most of the time, she saw only a blur of movement as they seemed to bounce back and forth from one side of the alley to the other. It looked unreal, and the sounds weren’t any less strange. Sometimes, the fighting seemed eerily fluid and soundless, and other times, when one of them would collide with the wall, the sound reminded her of a car crash or a small explosion. She glanced around the street, thankful that all the shops and restaurants were closed. She could only imagine the type of disturbance this would cause if anyone heard or saw what was happening. She turned her attention back to the fight, studying the blurred flashes of movement as closely as she could. She couldn’t even tell which blur was Theron and which blur was Kallias. 
 
    The fighting seemed to come to an abrupt stop after Theron finally gained the upper hand. He shoved Kallias against the damaged brick wall and kicked him with so much force that a loud crack echoed through the alleyway. Kallias groaned and clutched his side, wincing as his palm pressed just barely against the broken rib. Theron took advantage of the injury and cornered Kallias. He wrapped his hand around Kallias’s throat, and Kallias reluctantly stilled. 
 
    “I think I should kill you this time. Don’t you?” Theron asked. 
 
    “If you were smart, you would,” Kallias agreed tiredly. 
 
    Theron looked conflicted. “I can’t have you screwing this up.” 
 
    “And what exactly is this?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Why would you need to know?” Theron asked. “You’ll be dead.” 
 
    Rose realized that she needed to act now if she wanted to help Kallias. As always, Theron was talking too much, and that gave her time to act. She inched quietly toward them, kneeling to pick up a stray brick. When she reached them, she lifted the brick above her head to bash it against the back of Theron’s head, but before she could, he released Kallias and spun around to catch her wrist. 
 
    He jerked her against him by the wrist, causing her to drop the heavy brick as she collided with him. “I told you before, human. You’re too slow.” 
 
    She gasped as he squeezed her wrist so hard that she feared it’d break. 
 
    “But I’m not,” Kallias said as he pressed the blade of a long, steel dagger against Theron’s throat. “If you want to keep your head, you better let her go.” 
 
    “Fine,” Theron said between clenched teeth. 
 
    In one fluid motion, he released Rose and grasped Kallias’s arm. Theron squeezed, and another loud crack echoed through the street as the bones in his arm shattered. The dagger fell to the ground, clanging as it hit the pavement. Kallias staggered, nearly losing his balance, as pain exploded through his arm. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! Are you okay?!” Rose cried, stepping toward Kallias. 
 
    “I’m fine!” Kallias growled. “Stay back! For fuck’s sake, just stay back!” 
 
    She froze, startled by his reaction and conflicted about what to do. 
 
    “As if those few steps would save her,” Theron scoffed. 
 
    Kallias held his broken arm with his other hand. His face was contorted with pain, but he still stood his ground, as if he were preparing for the next attack. 
 
    Theron knelt and picked up the dagger that Kallias had dropped on the ground. “You lost your weapon,” he taunted, smiling. “Now, what will you do?” 
 
    “I don’t need weapons,” Kallias said. “They just make things more fun.” 
 
    “Oh?” Theron asked. “And what about your arm? Do you need that?” 
 
    Kallias didn’t answer. Instead, he kneed Theron in the stomach. Before he could attempt a second blow, however, Theron, moving at a much faster speed, grabbed Kallias’s injured arm and twisted, forcing Kallias to his knees. Theron grabbed his head and slammed his face repeatedly into the pavement. 
 
    Kallias’s head spun as he lifted himself onto his forearms. For what felt like an eternity, he watched blood drip from his forehead and nose, the crimson liquid seeping into the black pavement. The scent of his own blood filled the air. 
 
    Rose’s quiet whimper interrupted the incessant ringing in his head, and the haze that had momentarily separated his consciousness from reality cleared. 
 
    He wiped the blood from his brow with the back of his hand so that he could see and turned toward the sound. He blinked, trying to make out the images through his swirling vision. He saw Theron standing a few feet away, one hand clutching Rose’s tattered T-shirt, holding her still, as he roughly searched her pockets with the other hand. Rose fought against him, shoving both hands against his chest and pressing her feet against his knees in attempt to make him let go. 
 
    “Where is it?” Theron growled in her face. “It wasn’t in your apartment.” 
 
    “Ow! Get your hands off of me!” Rose snarled at him. 
 
    She collapsed on the ground as Kallias snatched Theron off of her and slung him across the alley. Kallias turned, staggering, to check on her, but before he could even look at her, Theron raced toward him and shoved him into the wall. Still disoriented and injured, Kallias slumped to the ground, his head falling back. Theron then began to kick him repeatedly in the ribs, shattering his other ribs along with the one that was already broken. Kallias just groaned at the pain. 
 
    “Stop!” Rose screamed, scrambling to her feet and running toward them. She could barely even breathe as she saw what Theron was doing to Kallias. “Please, stop hurting him! Leave him alone! I’m the one you want to kill, right?” 
 
    Theron froze for a moment and cast an amused, curious glance at her. 
 
    Kallias coughed, and blood poured out of his mouth. He turned to the side and spat out a mouthful of the blood on the pavement. He leaned back against the wall, his breath coming in harsh pants. “Damn it, Rose, just run,” he groaned, his voice so hoarse, she could barely hear it. “Just save yourself.” 
 
    Theron turned and stomped on his leg. The crack of bones shattering echoed through the streets. Kallias’s head fell back as he growled at the pain. 
 
    Her stomach turned at the sound of his agony. “Stop! Please! Please!” 
 
    Theron smiled, obviously pleased by her reaction. “You really care this much about a man you know nothing about?” he laughed. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s a person, you sick, psychotic monster!” Rose cried. “How can you hurt someone like that? How can you enjoy seeing him in pain?” 
 
    “A person,” Theron repeated, his lips curving into a smug smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, a person. What else would he be?” she snapped impatiently. “Are you going to kill me or not? Because quite frankly, I’m getting tired of the games!” 
 
    “But I love the games,” Theron said, “and you’re making this too easy.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Rose asked. 
 
    She glanced worriedly at Kallias as he began to cough up mouthfuls of blood again. She took a step toward Kallias to check on him, but before she could step past Theron, his hand shot out and wrapped around her arm. Before she even realized what was happening, Theron threw her against the wall. 
 
    Kallias wiped his hand across his mouth and looked over at her, anxiously watching her crumpled body. She’d curled into the fetal position after she hit the wall, but she had yet to move or even make a sound. The scent of her blood filled the air, enticing his ravenous hunger. Her heartbeat remained steady. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Kallias said weakly. “You’ve tormented her enough.” 
 
    Theron studied him. “Why do you care about her? She is just a human.” 
 
    “I don’t care about her,” Kallias said quickly. Then, too quietly for her to hear, he added, “But…none of them are just humans. They’re living beings. They think. They feel. They dream. They change things. They’re not just food.” 
 
    Theron rolled his eyes. “I turned you into a monster, and you’re still spouting philosophical bullshit,” he complained. “You should want to kill her.” 
 
    Kallias glanced uneasily at Rose. By this point, she’d managed to pull herself into a sitting position. She held her head in her hands. Watery blood flowed between her fingers, most likely pouring from her nose. The scent of that blood plagued his hunger. He’d struggled to resist it before, but now that he was injured so severely, he didn’t know if he would be able to fight it much longer. 
 
    “You and I are the same. You just refuse to see it,” Theron said. 
 
    “No,” Kallias argued. “Perhaps I crave the same things, but I resist.” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “I embrace what I am. It is better than being in denial.” 
 
    “I am not in denial,” Kallias said sadly. “I know that I’m a monster.” 
 
    Theron knelt in front of him. “Then feed,” he urged. 
 
    “No,” Kallias said sternly. 
 
    He shifted to make a weak attempt at climbing onto his uninjured leg, but before he could, Theron stood and stomped on that leg as well. The bone cracked loudly from the pressure, and then Theron pressed down harder to ensure that both legs were shattered. Kallias fell back against the wall, growling. 
 
    “You’ll die tonight. Surely you have realized that,” Theron said as he watched him. “Your legs are crushed, and the sun is rising soon. You will burn.” 
 
    “Then just go ahead and kill me,” Kallias rasped. 
 
    Theron knelt in front of him again, watching his pain with a sadistic smile. “That’s too easy. I’d rather let the sun kill you. It’ll be much more painful.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kallias sighed, feeling weak and defeated. 
 
    “Of course, there is one way that you could still survive,” Theron reminded him, smiling. “Those injuries would heal with just a tiny bit of blood. All you have to do is feed. If only there were a human nearby that you could eat. Oh, wait,” he taunted, turning his gaze toward Rose for emphasis, “there is!” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said worriedly. “Leave her alone. I don’t want her blood.” 
 
    “Liar!” Theron snarled. “You want her blood as much, if not more, than I do. I can see the hunger in your eyes. Just accept what you are, and kill her.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said again. “I am nothing like you.” 
 
    Theron laughed, “I suppose I will just have to prove my point then.” 
 
    Kallias cursed under his breath as Theron stood and walked toward her. “Rose, you have to run! Now!” he yelled, even though he knew it was too late. 
 
    Rose glanced up as she heard his voice. Her head continued to spin from the impact of the wall, and her body felt too bruised and too weak to move. She tried to process what he’d said, but her mind was just too fuzzy. Theron snatched her up by her already bruised arm and dragged her over to Kallias. Before she could even understand what was happening, Theron tossed her on top of Kallias. 
 
    Kallias caught her arms before she could slam into him, lessening the impact of her fall. Her legs fell on either side of him, causing her to straddle his hips. Blood flowed from her nose and her neck, and their faces were too close. 
 
    Rose reached out to hold his arms as her head spun violently. “Kallias?” 
 
    The physical contact with her cause a wave of desire to course through his body, and that desire intensified his already overwhelming hunger. He stared at the blood on her face and neck. He needed to taste it. He needed to feed. 
 
    She watched as his brown eyes darkened hungrily. “Are you okay?” 
 
    His breath began to fall from his lips in a harsher rhythm, like the pant of a dog, and he shuddered at the painful waves of hunger twisting at his stomach. 
 
    “Run,” he breathed. He licked his lips involuntarily. “You have to run.” 
 
    “Kallias, what’s wrong?” she said worriedly. “Are you hurting?” 
 
    “Please. I don’t want to hurt you,” he pleaded. “Get away from me.” 
 
    “Why would you hurt me?” she asked softly. 
 
    He moved his face closer to hers as he stared at the dark, sticky blood that coated her neck. His mouth watered at the sweet, powerful scent of her fresh blood. He felt his lips part, as if of their own accord, as his body prepared to take her blood. Kallias felt his self-control slipping, but there was nothing he could do about it. He suddenly grasped the back of her neck and jerked her toward him. His mouth had nearly reached her neck before he managed to stop himself. Even so, he barely retained control of his hunger. He couldn’t bring himself to push her away. His breath fell harshly against her neck. She shivered at the sensation. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rose asked breathlessly, frozen in shock. 
 
    “Please, Rose, you have to get away from me,” he panted in her ear. 
 
    Rose pulled back and frowned suspiciously at him, but she gasped the moment she saw how dark and feral his eyes looked. She decided to do as he asked, just this once. She attempted to stand, but before she could climb onto her bruised knees, Theron pressed his foot against her back. She winced at the pain as Theron pushed her back into Kallias’s lap. Kallias caught her again as her body fell flush against him. The shift caused their bodies to meet in all the wrong places. 
 
    He glanced down as her body pressed provocatively against his groin. “Well, that’s not going to help anything,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Why is he doing this?” Rose hissed, her voice drawing his attention. 
 
    Kallias looked back at her, and with just one look at her worried blue eyes, he began to regain control of his hunger. “He’s trying to prove something.” 
 
    “Okay, then, what is he trying to prove?” she asked impatiently. 
 
    His gaze shifted back toward her neck. “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed. “It clearly involves me somehow, so I would think that it is definitely my business. Tell me what is going on.” 
 
    Kallias groaned as she tried to shift into a more comfortable position. He reached out and grasped her hips to stop her. “Can you please be still?” 
 
    She froze as she realized why he was acting like that. Her cheeks flushed. 
 
    “I think I’ve proven my point,” Theron announced, smiling at Kallias. 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “You’ve proven nothing, except that I want it, which I already admitted. But I would die before I ever acted on the urge.” 
 
    Rose frowned at them, confused by their conversation. 
 
    “Pity,” Theron said. “I’m sure she would prefer you do it, instead of me.” 
 
    Rose gasped as Theron grabbed her arm and snatched her off of Kallias. He moved his mouth to her neck as he traced his finger through the blood oozing down her shoulder. Rose cringed and tried to push away from him. She froze as she felt his fangs press against her neck again. Then, suddenly, Theron laughed. 
 
    He threw her on the ground, promising, “Tomorrow.” He turned his attention back to Kallias. “Right now, I need to take shelter before the sun rises.” 
 
    Theron returned to Kallias and knelt in front of him. He swiftly shoved the dagger into his stomach and then twisted it, smiling as Kallias yelped in pain. 
 
    “Just returning your dagger,” Theron sneered. 
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    Theron moved so quickly that he seemed to disappear into the darkness. Rose pulled herself up onto her hands and knees, blinking in shock as she saw the metal handle of the dagger protruding from Kallias’s abdomen. With a grunt, he winced and jerked the dagger out of his stomach. Blood poured through his fingers as he clutched the wound. Rose covered her mouth in horror.  
 
    She scrambled to her feet and ran over to him, falling to her knees in front of him. She gasped at the profuse amount of blood pouring from the wound. Instinctually, she reached toward him, her fingers nearly brushing his blood-soaked T-shirt, before he caught her wrist with his blood-coated hand. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” he rasped. His eyes darkened as they met hers. 
 
    “Right. Of course,” Rose said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He let go of her wrist and pressed his palm against the wound, as if he could stop the bleeding with just his hand. His hand left a thick handprint of blood around her wrist. His face contorted with pain as he clutched his stomach. 
 
    “It’s so much blood,” she whispered, her heart racing with fear. 
 
    His dark, feral gaze swept over her. “You’re one to talk.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at her tattered, bloody clothing. Blood stained the blue T-shirt, and the tear down the middle of her shirt revealed a red bloodstain that trailed from her neck to her breasts. She blushed and pulled her shirt closed. 
 
    He continued to stare at her, overwhelmed by the urge to feed. His injuries intensified his hunger. He needed blood in order to heal, and his body knew that. His body also knew that a source of powerful blood currently knelt in front of him, easily within his grasp. His mouth watered at the sight of her blood. 
 
    “You need a hospital,” Rose said. “Give me your phone. I’ll call 911.” 
 
    “I don’t need a hospital,” Kallias said, his voice strangely calm. 
 
    She sighed, “Look, I get it. I hate hospitals, too, but this isn’t just a scratch. This is serious, Kallias. You need medical attention. You could die.” 
 
    “I don’t need a doctor,” he insisted. 
 
    She stared at him blankly. “There’s a gaping hole in your stomach, in case you haven’t noticed!” she snapped. “Am I supposed to just sit here while you die?” 
 
    “No,” he said. He shifted, wincing in pain as he moved, and shoved his hand in his pocket. He pulled out his phone, now coated with a thick layer of blood and typed something into the screen. “You’re supposed to leave.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said, frowning. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He shifted again. Rose winced sympathetically at the pain that showed in his expression each time he moved. He pulled a thin, leather wallet out of his pocket and tossed it on the pavement in front of her. “There’s several hundred dollars of cash in there. Take that, and get out of town. Find a hotel and stay there. Don’t give them your name. Then, call Erik, and tell him to come get you.” 
 
    She blinked, confused. “Erik? Your friend? Why would I call him?” 
 
    “Erik is the only person I have ever come close to trusting. He will help you,” he said, his voice strained. “You will need his help if you want to survive.” 
 
    “Are you planning on going somewhere?” she sputtered. 
 
    He sighed, “I will be dead by sunrise. You need to be gone before then.” 
 
    She froze, her skin paling. “Why would you be dead by sunrise?” 
 
    Kallias stared at her for a moment, debating how much he should tell her. In any other circumstance, he would have lied, but he figured she would know soon enough anyway. Slowly, he reached out and took her hand again. 
 
    Rose frowned nervously as he led her hand toward his mouth. Without breaking eye contact with her, he took her index finger and gently pressed it against one of his canine teeth. Well…she’d assumed it was a canine tooth anyway. 
 
    She gasped as he pressed her fingertip to the abnormally long and incredibly sharp tooth, so sharp, in fact, that the point pricked her fingertip the minute her finger brushed against it. She jerked her hand away, watching in horror as the blood surfaced on her fingertip. She glanced back at Kallias, her eyes wide. 
 
    She watched with cold dread as he closed his eyes, as if savoring that small drop of blood that he had tasted from her finger. She leaned forward, and his eyes snapped open, watching her warily, as she reached out toward him.  
 
    She pried his lips open, needing to see the teeth, and with a sigh, he reluctantly opened his mouth for her. Rose gasped as she saw his fangs. 
 
    Kallias pulled back and closed his mouth, watching as she grew pale. 
 
    “You’re a… You’re a…” she trailed off, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Vampire,” he provided. “Yes, I am a vampire, just like Theron.” 
 
    She continued to shake her head, almost as if it were a subconscious action. “No, no, no, you can’t be. You saved my life. That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “But it does make sense,” he argued. “And deep down, you already knew.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him, confused by the accusation. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “You suspected,” he insisted. “You asked all the right questions. How did I know about vampires? How did I know Theron? How was I able to fight Theron if human police couldn’t even take him on? Why did I behave so strangely every time that you started bleeding? Why did I do other strange things?” 
 
    “Like sniffing me?” she suggested with an irritated scowl. 
 
    He winced, obviously still embarrassed about that. “An animalistic urge. Vampires are more animal than human. Sometimes that fact is difficult to hide.” 
 
    “You lied to me,” Rose said angrily. 
 
    “And you believed me,” Kallias said, “because you wanted to believe me.” 
 
    “When Theron threw me onto you,” she said, “you grabbed me and…” 
 
    “Yes,” he interrupted, answering her question before she even asked it. “I nearly bit you. I was injured and hungry, and you were bleeding. And you smelled amazing.” As he spoke, his voice dropped lower, becoming breathless and husky. He leaned closer to her, and growled, “I still want to bite you.” 
 
    She pulled back in shock. “You do?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    He tilted his head to the side as he studied her, and she realized, not for the first time, that he moved like a predator, that he watched her as if she were his prey. “It wasn’t the first time either. That first night that Theron attacked you, when you passed out in my arms, you were bleeding, and I wasn’t prepared.” 
 
    “But you didn’t bite me,” she assumed. “Right?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kallias muttered. “I told you. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Rose nodded, relieved to know that, at least. She sighed and glanced up at the sky. The previously black sky looked navy blue now. She looked back at him and bit her lip nervously. “So, sunlight does kill vampires? I mean, it kills you?” 
 
    “We’re creatures of darkness. We’re not meant to walk in light,” he said. 
 
    She swallowed nervously. “Do you just dissolve, or do you burn, or…” 
 
    “We burn,” he said before she could finish. “It’s not pretty. It is slow and painful. Trust me when I say you won’t want to be here when it happens.” 
 
    “How long until sunrise?” Rose asked with the same unreadable voice. 
 
    “Thirteen minutes,” Kallias answered without even looking at his phone. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “How do you know that?” She sighed, “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Just tell me what I need to do in order to save you.” 
 
    Kallias blinked in shock. “What?” he sputtered. 
 
    “I thought vampires had sensitive hearing or something,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Rose,” he said. He leaned toward her, wincing in pain as he moved. “I just told you that I am a vampire…a monster…who has almost bitten you on multiple occasions, and you want to save me? Are you completely insane?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I am a human, but you saved me.” 
 
    “It’s different. Monsters are evil. Humans are not,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “I can think of quite a few humans that prove that argument wrong. What you are doesn’t make you good or evil. Your choices do.” 
 
    “My kind have always been considered evil,” he argued. 
 
    “Considered?” she scoffed. “I have never let anyone tell me what to think, and I’m not about to start now. I will decide for myself what to think of you.” 
 
    He frowned at her, surprised. “It doesn’t matter anyway. There is no way to save me. I don’t have time to find somewhere to take shelter before sunrise.” 
 
    “Shelter,” she repeated. “So, you would be safe if you were inside? There are stores all along this street. You could stay in one of those during the day.” 
 
    He sighed, “Do you honestly think I could just hang out in a store all day? I’m pretty sure any sane store owner or worker will call the cops the moment they see a large man sleeping in their floor and bleeding all over the place.” 
 
    “Right,” she sighed. “Where do you usually stay during the day?” 
 
    “I have been staying in a hotel room,” he answered, “but I don’t have enough time left to make it back to the hotel before the sun rises.” 
 
    She frowned. “Hotel rooms have windows.” 
 
    “One or two, usually,” Kallias agreed. “But I cover them.” 
 
    “So, windows are okay if they’re covered,” Rose realized. 
 
    “As long as they’re covered well enough,” he confirmed. 
 
    “What about my apartment? Is it close enough?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “No,” he said, “nor is it a safe option. Theron could be there right now.” 
 
    “But you’re a vampire. You can move really fast, right?” she asked. 
 
    “If I were not injured, yes,” he sighed, “but in my current state, no.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Then how far do you think you can get?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “A few blocks, at most.” 
 
    She cast a thoughtful glance down the alley, toward the wide, well-lit street. “There’s an abandoned warehouse about a block from here,” she told him suddenly. “It’s been boarded up since before I moved here four years ago. But I don’t know if we will be able to get inside. The doors are locked up with chains.” 
 
    He laughed at her concern. “Chains won’t be a problem.” 
 
    Rose sighed and climbed to her feet. She held out her hand and smiled cutely at him. “Come on, then. Let’s get you inside before you get all crispy.” 
 
    He grimaced at the thought. “That’s not funny,” he complained. 
 
    Kallias braced his hands against the wall and pulled himself up onto his injured legs. He wobbled and fell back against the wall, groaning in pain. 
 
    Rose frowned at her outstretched hand that was apparently invisible to him. “I was going to help,” she muttered as he made another attempt to stand. 
 
    “It’s adorable that you think you can,” he scoffed, wincing at the pain. 
 
    She dropped her hand. “Never mind, then. I hope you enjoy your pain.” 
 
    He chuckled at her acidic tone. “I’m fine. Just lead me to that building.” 
 
    She didn’t look convinced. “If you say so,” she sighed. “Come on.” 
 
    But before Rose could take a step, Kallias grasped her hand and jerked her back toward him. She gasped as her body suddenly collided with his. 
 
    Kallias swallowed as her soft body pressed against him. He hadn’t meant to pull her against him. He’d only intended to pull her to a stop. She smelled of vanilla, honey, and blood. Lust and hunger swept over him, threatening to override his self-control. He moved his hand up her arm toward her neck.  
 
    “Your neck is bleeding. It will draw attention,” he murmured. 
 
    For a moment, Rose didn’t respond. Her almond-shaped azure eyes stared up at him, dark with desire. Her mouth felt too dry, her throat too tight. His nearness affected her in ways she didn’t want to admit. She shuddered as his fingers trailed along her skin until they reached her neck. His touch set every nerve in her body on fire. She could feel her heart racing against her chest. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Well, what do you want me to do? Stitch it up?” 
 
    His lips twitched upward at her sassy remark, but he didn’t meet her gaze. His dark, hungry gaze remained on the blood that coated her neck. His mouth watered at the sight of the blood, at its sweet, delicious scent. He needed to heal her wound, and he knew of only one way to do so without creating a blood bond. 
 
    Rose froze in shock as he pressed his lips against her neck. Just as she was about to ask him what the heck he was doing, his mouth parted against her skin, and his tongue traced the bite wound on her neck. Her hands seemed to act of their own accord, clutching at his jacket as if her life depended on it. As he licked her wound, a strange, euphoric sensation surged through her body. Her head fell against his chest, and she couldn’t hold back the soft moan that escaped her lips. 
 
    “You can let go of me now,” Kallias chuckled in her ear. 
 
    Rose blinked, suddenly realizing what she was doing. Her cheeks burned as she took a wobbly step backward, purposely avoiding eye contact with him. 
 
    He watched the pink flush that darkened her face with a cocky smirk. 
 
    She glared murderously at him. “Did you just drink my blood?” 
 
    His brown eyes danced with amusement. “Baby, you insult me,” he teased. “You would have enjoyed it far more than that if I had fed from you.” 
 
    She stared at him speechlessly, her eyes wide with shock. 
 
    “But…I did taste you,” he said seductively, “and you taste amazing.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “So…there’s this line between normal and creepy,” she told him, scowling. “You blew right through the creepy line and just kept going.” 
 
    He laughed. “I healed your neck,” he explained. “Vampires have healing enzymes in their saliva, remember? We’ve talked about this before.” 
 
    She frowned and reached up to touch her neck. Her eyes widened as her fingers traced the smooth skin. It felt as if there’d never even been a wound there. 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “You licked me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kallias said. “And as you can see, it worked.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Yeah, well, next time you decide to act like a dog and lick me, could you at least give me some kind of warning first?” 
 
    His smile faded. “I’m nothing like a dog,” he grumbled. 
 
    She glanced anxiously at the blue-streaked horizon. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    His dark gaze swept over her again. “Your shirt is covered in blood, too,” he flirted, wearing that mischievous smile of his. “Maybe you should take it off.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Right…because walking around in just jeans and a black bra would definitely be less conspicuous,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias grinned. “I knew it looked black,” he said, staring at her breasts. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She crossed her arms over the torn shirt and glared at him. “I can still leave you here and let you burn to death in the sun, you know.” 
 
    He staggered away from the wall. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he laughed. 
 
    Rose watched the uneasiness of his steps worriedly. “Do you need help?” 
 
    He snorted, “I’m six and a half feet tall. What could you do? Carry me?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Forgive me for being concerned,” she snarled. 
 
    He glanced at her. “I’m fine. My legs are a little broken. That’s all.” 
 
    “Broken?” she sputtered. “You’re walking on broken legs?” 
 
    He shrugged as he began to walk unsteadily down the alley. “They’re already healing. Besides, I’ve endured far worse pain than this. I can handle it.” 
 
    She fell into step beside him. “What about your stomach? Will it heal?” 
 
    Kallias braced one hand against the wall as he walked and held the other over the wound in his stomach. Thick, dark blood oozed through his fingers. “Eventually,” he muttered. “Healing usually requires blood, and I haven’t fed in…a while. I can still heal without feeding, but the process will be much slower.” 
 
    Rose wanted to ask how long he meant by a while, but she wasn’t sure she would like the answer. “Hang on a second,” she said as they turned the corner. She snatched up her backpack from where she’d hidden it behind the dumpster and slung it over her shoulder, ignoring the curious look that Kallias gave her. 
 
    He continued to watch her as they walked the rest of the way in silence. 
 
    Finally, Kallias interrupted the tense silence. “I’m almost out of time.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she assured him as they turned onto a dark street. 
 
    Kallias noticed that the buildings that lined this street looked significantly older than the rest of the buildings in the city. Some of them looked as if they were still in use, like the computer repair shop and the used goods store, but others appeared to have been closed long ago. He breathed a sigh of relief because he knew that rundown and abandoned buildings like these were not likely to have cameras outside. As they continued down that street, his steps seemed to become more unsteady. They’d nearly reached an old burger shop when he staggered. 
 
    “Careful,” Rose warned as she noticed him losing balance. 
 
    She reached out to grab his arm, intending to help him regain his balance, but instead, she only wound up trapping herself between his body and the wall as he caught himself against it. She swallowed uneasily at their closeness. 
 
    Kallias braced his hands on the wall on each side of her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said breathlessly. “Are you?” 
 
    He removed his hand from the wall and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Yeah,” he sighed. He stepped back. “We should keep moving. I’ll be dead soon.” 
 
    She sighed at his pessimism and brushed past him, leading the way toward the building. Between a mechanic’s shop and an old flea market set a rectangular building that spanned across a large portion of the street. Built of blocks that looked as if they were once beige or yellow, the building seemed long forgotten. A sign hung crookedly over the entrance with illegible, faded blue letters. The old warehouse had very few windows, just four or five small, rectangular windows around the top of the building, and those windows were covered with boards. Thick, heavy chains looped through the door handles, and a sign with shiny red letters that read, “No Trespassing,” hung from the chains.  
 
    “Like I said,” Rose sighed, gesturing toward it. “Chains.” 
 
    Kallias stepped forward, and with a smirk tugging at his lips, he grasped the chains and tore them from the door with one easy pull. The locks and broken chains fell to the ground, clanging on the concrete, as he shoved open the doors. 
 
    Rose blinked. As he stepped inside the dark, dusty building, she knelt to look at the broken chains. She picked them up, examining where they’d snapped into. The chains felt heavy in her hands, too heavy to have broken so easily. 
 
    Kallias hissed as his skin began to burn. “Rose, hurry,” he pleaded. 
 
    Rose jumped to her feet, her eyes widening as she saw the faint pink line along the horizon. She rushed inside, and the doors slammed shut behind her. 
 
    Kallias finished locking the doors and turned to look at the inside of the building. Just one large room stretched before him, full of boxes and dust. Boxes covered most of the floor, but the back corners of the room were empty, providing plenty of space to sleep. Planks of wood covered the windows, leaving the building in total darkness and, fortunately, shielded from sunlight. 
 
    He frowned as he heard Rose’s heart racing. He stepped behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder, planning to ask her why she was so nervous, but the moment his fingers brushed her shoulder, she jumped and screamed. 
 
    Kallias spun her to face him. His warm, rough hands cradled each side of her face. “Shhh. Shhh,” he soothed, his breath falling against her forehead. His thumbs rubbed gently under her ears, calming her. “Rose, it’s okay. It’s just me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she whispered, her blue eyes wide and frantic. “I didn’t mean to scream. I just can’t see, and… Do you think anyone heard me?” 
 
    “Relax,” he said in a surprisingly gentle tone. “No one heard you.” 
 
    She blinked at the darkness, hoping her eyes would adjust enough for her to see something, anything, but it was as if her eyes were covered by a pitch black blanket, a blanket too thick to see even the slightest light or outline. It was unnerving to be stripped so suddenly of sight, but at the same time, she felt intensely aware of certain things, like how close Kallias stood to her, how he touched her with such surprising gentleness, and how he smelled of leather and blood and mint. 
 
    “Can you see?” she asked. Her voice sounded breathless and strained. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I am a nocturnal creature.” 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” she admitted again, “at all.” 
 
    “Relax,” he repeated. “I’m here. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    She frowned at the way he worded that. 
 
    Kallias must have thought twice about it as well because he suddenly dropped his hands. “Uh…I just meant that I will make sure you don’t fall,” he muttered. He winced as he saw the fingerprints of blood on her face. He glanced down at his blood-covered hands. “Oh. Sorry. I got blood on your face.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “Well, my skin is not exactly clean anymore anyway.” 
 
    His eyes darkened as he glanced at the bloodstains on her skin, lines that trailed from her throat to her exposed chest. “Yeah. I noticed,” he said huskily. 
 
    She frowned worriedly at the dark desire that she could hear in his voice, suddenly realizing how foolish it was for a human with blood all over her clothes and skin to wind up trapped all day in a deserted building with a hungry vampire. 
 
    She shivered as the warmth of his closeness disappeared, leaving her surrounded by the cold darkness. She heard his footsteps moving away from her and the shuffling of cardboard and paper. “Are you okay? I mean, did the sun…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he interrupted before she finished the question. She’d noticed that he did that often, almost as if he could hear what she was going to ask before she asked it. “The light never really touched me. It just feels like a mild sunburn.” 
 
    Rose frowned and tried to follow the sound of his deep, accented voice, but she lost her balance and fell forward as her foot collided with a wooden crate. 
 
    Before she hit the ground, Kallias caught her, his arm sweeping roughly around her stomach to pull her back onto her heels. The wooden crate scraped across the floor as he kicked it out of the way. “If you would have just waited, I was trying to clear a path for you,” he grumbled, his breath warm against her ear. 
 
    “I was following your voice,” she muttered indignantly. 
 
    He had yet to let go of her. “There are boxes and crates everywhere. Are you trying to hurt yourself?” he growled in her ear. “Forget it. I’ll just carry you.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t appreciate you using that tone with me. So, I suggest you…” she trailed off as she realized what he’d just said. “Wait. You’ll what?” Rose gasped as he suddenly hoisted her into his arms and cradled her against his chest. “What the heck do you think you’re doing? Put me down right now!” 
 
    “I already told you,” Kallias complained. “I’m carrying you. Obviously.” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. Put me down,” she snarled, kicking her legs. 
 
    “Be still,” he grumbled as he carried her across the room. 
 
    “You’ll drop me!” she cried, slamming her hands against his chest. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, even though she couldn’t see them. “No, I won’t.” 
 
    Rose sighed in defeat, accepting her fate. “That’s it. I’m going to die.” 
 
    He stepped around a stack of boxes. “I’m a vampire, remember? I have supernatural strength. I could carry a car if I wanted, and I’d never get tired. I’m not going to drop a human. So, stop insulting my strength, and just be still.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned lately that you’re an arrogant jerk?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed, “A few times.” 
 
    When he reached the back corner of the room, Kallias lowered her onto the cold concrete floor. The movement stirred up the dust into the air, and she coughed as she breathed in the thick air. Kallias stared at her for a moment, noticing the blood that stained her face around her nose and the bloodstains along her throat and chest. The top of her torn shirt looked nearly black from the blood, instead of the light blue color of the rest of the shirt. Her red hair fell around her shoulders, disheveled and tangled. Purpling red marks covered her arms. 
 
    “Do you feel okay?” he heard himself ask. “How badly did he hurt you?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. She coughed as she inhaled another lungful of dust. “I mean, I’m a little sore, but hey, at least I don’t have a hole in my stomach.” 
 
    He flashed a sarcastic smile that she couldn’t see. “Cute.” 
 
    She heard shuffling near her as he found a place on the floor to sit. It drove her nuts to not be able to see him. “Where are you?” she asked impatiently. 
 
    “A foot or so to your left,” he answered. He sounded distracted. 
 
    Rose reached out toward him to feel the distance, and her breath caught in her throat as her hand collided with bare skin. She knew that she should have pulled away as soon as her fingertips brushed against his feverish skin, but her fingers had a mind of their own, curiously tracing the lines of his muscular chest. 
 
    She blushed. “You took off your shirt,” she realized. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his lips twitching into an amused smile. “If you keep touching me like that, I might take off more than that,” he teased. 
 
    She pulled her hand back and looked away, her face hot with humiliation. 
 
    He chuckled at her reaction as he returned to pressing his wadded up shirt against the wound in his stomach, soaking up as much blood as he could. 
 
    After a brief period of unnerving silence, Rose said, “I have a question.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” he muttered bitterly. 
 
    “Your friend. Erik,” she said. “Is he a vampire, too?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said nervously, nodding. “And the ones that are trying to kill me? The others that Theron kept mentioning? They are vampires, too, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said again. “Where are you going with this, Rose?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I just find it interesting that you think that my best chance for survival is to rely on the same kind of creatures that are trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Only a vampire can take down a vampire,” Kallias told her. 
 
    “And do you honestly think that, if you had died, your vampire friend would have come when I called him? To protect a human?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    He watched her for a moment. “Yes,” he said assuredly. “Erik has questionable morals, to say the least, but when it matters, he’s…good, in a sense.” 
 
    “So, he’s like you, then?” Rose asked. 
 
    He scowled. “You misunderstand. I never claimed to be good.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed, “but you proved that you are. Several times.” 
 
    “You’re speaking too soon,” Kallias warned her with a dangerous edge in his voice. “I made a choice to save your life. I may not get such a choice if I lose control and act on the instinctual urge inside of me, the urge to kill you.” 
 
    She blinked at the warning. “I don’t think you will.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be so sure,” he said. “I know I’m not.” 
 
    A tense silence settled between them after that. Rose heard only the soft rustling of fabric as Kallias continued to press his shirt against his wound. She stared blankly at the blackness around her, desperately wanting her eyes to adjust. 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” Kallias said after a while. 
 
    She jumped, startled by his deep voice. “Uh…what?” 
 
    “Most humans are terrified of me,” he said, “but you aren’t.” 
 
    “In their defense,” Rose said, “the way you dress doesn’t really help matters. I mean, you walk around all decked out in leather and tattoos with weapons strapped to every part of your body. Even without the fangs, you look intimidating. Theron, on the other hand, dresses like a retired schoolteacher.” 
 
    “That’s because Theron wants humans to trust him,” he said. “I don’t.” 
 
    She nodded. “So you intimidate people for their own protection.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    “Because you don’t trust yourself not to hurt them,” Rose added. 
 
    He fell silent for a moment, not sure how to respond. Finally, he said, “I have never met a human that wasn’t intimidated by me, and yet, here you are, sitting next to me in a dark, deserted building, and you are calm. And the most ridiculous part is that you know what I am now. So, why aren’t you afraid of me?” 
 
    “Maybe I just see through the façade,” she suggested. “I see you.” 
 
    “Dangerous is not a façade for a vampire,” he told her. “It’s reality.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sometimes you just have to have faith in people.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Kallias snarled, shocking her with his sudden change in tone. She heard movement, and she realized that he must have stood. She heard his footsteps moving back and forth in front of her, as if he were pacing. “Don’t you get it? Do you know what people see when they look at you? They see a weakness that they can exploit! You might as well be asking someone to hurt you!”  
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I can see this is a sensitive topic for you.” 
 
    The sound of his footsteps stopped as he froze and glared at her. She heard him growl in frustration, and then, she heard a wooden crate scrape across the floor and thud as it hit the wall. She realized that he must have kicked it. She blinked in shock, waiting for him to say something to her, to yell at her or insult her, but his voice never came. She heard him breathing harshly, practically panting. “Bad tempers seem to be a common issue for vampires,” she muttered. 
 
    “Animalistic emotions,” Kallias said quietly. 
 
    The tired sadness that she heard in his voice surprised her. “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s…hard to control,” he muttered. 
 
    She stared silently into the darkness as she considered what it must feel like to be so out of control of your own emotions, so instinctually-driven. 
 
    Rose suddenly remembered her backpack. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kallias asked, noticing the worry in her expression. 
 
    She patted the floor around her, feeling for her bag. “My backpack.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. Rose assumed that meant that he didn’t know where it was. But then, something heavy suddenly dropped in her lap, startling her. 
 
    “You dropped it by the door,” Kallias told her, “when you fell.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, running her hand across the bag. “Thanks.” 
 
    He stared down at her with a suspicious scowl. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Uh,” she sputtered, “just my books and stuff.” 
 
    “Then, why did you bother hiding it from Theron?” he asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want anything to happen to them,” Rose answered. “I love my books, and I like carrying my favorites with me. Even when I can’t read them at the moment, I feel a little better just having them, you know. Because the stories are already here.” She pointed to her chest. “And looking at them reminds me.” 
 
    Still standing over her, Kallias just stared at her for a few moments. 
 
    She blushed. “It’s okay. You can call me a geek. Everyone else does.” 
 
    He frowned. “I have trouble staying up-to-date with human jargon, but it is my understanding that humans use the term geek to describe people who are passionate about something. I don’t think there is anything wrong with passion.” 
 
    Rose smiled shyly, surprised by his response. 
 
    She heard shuffling as Kallias sat down next to her again. She considered reaching her hand out to find out how far away he was from her, but the earlier incident of accidentally touching him had been embarrassing enough. He grunted in pain as he moved. “How is your wound? Is it healing yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” he sighed. “It will heal before tomorrow night, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Theron was split open,” she said, frowning, “and he was still walking.” 
 
    “Theron feeds,” Kallias explained, “often. If I consumed as much blood as Theron does, then, I would have healed almost instantly. But I don’t.” 
 
    “So…just out of curiosity…” she mumbled, biting her lip nervously. “If you were to drink someone’s blood right now, would it kill the person?” 
 
    He laughed. “Why? Did you have someone in mind?” 
 
    Rose scowled. “No. I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he said in answer to her question.  
 
    His voice sounded closer now, nearly at her ear, meaning he must have leaned toward her. She felt his breath on her cheek, and she had the distinct feeling that he was staring at her neck. She swallowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, most vampires do kill their victims, and Theron would have certainly killed you. But it is possible to feed from a human without killing them. It is the blood loss that kills you, ultimately. So, hypothetically speaking, I could feed from you and only take a little of your blood, and you’d survive,” he said. 
 
    She shivered as she felt his breath against her neck. “Hypothetically.” 
 
    He laughed, “Yes. Hypothetically.” He moved back, away from her. 
 
    She remembered how to breathe again once she no longer felt his body brushing against her. “So, then, why don’t all vampires just feed without killing?” 
 
    “It depends on the vampire,” Kallias said. Rose could almost hear the amusement in his voice as he watched her shift and squirm nervously. “Some vampires, like Theron, just enjoy the kill. We’re brutal, savage creatures. It’s in our nature to hunt and kill. Others kill by accident. The hunger is all-consuming. It is difficult to stop feeding once you’ve had a taste of the person’s blood. And then, there are the majority who kill out of convenience. We can’t exactly have humans walking around telling stories about a vampire that drank their blood.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “People would just assume that they were crazy.” 
 
    “Until there’s too many of them saying the same thing,” Kallias said. 
 
    She frowned, considering that. “So, they just kill them, instead?” 
 
    “You sound so shocked,” he said bitterly. “We are monsters, after all.” 
 
    His use of the term we stunned her. “You think you are a monster?” 
 
    “I know I am,” Kallias muttered, as if it were just a simple fact. He sighed, “But honestly, most vampires just don’t see a way around killing humans. The hunger drives them to take too much blood, which forces them to choose between letting the human die or healing the human with their blood.” 
 
    “Healing?” Rose repeated, surprised. “What? Like what you did to me?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I healed a minor wound on your neck. Your artery wasn’t severed, and he didn’t take much blood. If I had needed to heal you from something as serious as blood loss, I would have had to feed you my blood.” 
 
    She cringed. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    He laughed. “Not to me.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “So, vampires can heal people, and yet, they don’t?” 
 
    “Feeding someone vampire blood creates a blood bond,” he explained. 
 
    She frowned at the confusing explanation. “Okay…but what is that?” 
 
    “An eternal link between the two people,” he said tiredly. He sounded distracted again, or perhaps just bored. “It is intensely intimate and invasive. And also very sexual. Most vampires wouldn’t feel that it was worth all of that.” 
 
    “Sexual?” she sputtered. 
 
    He looked at her and chuckled. “Yes, Rose. Sexual.” 
 
    “I don’t want a sexual bond with you,” she blurted. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, fighting the urge to laugh. “Good,” he said. “Because I don’t want an intimate bond with you. Or anyone else, for that matter.” 
 
    She blinked at that last part. It was obvious to her that someone had hurt him, violated his trust somehow, because why else would he have such a negative view of intimacy and trust? She wanted to ask, but she knew that was one question he’d never answer. “So, if vampires can heal from anything, how do you kill one?” 
 
    He snorted, “Should I be concerned?” 
 
    “Only if you make me very angry,” she teased. 
 
    He laughed. “Well, you already know that sunlight kills us,” he began. 
 
    “And beheading,” Rose added. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her in surprise. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “It was the only thing that seemed to scare Theron,” she explained. 
 
    He nodded. “Our regenerative abilities only go so far. We can’t just regrow our heads. So, yes, beheading is the most practical way to kill a vampire.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the words beheading and practical belong in the same sentence,” she muttered under her breath. “So, what about wooden stakes?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “You watch too much television.” 
 
    “I barely watch any television, actually,” she said. “TV is bad for the brain.” 
 
    He snorted. “Is that so?” 
 
    She winced and mumbled, “I also…kind of…don’t have room for one.” 
 
    He laughed, “I figured that’s what it really was.” 
 
    “I refuse to get rid of my bookshelves for a stupid TV,” Rose muttered, as if she’d argued about it a billion times, and Kallias figured she probably had. 
 
    “So, your books are what gave you these ridiculous ideas?” he asked. 
 
    She glared at him, or in his direction, at least. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Do you really think that fiction and superstitious myth are the best things to consult for suggestions on how to kill real monsters?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his condescending tone. “Well, I tried to find a non-fiction, non-superstitious-myth book, but shockingly, it didn’t exist. Because, get this! Vampires are mythological creatures! Well, you’re supposed to be, anyway.” 
 
    A smile curved at the edges of his lips. “You should really calm down. Your heart is racing, and your cheeks are flushed. Vampires find that…enticing.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You better keep your fangs to yourself, mister.” 
 
    Kallias leaned back, grinning at her. “What about my hands?” 
 
    She blushed. “Those, too.” 
 
    He laughed. “To answer your question, whether or not a stake is made of wood is irrelevant. Vampires don’t have a magical allergy to wood,” he scoffed. 
 
    “What about silver?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “I thought that myth was about werewolves.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Werewolves exist, too?” 
 
    He scowled at her, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. “Am I supposed to be some kind of all-knowing source on supernatural creatures?” 
 
    “Is that your arrogant way of telling me you don’t know?” she countered. 
 
    Kallias sighed irritably. “If werewolves do exist, I have never met one.” 
 
    “So, would any kind of stake kill a vampire?” Rose asked impatiently. 
 
    He shrugged. “Have you ever seen a stake?” he asked tiredly. “Do you know how wide those things were? If you shove that into anything’s chest, and it gets up and walks away afterward…well…that would be some scary shit.” 
 
    “Then, I could kill a vampire by staking him?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “You’d never even get close enough to do it. Humans are not fast enough or strong enough to shove a stake into a vampire’s heart.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Then how does a human kill a vampire?” 
 
    “A human doesn’t,” he said. “We’re too powerful to be killed by humans.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “But surely there is some way…” 
 
    “Oh, how human of you,” Kallias muttered in a tone that made it clear he didn’t mean that as a compliment. “You all want to believe that there is some way to fight back, some way to defeat the monsters. Your scariest horror tales don’t even scratch the surface of how scary vampires really are. Humans wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if they knew the truth about what lurks in the darkness. We are the ultimate predators, and we are immortal. Humans stand no chance.” 
 
    She listened to him quietly. There was an edge to his voice, a cynicism. She could tell that he hated what he was. That hatred seeped into every word he said. “So, what you’re saying is,” she sighed, “that I have to depend on you?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “That bothers you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I never depend on anyone,” she stated. “It’s not who I am.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I do have a choice,” she argued. “I, unlike you, can leave right now.” 
 
    “And go where?” he asked. “Theron has probably taken shelter at your apartment for the day, assuming that you would come home. He may be lying in wait for you right now. Nowhere else in this town is safe for you either, not even during the day, because Theron has no problem with coercing humans into doing his bidding. The moment you set foot out of this building alone, he could have humans come and kidnap you and take you to him. I understand that this is an unfortunate situation for you, but you need to understand that you are in danger.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t keep me here against my will.” 
 
    “I can, actually,” Kallias snarled. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snapped. “I am not your prisoner!” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were, now did I?” he asked bitterly. “I was simply correcting you. Technically, I am capable of keeping you here against your will.” 
 
    “So I can leave right now, if I want?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “That would be extremely foolish,” he said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “But I can. Right?” she prompted again, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I told you I would keep you safe,” Kallias said, frowning at her. “If you leave, I can’t do that. Your only chance of survival is to stay with me until we kill Theron. If you value your life, you will stay here and leave with me at nightfall.” 
 
    “To go where, exactly?” Rose snapped. “And for how long?” 
 
    “None of that matters,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “Yes, it does!” she argued. “I don’t know what life is like for vampires, but humans have responsibilities. We can’t just leave all of that behind!” 
 
    “Your responsibilities will mean nothing if you’re dead,” Kallias said. 
 
    “But if I live, I will have bills to pay,” she insisted. 
 
    “Damn it, Rose, I can take care of all of that! You have no idea what kind of power I have!” he growled. “But I am not leaving you here to die.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she snarled. “Kidnap me?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said in an equally acidic tone. “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Do you have any idea how wrong that is?” 
 
    “I’m a vampire, baby,” he said darkly. His voice dripped with bitterness and cynicism. “It shouldn’t surprise you that I would do something that’s wrong.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I never asked for your protection, and I refuse to let you tell me what to do or force me to do anything!” She jumped to her feet. 
 
    Kallias frowned as he watched Rose attempt to leave. She picked the right direction, at least, but she walked directly into a stack of crates and fell backward. The stack of crates collapsed onto her, and then another stack of boxes wobbled and fell on top of her as well. She whimpered as the crates and boxes buried her. Kallias sighed as he watched her try to push the crates off of herself. Rolling his eyes, he stood and walked over to her, kicking boxes out of his way. 
 
    Rose couldn’t see anything in the dark building, so she had no idea how many boxes and crates were on top of her at this point. She knew they felt too heavy, covering her chest, arms, and legs. She could barely breathe, much less move, but she shoved at the crates anyway, wincing at the pain it caused her. 
 
    She froze as she heard shuffling noises all around her. Then, slowly, she felt the weight being lifted off of her. She inhaled deeply, relieved that she could breathe again, and then tried to sit up. She gasped as Kallias’s arms suddenly slid beneath her legs and back. He lifted her and cradled her against his bare chest, and then, he carried her several steps forward before he set her on her feet. 
 
    “I should have just left you there,” Kallias muttered bitterly. 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but notice that despite the anger in his voice, his touch had been surprisingly gentle. “Why didn’t you?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “The door is behind you, if you want to leave.” 
 
    She heard his footsteps moving in the opposite direction. She blinked in surprise as she realized he’d actually left her at the door. She sighed and reached out in the direction she’d his footsteps. Then, she tentatively stepped forward. 
 
    His footsteps stopped. “The door is the other way, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I don’t want the door. I want you,” Rose said, slowly following his voice. 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. He sighed as he saw her nearing another stack of crates. “Just…stand still,” he muttered. “I will come to you. Please. Don’t move.” 
 
    She froze. The warmth of his body closed around her before he spoke. 
 
    He took her hands into his and led them to his chest. “I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk,” Rose said, absently tracing the lines of his chest. 
 
    He inhaled sharply at her touch. “You called me over here to say that?” 
 
    “No,” she said. Her fingertip brushed over a raised portion of skin…a scar, she thought…but he suddenly grasped her hands and pulled them away. She frowned curiously at that. “I called you over here because I want to apologize.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “For what?” 
 
    “For giving you a hard time,” she said. “You’re a total jerk, and you apparently don’t know how to talk to someone without ordering them around. But…I can see that you’re trying to help and that you care, even if you do have a screwed up way of showing it. So, I am sorry if I overreacted just now.” 
 
    Kallias stared down at her, completely stunned by the apology. He studied her dilated azure eyes. “It’s fine,” he mumbled. “Stop apologizing.” 
 
    She reached out and touched him again, her fingers tracing the lines of his tattoo, even though she couldn’t see it. His hands remained on her wrists, but he didn’t stop her this time. Instead, he closed his eyes and leaned into her, his breath coming harsher and quicker. “Will you forgive me?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Stop apologizing,” he breathed again. 
 
    She frowned at him. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to respond,” he said. 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “To an apology?” she laughed. 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “To kindness.” 
 
    She froze, stunned by that admission. Her chest tightened with empathy. It hurt her to think that something as normal as kindness would confuse him. 
 
    He pulled her hands away from him again and cleared his throat. “I will…uh… If you want, I can take you back to where you were sitting.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Her stomach flipped as he scooped her up into his arms again. He didn’t speak as he carried her across the building, to the back corner, and set her on the ground. Rose frowned as he placed something soft into her arms. She ran her fingers across the smooth leather, realizing that he had given her his jacket. 
 
    “You can sleep on that,” he said. His voice sounded so different from usual, so nervous and unsure. “I assume you aren’t used to sleeping on concrete.” 
 
    “But what about you?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I’ve slept in far worse places,” Kallias said dismissively. 
 
    She heard movement behind her, and she realized that he was settling down on the floor behind her to sleep. She wanted to see him, to see whether he was sitting or lying, whether he looked angry or sad, whether he was close enough to touch. “What is it like?” she heard herself ask. “Being what you are, I mean.” 
 
    Kallias was quiet for such a long time that Rose assumed that he had already fallen asleep. Then, she heard him answer, softly, “Maddening.” 
 
    “How so?” she asked gently. 
 
    “Have you ever been hungry?” he asked. “I don’t just mean a craving for food or just wanting to eat out of boredom…but really, truly hungry. Starving.” 
 
    That wasn’t a question Rose wanted to answer, but she knew that she couldn’t expect him to answer questions if she wouldn’t. “When I was a child.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, his brown eyes softening in surprise. “It feels like that, except thousands of times worse, and it never stops,” he said, his voice breathless and strained. “The hunger is always there, always burning, always consuming you. Blood becomes the center of everything. Your senses are attuned to it. You hear it. You smell it. You see it. And you want it, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “How do you stay sane?” 
 
    “I didn’t, at first,” he admitted. “In the beginning, I went mad. I couldn’t reconcile the part of myself that hated the killing of innocents and the part of myself that was a monster. I couldn’t be within a hundred miles of another person without wanting to rip out their throat. So, I isolated myself far away from people. Between the pain of starvation and the solitude, I lost whatever sanity I had left.” 
 
    Her throat felt tight with sympathy. “That sounds terrible.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I cheated death. That doesn’t come without a price.” 
 
    She blinked. “You cheated death? Are you saying you actually died?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “How did you think I became this?” 
 
    “You died?” she said in disbelief. “As in…your heart stopped beating? You didn’t just fall unconscious or something? You actually…died?” 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered impatiently. 
 
    She stared in his direction, stunned. “And…are you still…dead?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Do I seem dead?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Well, no, but…” 
 
    “My heart beats just like yours. I breathe. I think. I feel. I am just as alive as a human, only I am not human. I awoke from death as a vampire,” he said. 
 
    She nodded, trying to process the information. “How did you die?” 
 
    “I am finished being interrogated,” he grunted suddenly. “I need sleep.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “Believe it or not, civilized people have a polite way of saying that. It’s this complicated English word that’s pronounced: goodnight.” 
 
    She could almost hear the smile in his voice as he recited, “Goodnight.” 
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    Rose opened her eyes but saw nothing. Complete darkness surrounded her, like a cloak over her eyes. She blinked several times, hoping whatever blocked her eyesight would clear so that she could see. She shifted on the cold concrete floor, wincing as her muscles protested its hardness. Her heart began to race as she suddenly realized that she was not in her bed. Her hand traced the soft leather jacket beneath her, and the events of the previous night came flooding back into her mind. She breathed a sigh of relief as she remembered where she was. 
 
    Her relief was short-lived, however, because then, she noticed the sound of someone shuffling restlessly. She jumped up as she heard his painful groans. He sounded really hurt. “Kallias? Are you okay? Is something wrong?” she called. 
 
    She listened for an answer, but again, she heard only the sound of someone shifting and groaning in agony. “Are you hurt?” she called louder. 
 
    Rose waited for a few more moments, hoping for an answer, but the groaning and shuffling continued without interruption. She worried that something had gone wrong, that his wound hadn’t healed like he thought it would. She climbed onto her hands and knees and crawled toward the noise. As she reached out her hand, her fingers brushed his arm. She felt him shaking and jerking convulsively beneath her fingers. At first, she wondered if he were having a seizure, but as she listened closely to his groans, she realized that he was having a nightmare, apparently a pretty terrible one, if the sounds were any indication. She shook his arm gently, but he just continued convulsing and groaning. 
 
    Rose shoved him harder, but he didn’t budge. His body was far too heavy for her to move. “Kallias!” she yelled. “Wake up! You’re having a nightmare!” 
 
    His body suddenly went rigid, and the sounds stopped. For just a fraction of a second, he just seemed to freeze, and then, before Rose even realized what was happening, she felt her back hit the concrete. Kallias lay on top of her, his weight pinning her to the floor beneath them. His hands gripped her wrists so tightly that it hurt, pinning them to the floor beside her head. She couldn’t move. 
 
    Rose realized a little too late that shaking a vampire while he was having a nightmare might not have been the wisest course of action. Her entire body ached from the impact of the floor. She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him who she was, at least, but no sound escaped her lips. She could barely breathe, much less speak, and the only sound she managed to make was a quiet whimper. 
 
    Kallias blinked a few times as his mind snapped fully awake. He tried to remember what had happened. He remembered that Theron had been torturing him. But no, he realized, that had been just a dream, a memory. Then, someone… 
 
    His eyes widened as he noticed her beneath him. “Rose?” he gasped. 
 
    “Yep,” Rose choked, forcing a pained smile, as she finally managed to make a coherent sound. She sucked in a strangled breath and explained, “You were having a nightmare. I tried to wake you, and you just kind of…attacked.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kallias breathed as he stared down at her. “Rose. I am so sorry.” 
 
    The pained remorse in his voice stunned her. “It’s all right.” 
 
    “I should have warned you not to touch me when I’m asleep,” he said. 
 
    She laughed in surprise, “Why? Does this happen often?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he loosened his grip on her wrists and turned them gently in his hands, examining the red marks he’d left. “I hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose assured him. “Besides, it was an accident.” 
 
    He gently massaged her wrists. “I should have warned you,” he repeated. 
 
    The pain in her wrists dulled as he massaged them, but as his fingers alleviated the pain, they also created new sensations, sensations that caused her stomach to flutter and raised chill bumps across her skin. It didn’t help matters that his body rested on top of hers, pressing so sensually against her. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Kallias stared down at her, studying her disheveled appearance as he looked for any other marks he might’ve left when he had so savagely tackled her. He stared at her wide, blue eyes, and as he noticed the way that she gazed slightly to the left of his face, he remembered that she couldn’t see. A pink flush darkened her cheeks from the spike of blood pressure, and her messy red hair fanned around her head like a fiery halo. She breathed rapidly, her soft, pink lips parted. 
 
    He could smell the enticing scent of adrenaline in her blood, and even covered in blood and dust, she still smelled of honey and vanilla. There was a certain wildness to the way she looked after waking, and Kallias couldn’t help but notice that she looked sexy like that. Her pulse pounded in his ears, igniting his hunger. He wanted her, and his instincts were driving him to take what he wanted. 
 
    Rose hated not being able to see. She wanted to see the expression on his face. She wanted to know the reason for his silence. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t see him. She could only feel him. His legs rested between hers, and his bare chest and stomach pressed against her. She didn’t know how to react to the sensation of his body on hers or the way her body reacted to that sensation. Her physical experiences with men had always been so limited. She certainly had never felt like this. And as if the situation weren’t awkward enough, she suddenly realized that she could feel his erection pressing against her stomach. 
 
    She blushed. “Uh… So, are you going to get off of me, or…” 
 
    His lips suddenly pressed against hers, effectively cutting off her stammering. Rose blinked in surprise, but then, as if they had a mind of their own, her lips molded to his. His lips felt feverish and surprisingly soft against hers. All of the awkwardness that she’d felt moments ago melted away under his hot and demanding kiss. Her stomach clenched, and her skin felt overheated. His tongue massaged hers, drawing a moan from her lips. She squirmed and pulled at her wrists, and she felt him smile against her lips before he released her hands. 
 
    Kallias groaned as she intertwined her fingers in his hair, pulling him closer. One of his hands cupped her face, tilting her head back as he deepened the kiss. He ran his other hand along her body until it reached her thigh. He lifted her thigh to curve around his hip. She gasped against his lips as his body pressed harder against hers. Her lips felt even softer than Kallias had imagined, and she kissed with an intense passion that left him hungry for more. She became the focus of all of his senses…her body, her scent, her blood… He felt an overwhelming urge to tear open her clothes and sink his fangs into her neck. 
 
    He pulled away abruptly as he realized that he was losing control. His face remained inches from hers as they panted, breathless from the intensity of the kiss. For a few moments, Kallias didn’t move. He just stared at her in shock. 
 
    Finally, he rolled off of her, but still, he remained silent. He sat next to her, wondering what had possessed him to kiss her in the first place and why it had affected him so intensely. He could see her out of the corner of his eye. She hadn’t moved from the floor. She just lay there, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    Rose sat up, slowly, wincing at the soreness in her muscles. She knew that Theron must have left some nasty-looking bruises on her skin, if the pain were any indication. Although she noticed it, the pain didn’t really bother her at the moment because her mind seemed more fixated on the other sensations she felt. She traced her lips with her fingertips, noticing how they seemed swollen and tender from the kiss. Her mind raced with hundreds of questions: Why did he kiss her? Why did he stop? Why was he so quiet now? Did he not enjoy the kiss? He seemed like he enjoyed the kiss, but what would she know? And yet, Rose didn’t ask any of those. 
 
    Instead, she asked, “Do you always kiss women after you attack them?” 
 
    He snorted, “No, you are unique in that aspect.” 
 
    She nodded. “Oh. Good,” she said. She grimaced at her awkward response. “I have no idea what I’m saying,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, raising his eyebrow in amusement. 
 
    “So,” she said, her voice still a little breathless. “Can we leave yet?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The sun won’t set for another hour, at least.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “What are we supposed to do for an hour in the dark?” 
 
    He chuckled. She could hear the smirk in his voice as he teased, “Oh, I can think of many things, but with my stamina, we’d need more than an hour.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “Does that usually work for you?” 
 
    “What? Flirting?” Kallias laughed. “I don’t know. You tell me.” 
 
    She scoffed, “Uh, no, it doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “Oh?” he said, smiling. His voice dropped lower, becoming gravelly and breathy. “Well, you could have fooled me…with the way you kissed me just now.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “The way I kissed you?” she snapped. “You kissed me!” 
 
    “And you kissed me back,” Kallias said, “very passionately, might I add.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I didn’t want to be rude.” 
 
    “Do you honestly expect me to believe that you kissed me like that out of politeness?” he laughed. “Sorry, sweetheart, but you’re a terrible liar.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You kissed me.” 
 
    “You already said that,” he said. “And I’m aware of what happened.” 
 
    “Well,” she grumbled stubbornly, “Why?” 
 
    He looked away. “I don’t see why that would matter.” 
 
    She scowled. “It matters because you have made it clear on many occasions that you don’t like me very much. So, why would you kiss me?” 
 
    “How I feel about you has nothing to do with it,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “What? It has everything to do with it!” she argued. 
 
    “Rose, it was a kiss, not a proposal. It was just a physical action between two people. You’re making something out of nothing,” he said hurtfully. 
 
    “Nothing,” Rose repeated coolly. “Right. Of course.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her, suddenly feeling a hint of regret. “Rose…” 
 
    “No, I get it,” she interrupted. It looked, at first, as if she were done with the conversation, but then, her eyes narrowed, and she added, “You know, many cultures throughout history considered kissing very meaningful. Ancient Rome, for instance, considered kissing so meaningful that it signified a binding contract.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “And many ancient Norse villages didn’t consider two people married until the Viking fucked his bride in front of an audience. Do you suggest that we base all of our interpretations of things on ancient cultures?” 
 
    She pursed her lips at his crudeness. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Face it. Kissing is just light foreplay. It arouses you. That’s all,” he said. 
 
    Rose gaped. “You are so arrogant! You think that…aroused me?” 
 
    A smile tugged at the edges of his lips. Her only indication that he had suddenly moved closer to her was the sensation of his breath against her face. Her breath caught in her throat, and she blinked, wishing that she could see him. 
 
    “I know it did,” Kallias whispered, his breath tickling her lips. “You can’t hide much from a vampire, Rose. We have incredibly attuned senses.” He moved his mouth to her ear, and she shivered as his breath fell against her ear. “I can hear when your heart begins to race. I can hear when your breath hitches. I can feel the slightest spike in temperature on your skin. I can smell your…” 
 
    “Okay, I get it,” she squeaked, shuffling back to put some space between them. She inhaled through her nose to get control of her rapid, shallow breathing, wondering how he’d managed to set her skin on fire by just speaking. Her eyes narrowed furiously when she heard him laugh at her. “Well, it’s not like you weren’t! I know you were because I felt…” she trailed off, blushing. 
 
    His eyebrows lifted at her unfinished sentence. “Well, I never denied it.” 
 
    “Is that why you kissed me?” she snapped. “So I’d have sex with you?” 
 
    Every bit of humor was gone from his voice when he said, “I wouldn’t do that.” As she heard the harsh thud of his boots, she realized that he had stood. His voice came from above her when he spoke again. “I know I’m a monster and an asshole, Rose,” he snarled, “but I didn’t realize you thought that lowly of me.” 
 
    She blinked, shocked by how much that upset him. “I-I don’t,” she sputtered. “It’s just…I thought… It seems like…that’s what men usually want.” 
 
    He glanced down at her. “Someone hurt you,” he realized. 
 
    She shrugged sadly. “Doesn’t someone hurt everyone?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias sighed, “I suppose so.” 
 
    Neither one of them spoke for several minutes, the heat from their conversation dissolving into a cold, sterile silence. It was obvious that neither of them were eager to share the details of the pain they’d experienced. Kallias leaned against a support beam in the middle of the warehouse, watching her. After noticing her rub her eyes for the eighth time, as if that would help her see, he shoved his hand in his pocket and pulled out his phone. He wiped off the blood on his jeans and pressed the power button as he walked over to where she sat. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock as a faint light suddenly illuminated his face. His brown eyes shifted to meet hers as he stopped in front of her and held out the phone. 
 
    “The battery is low,” he said, “but it’ll give you a light for a few minutes.” 
 
    She reached out and took the phone, a surprised smile curving at her lips. 
 
    He took a step back and crossed his arms, still watching her. 
 
    Rose stared up at him, his form partially illuminated by the faint light of the phone. He’d apparently slept in most of his clothing, just as she had, with the exception of the leather jacket and blood-soaked T-shirt. His black jeans hung low around his hips, and she blinked in shock as she stared at his bare torso. His brown hair fell almost to his shoulders. The intricately colored flames that colored the skin of his neck traveled down his shoulders, disappearing behind his back. The flames seemed to glow in the faint light of the phone, reminding her of real fire. Defined muscles lined his lean chest and abdomen. His form looked too perfect, she realized. Unnatural. He looked more like a sculpture than a person. 
 
    But none of that was what gave her pause. No, it was the scars. 
 
    Everything about his skin looked perfect, his golden complexion, his lines of muscle…everything except for the scars. Her throat constricted as she stared at the hundreds of gruesome scars across his chest and stomach. Some of the scars were tiny while others were clearly caused by fatal wounds. Some of the scars looked like burns while others looked jagged like cuts and gashes. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she blurted before she could stop herself. 
 
    When she asked, he’d been examining his stomach wound that, surprisingly, was nearly healed. He glanced at her, his brows furrowing. “What?” 
 
    “The scars,” Rose said, swallowing. “How did you get them?” 
 
    His brown eyes narrowed at her. “That is none of your business.” 
 
    She bit her lip, her brows creasing with sympathy. “Of course. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her curiously, stunned by her sudden change of attitude. 
 
    “And I’m sorry about whatever it was that happened to you,” she added. 
 
    He suddenly seemed uncomfortable. “I told you to stop doing that.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I can’t just not be kind to you, Kallias.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, frowning. “I am unkind to you.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re rude sometimes, maybe even most of the time, but you’re also kind sometimes, like when you saved my life or when you comforted me after Theron tried to…tried to…” she swallowed uneasily, “…rape me.” 
 
    His eyes darkened dangerously. “I will make him suffer for that. I swear.” 
 
    Rose blinked at the strange promise. “Uh…” she sputtered. “Why?” 
 
    He seemed taken aback by her reaction. “Don’t you want me to?” 
 
    “I appreciate the thought,” she said, “but revenge isn’t really my thing.” 
 
    “You realize that just makes me want to hurt him more, right?” he asked. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Why would it do that?” 
 
    “Because you’re too…good,” Kallias said. The word good seemed to get caught in his throat, as if it pained him to say it. “You don’t deserve any of this.” 
 
    She stared at him, stunned that he had called her good and stunned by the sincerity clearly reflected in his light brown eyes. “Whatever happened to you,” she said, her gaze shifting toward his scars, “You didn’t deserve that either.” 
 
    “If you believe that,” he said quietly, “you don’t know me very well.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to respond to that, not that he gave her much of a window to respond, anyway. Instead, he turned away from her, glancing around the warehouse, as if he’d rather look anywhere else than at her. She sighed and, deciding that the concrete floor wasn’t being too kind to her tailbone, tried to stand. Unfortunately, her tingling, numb legs didn’t cooperate, and she fell. 
 
    Kallias’s hand wrapped around her elbow and pulled her back to her feet so swiftly and easily that it seemed as if he’d been beside her the entire time, even though she knew that she had just seen him standing several feet away from her. 
 
    “Well, that was embarrassing,” she muttered as she straightened. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked worriedly. “Are your legs injured?” 
 
    “No, you were the one with broken legs. Is your memory injured?” she said. 
 
    He chuckled at her sassy remark. “And yet, you’re the one who fell.” 
 
    “My legs are asleep,” Rose said, thumping her thigh. She glanced at him, her gaze flicking briefly toward his hand that still felt warm against her elbow. “I bet you vampires don’t have that problem. You guys are probably always graceful.” 
 
    Kallias grinned. “Compared to you, yes, I am extremely graceful.” 
 
    She huffed at him and grumpily jerked her elbow out of his grasp. 
 
    He chuckled at her again. “Not that I mind, but you’re losing your pants.” 
 
    She froze and paled, suddenly realizing that her jeans did feel awfully loose around her hips. She shifted the phone in her hand to shine it down at her pants, her cheeks reddening as she saw that they were sliding down around her hips, revealing just a tiny portion of the band of her black cotton panties beneath her blue T-shirt. She jerked her jeans up to her stomach, grumbling under her breath about the missing button. Her face felt like it might melt when she finally glanced back at Kallias who stood there with his arms crossed across his chest. 
 
    “I need another pair of pants,” she told him, “and another shirt.” 
 
    That cocky smirk that he’d been wearing faded from his face. “We have to get out of town first,” he sighed, “but then, I’ll buy you whatever you need.” 
 
    “Buy?” she sputtered. “No. I have plenty of clothes in my apartment.” 
 
    His arms fell to his sides as he gave her his most exasperated scowl. “We’ve already been over this, Rose,” he said irritably. “Theron will expect you to show up at your apartment. You can’t go back there. Not yet, anyway. Once we get out of town, we can stop somewhere and pick up whatever you need.” 
 
    “I don’t even have my wallet,” she complained. 
 
    “I have more than enough to get you anything you need,” he assured her. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “No. Absolutely not. I’m not letting you pay for it.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Not this again,” he groaned. 
 
    “I do not need a man to pay for things for me,” she snapped. 
 
    “So, my penis is the problem?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    She scowled at him. “No! I just… I am an independent person. I have spent my entire life taking care of myself, and I don’t need anyone’s help.” 
 
    “Except you do,” Kallias argued. He sighed and stepped closer to her, his eyes softening with understanding. “Right now, by no fault of your own, you’re in a situation in which you need help. It doesn’t change who you are to accept help when you need it. I know that you don’t need anyone to take care of you, but there are some things that I can do that will help you. So, just let me, okay?” 
 
    She sighed, her anger deflated by the empathy she heard in his voice. “Okay,” she relented, “but only because I don’t want to walk around naked.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “Wait. Was that an option?” 
 
    “Not actually naked,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Naked, as in this.” 
 
    He scowled at her torn clothing. “That does not count as naked. At all.” 
 
    She ignored him. “But if we do this, we’re considering it a loan. I will pay you back. Eventually. But it might take a while. I don’t make much at the café.” 
 
    “I figured,” Kallias said. “It’s a small café, and you’re a terrible waitress.” 
 
    She glared at him. “I thought you said you liked my service!” 
 
    “I did,” he said honestly. “But I doubt that many other people do.” 
 
    She scowled…but mostly because, truthfully, she couldn’t argue. She’d once had a customer demand that Eleanor fire her, just because she had corrected the customer’s spelling of twelve. But come on, how hard was it to spell twelve correctly? It was a one syllable word, for goodness sakes. The lady should have been ashamed of herself, in Rose’s opinion. She frowned when she noticed Kallias grinning at her, almost as if he knew what she was thinking.  
 
    “I have questions,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “You always have questions,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “I have questions about you,” she added, “and vampires.” 
 
    “Very well,” he sighed. “I might answer some of them.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “First, I need to know if you eat people.” 
 
    “I’m a vampire, not a zombie,” he grumbled. 
 
    She sighed, “You know what I mean. Do you drink human blood?” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, as if she had asked him a complicated question that required a lot of thought. Then, finally, he said, “No.” 
 
    She sighed in relief. “Okay. So what kind of blood do you drink, then?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What kind?” he repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “Animal blood?” she guessed. 
 
    He grimaced. “Ugh! Where did you get a disgusting idea like that?” 
 
    She frowned. “Uh… Well, blood is blood, right?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said, shuddering in disgust. “Not right.” 
 
    She stared at him blankly, confused by how disturbed he seemed to be by such a harmless question. “Umm… Okay… Then, what is the difference?” 
 
    He sighed tiredly, as if she were the one acting weird. “Feeding is sexual.” 
 
    She blinked, not sure she’d heard him right. “What?” she sputtered. 
 
    “Drinking blood,” he rephrased, “is an intensely sexual interaction.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. “You said that you read up on vampire mythology and folklore, right? I assume you noticed a link between vampires and sex?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Well, yeah. Yeah, of course,” she agreed. “Vampires were often depicted as having some kind of seductive power over their victims, and stories often told of them drinking the victim’s blood during sex. Even the earliest and most gruesome tales painted vampires as sexual and seductive.” 
 
    Kallias nodded, impressed by how much she’d noticed. “Exactly. Every culture had their own stories about us, usually influenced by that culture’s beliefs and fears. For example, the Ancient Greeks believed in the Pantheon, but of course, our gods were different from your God in that our gods were imperfect. Greek gods could be vengeful and selfish. So, they were feared as well as worshipped. Greek gods were said to be beautiful and powerful. So, it only made sense that when the people of Ancient Greece encountered vampires, they often assumed we were gods or demigods. On the other hand, a severely puritanistic Christian culture was more likely to fear sex, murder, and demons. So, it only made sense that when people of that culture encountered seductive, murderous creatures like vampires, they assumed we were demons that should be hunted and killed, which is exactly what happened during the 1700s. The only thing that every culture agreed upon is that vampires were sexual creatures that drank blood.” 
 
    She stared up at him, curiosity burning in her bright blue eyes. What had taken her several days to find through research, he explained in less than a minute. “Okay. So, what made them all believe that vampires were sexual creatures?” 
 
    He studied her with a strange expression, his brows furrowing as if he found something unusual about her. “What did you feel when Theron bit you?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Revulsion,” she answered without thinking. 
 
    He scowled at her. “You must have felt something else.” 
 
    She frowned as she remembered that pleasant sensation. “No,” she lied. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Rose, I need you to be honest.” He stepped closer to her and placed his hand under her chin, tipping her head back so that he could meet her gaze. She swallowed uneasily as he trailed his fingers down her neck. “Let me rephrase the question. What did you feel when I put my mouth on the wound?” 
 
    She shivered at the memory. “It was…” she paused, blushing, “pleasant.” 
 
    He felt her rapid pulse beneath his fingers. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “A brief lapse in judgement?” she guessed. 
 
    He smiled. “No. It’s physical, not mental. You would have felt it with Theron, too. Like the healing enzymes in our blood and saliva, our bodies also release sexual endorphins. It creates pleasant sensations for the victim when the vampire feeds from her…or him. It usually ensures that you don’t fight us.” 
 
    She blinked. “So, these humans enjoy it while they’re being murdered?” 
 
    He dropped his hand. “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    She stared at him, aghast at the realization. “That’s horrific.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “Nature is cruel. And the worst part is…we don’t need that advantage over you. We are already hundreds of times stronger and faster than humans. Even if you did fight it, you wouldn’t stand a chance against us.” 
 
    Rose stepped back, her throat suddenly tight. “I did feel that pleasant sensation when Theron bit me,” she admitted quietly, “but I also felt revulsion.” 
 
    He frowned curiously at that. “Really? That’s…interesting.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Why is that interesting?” 
 
    His gaze seemed both intensely focused and blank at the same time, as if he weren’t seeing her, but instead, seeing through her. “You have an extraordinarily strong will,” he murmured. Then, he blinked, and his gaze seemed normal again. He cocked his head to the side, a smirk pulling at his lips, and added, “I guess that explains why you don’t throw yourself at me like most women do.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Rose snapped. 
 
    “You must have noticed that vampires are insanely attractive,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve noticed that you’re insanely arrogant,” she muttered. 
 
    “It’s another example of nature’s cruelty,” he explained, ignoring her snarky interjection. “We have predatory senses that are so sensitive that we can easily hunt down our prey, but we don’t need to hunt them because they come to us. We appear attractive to your kind. Physically perfect. And as if that weren’t enough, that seductive power you mentioned? That is real, too. I don’t know what it is, exactly. I just know that humans are unable to resist it. Except…you do.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Why am I able to resist it, if no one else can?” 
 
    Rose thought she saw something flash in his eyes. Hesitancy…or nervousness, maybe? But he quickly looked away. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she realized he was hiding something…again. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said, flinching as he saw the glare she was giving him, “the act of feeding is highly sexual for the vampire as well. Our…cravings…are linked. When we want someone, we crave their blood as well, and when we feed from them, we usually want to…” He smiled. “Well, I think you understand the rest.” 
 
    The light drained from her eyes, and she suddenly looked sick. “Is that why Theron tried to…” she trailed off. She couldn’t say it. Not again. 
 
    Kallias suddenly growled…like an animal…exactly like an animal. Rose bit her lip to suppress a laugh at his strange behavior. Then, he suddenly blinked and looked away, as if just realizing what he’d done. “Theron is the kind of evil that makes me…sick,” he snarled between clenched teeth. Hatred dripped from every word. “He enjoys making people suffer. That is why he tried to rape you.” 
 
    She nodded uneasily. “I take it that your kind don’t usually do that?” 
 
    “Why would they? Most humans are more than willing,” he said. 
 
    She swallowed. “But isn’t taking advantage of that a little…” 
 
    “Immoral?” he asked, finishing her sentence. His lip curled with disgust. “You pretty much have to be immoral, don’t you? To kill just to sate the hunger?” 
 
    Her heart clenched at the self-hatred in his tone. “But you don’t do that.” 
 
    His gaze drifted down to her neck. “I still want to. I still crave it.” 
 
    Rose reached up and touched his jaw. Kallias shuddered the moment her fingers touched his skin. She tilted his face until his gaze shifted to meet hers. 
 
    “But you don’t,” she reminded him. “That counts for something.” 
 
    His face contorted, as if the thought caused him pain. “Not enough.” 
 
    She sighed in defeat and dropped her hand. “Okay, so, I think I’m starting to understand why animal blood isn’t an option,” she said with a grimace. 
 
    His nose wrinkled. “You think?” he grumbled in disgust. 
 
    “So, then, how do you survive?” Rose asked. “If you don’t feed?” 
 
    Kallias frowned at her, as if he found her question ridiculous. “I’m immortal,” he reminded her. “I can’t die from starvation. My body heals itself.” 
 
    She paled, her stomach twisting at the horrific realization. “Are you saying,” she breathed, “that you just starve? Over and over? And you never die?” 
 
    He shrugged, his face a mask of stoicism. “You sound appalled,” he observed. “Would you have preferred I said that I kill sixteen women a night?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Rose muttered. “It’s just… That sounds like agony.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    “You said the hunger is all-consuming,” she said. “How do you resist it?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “You can resist anything with enough conviction.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And what is it? The conviction that allows you to resist?” 
 
    He sighed, “I can’t…prey on the weak. I just can’t.” 
 
    She smiled. “How can you not see the goodness that’s inside of you?” 
 
    His eyes flashed with rage. He stepped toward her so quickly that she stumbled back. His hand wrapped tightly around her arm to keep her from falling as he leaned toward her, his face inches from hers. “You have no idea what is going on in my head. Your blood smells sweet and powerful, and I don’t want to resist it, Rose. I want to drain every drop of blood from your body,” he growled, enunciating each word, as if he were in pain. “Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    She glared up at him. “Let go of my arm.” 
 
    His eyes softened, and he glanced down at her elbow that he was gripping so tightly. He took his hand off of her arm, his brows creasing with regret. He opened his mouth to ask her if she were okay, if he’d hurt her, or if he’d scared her, but then, thinking better of it, he shook his head and walked away from her. 
 
    Rose stared at him. The flames on his neck and shoulders traveled a third of the way down his back, and along his spine, she could see more scars. Scars, she realized, from injuries that had gone all the way through his body. From the looks of it, he had been stabbed all the way through his chest and stomach, and not just once, but many times. “You never told me how you died,” she said quietly. 
 
    “And I don’t plan to,” he said without even turning to look at her. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed irritably. “Will you at least tell me how old you are?” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “Do you want to know how old I was when I died, or do you want to know how many years I have been alive altogether?” 
 
    “Both, I guess,” she answered. 
 
    Finally, he turned back toward her. “I was twenty-six when I died.” 
 
    Rose nodded as she glanced over his body. She had noticed that he looked close to her age, definitely in his twenties. “Your body never changed?” 
 
    “I don’t age, if that is what you’re asking,” Kallias sighed. “Our bodies don’t deteriorate like the human body does. But there were, of course, some changes during the transformation. For the most part, our bodies remain the same as they were when we died, but during the transformation, our bodies do perfect themselves, in a sense. We become more attractive and appealing to humans.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And don’t forget the fangs! You guys have fangs.” 
 
    He snorted at her enthusiasm. “Yes, the canine teeth elongate and sharpen,” he agreed, sliding his tongue across the sharp teeth, “becoming fangs.” 
 
    She nodded in approval. “And how long has it been since you died?” 
 
    “Approximately 2,485 years,” Kallias answered without missing a beat. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “Did you just say two thousand?” she sputtered. 
 
    “I guess that means that, technically, I am 2,511 years old,” he added. 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes wide and her mouth ajar. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    He frowned. “That would be a pretty dull joke, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Holy crap,” she breathed. “I mean, I won’t lie. If you had said even one hundred, I would have had a hard time wrapping my mind around it. But twenty-five hundred?” She laughed, a note of hysteria in her voice. “That’s insane.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “Theron is even older than I am.” 
 
    “Is he the oldest?” Rose asked. “The oldest vampire, I mean.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “There is one that I know of who is older than Theron.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Aaron,” he said, as if the first name were enough. 
 
    She stared at him blankly. “And who is Aaron?” 
 
    “Pray you never find out,” Kallias said darkly. 
 
    Rose frowned, but her mind quickly shifted back to the issue at hand, the historical artifact in front of her. “You’re from the Ancient Greek Empire.” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “I lived in Athens.” 
 
    She suddenly squealed and started jumping up and down. 
 
    He scowled at her. “Uh,” he stammered, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “This is so awesome!” she sang happily. “You can tell me everything!” 
 
    He suddenly glanced down at her ripped open shirt, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    When she noticed him looking, she immediately stopped jumping. Blushing, she pulled her shirt closed and shot a murderous glare at him. 
 
    He shrugged, his lips twitching as he tried not to laugh. 
 
    “Anyway,” she grumbled. “I study history! And you are…history!” 
 
    He frowned at her. “You want to…study me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “You have to tell me everything you’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “That would take a while,” he muttered. 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear him. “This is so cool!” 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at her, his brows furrowed at her excited dancing. “So, is that all a guy has to do to impress you?” he said dryly. “Live twenty-five hundred years and then teach you…history?” He suddenly burst into laughter. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his teasing. “It’s not that hard to impress me.” 
 
    He snorted, “Name one other thing that has impressed you.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Just because you can’t impress me, doesn’t mean…” 
 
    He cut her off. “Oh, I assure you,” he said, his laughter fading, replaced by a lascivious smile. “Given the right circumstances, I can impress you.” 
 
    She scowled at the innuendo. “I hope you’re not expecting me to kiss you again,” she said suddenly, “because I don’t plan on kissing you ever again.” 
 
    He looked amused by her warning. “Who said anything about kissing?” 
 
    “You implied kissing,” Rose said, pointing her finger at him. 
 
    He laughed. “I said circumstances. I never said anything about kissing.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m not that naïve! I know what you meant!” she snapped. 
 
    He smirked. “I think you let your imagination get a little too wild there.” 
 
    She glared at him. “You… You…” she trailed off, unable to think of an insult strong enough to voice her anger. “So, we agree? The kiss was a mistake?” 
 
    If she didn’t know any better, she would’ve thought she saw his smile falter. But, before she could question it, he fixed the cocky smirk back in place. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. He leaned closer to her, all of the sudden, so close that his lips nearly brushed against hers. “I don’t even want to kiss you again.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to respond to that, but she froze when she noticed Kallias suddenly straighten. His eyes closed, and he lifted his chin slightly, almost as if it were some kind of instinctual reaction. A powerful, convulsive shudder seemed to travel up his spine and then through each limb of his body. 
 
    She blinked in shock. “Are you okay?” 
 
    His eyes opened, and he seemed normal again. “The sun is setting.” 
 
    She frowned. “And how the heck would you know that?” 
 
    “I am a creature of the night,” Kallias said. “The night calls to me.” 
 
    “I think that might be the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard,” Rose muttered. 
 
    He turned and walked back toward the back corner of the building. He knelt and snatched up his shirt and jacket. “Get your things. We will leave soon.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You’re a very rude person. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed easily as he pulled on the thin, black T-shirt. The fabric looked permanently wrinkled and still wet with blood, and a large, jagged hole rested over his stomach. He picked up the leather jacket and slid his arms into it. 
 
    She glanced down at her clothes. “I can’t walk around in these.” 
 
    “We’ll stick to secluded streets,” he said. “No one will see you.” 
 
    Rose ran a hand through her hair in a useless attempt to tame her long, tangled mess of hair. “I need a brush and clothes and…a shower, preferably.” 
 
    She jumped, startled, as she felt Kallias suddenly behind her, even though she’d never seen him move. He moved her arm so that he could slide the strap of her worn, black backpack over her arm to rest on her shoulder. 
 
    He put his hand on her arm and turned her toward him. “Relax,” he said. “We have to get to my car and get as far away from here as possible until Theron cannot track your scent. Then, I promise you will have whatever you need.” 
 
    The phone suddenly dinged, a low battery alert flashing on the screen. Rose glanced down at it, and when she looked back up, Kallias had disappeared. She blinked and held up the light, shining it around the room until she finally found him. He stood in front of the two large metal door, his hands on the door handles. 
 
    “Wait!” she called, running over to him. “What if someone is out there?” 
 
    He glanced at her. Then, he leaned closer the door and sniffed twice. 
 
    She frowned at his strange behavior. “Umm… What are you doing?” 
 
    “If there were anyone out there, I’d smell them,” he said. “It’s clear.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her brows furrowed. “And you’re sure the sun is down?” 
 
    “I’m about eighty percent sure,” Kallias said. 
 
    She glared at him. “You’re going to stake your life on eighty percent?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I normally wait an extra hour, but we don’t have time.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’ll check. Just get out of the way.” 
 
    He looked amused by her commanding tone, but he didn’t challenge her. Instead, he just took several steps back until he seemed to disappear into the darkness. “You can open the door now,” he said from somewhere behind her. 
 
    Rose exhaled slowly and then, shoving the phone in her back pocket, she placed her hand on the handle of one of the double doors and pulled it open. She squinted as the streetlights burned her eyes. The dim glow of the streetlights was blinding in comparison to the total darkness that her eyes had grown used to throughout the day, but slowly, her eyes adjusted to the light. She frowned at the horizon, looking for any pinkness or light tracing the palm trees in the distance, but the sky, instead, looked blackish blue, lit only by the moon and stars.  
 
    “It’s safe,” she announced loudly, not sure where he was. 
 
    “Good. Let’s go,” he said, his voice suddenly inches from her ear. 
 
    Rose squealed and spun around, finding him standing so close behind her that their bodies nearly touched. She knew for a fact that he hadn’t been there a moment ago. Before she could stop herself, she reflexively kicked his leg. 
 
    He looked mildly irritated. “What was that for?” he complained. 
 
    “You scared me!” she snapped. “How did you move so quietly?” 
 
    He stared at her blankly. “Creature of darkness, remember?” 
 
    “You need to wear a bell around your neck,” she scolded. 
 
    Kallias chuckled and brushed past her. “Come on. Stay close to me.” 
 
    Rose stepped outside and sighed happily as the breeze encircled her, brushing off the dust and stuffiness of the warehouse. Kallias led the way toward the end of the street, heading toward a narrow alleyway. She walked briskly to keep up with him, quickly realizing that staying close to him apparently required jogging. They turned the corner onto the dark, narrow alley and continued down it until they turned onto another secluded street. The full moon shone brightly in the black sky, lighting even the darkest alleys. Rose crossed her arms as they walked, attempting to hold her shirt closed, just in case they ran into anyone before they reached his car. She found herself watching Kallias, noticing how he moved so quietly and gracefully through the night, noticing how his golden skin glowed in the moonlight, and how, even after everything that had happened, he looked perfect. She could only imagine how terrible she looked with her bloody and tattered clothes, her disheveled hair, and reddish pink bloodstains discoloring her skin. She blinked as she noticed his light brown eyes staring back at her. 
 
    “Uh,” she said awkwardly, “why are you looking at me?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You were looking at me first.” 
 
    “I was not,” she lied. “I was looking at…something else.” 
 
    “Of course you were,” he snorted. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his mocking tone. “You’re so arrogant.” 
 
    He laughed. “You have already said that. Probably a hundred times.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and then decided to ignore him. She noticed that the buildings seemed to be growing taller and newer as they walked, and the sounds of cars and distant voices grew louder and more frequent. She realized that they were headed toward the busier part of the city. “Where exactly is your car?” 
 
    “The parking lot of the hotel where I was staying,” he answered, and then, somehow predicting her next question, he added, “The Hampton.” 
 
    She frowned suspiciously, wondering if he had really predicted her question, or if she were just reading too much into it. “The one by the Interstate?” 
 
    “Is there another one?” he asked dryly. 
 
    “Well, no, but…” she sputtered. “That’s on the other side of town.” 
 
    “We’re cutting across the city,” he told her. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    She wondered how he planned to do that when there weren’t any roads that cut across the city, but she didn’t have time to ask. It was all she could do just to keep up with his long strides. He led the way onto a quiet residential street that ran behind the larger street they’d been on before. They slowed as they approached an alley that connected two of the busiest streets in town. Chains blocked off the back-alley. A yellow No Trespassing sign hung from the chains. 
 
    He leaned forward and grabbed the chains, preparing to tear them off. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” she snapped. “Don’t you see that sign?” 
 
    He turned and scowled at her. Shrugging, he snatched the metal sign off of the chains. He closed his hand around it, easily crushing it into a yellow ball, as if it were a piece of paper. He tossed it aside. “There. Now, there’s no sign.” 
 
    Rose stared at the rolled up metal sign in disbelief. 
 
    Kallias tore the chains from the hinges with the same nonchalance. He stepped into the narrow alley and turned back toward her expectantly. 
 
    She reluctantly followed him. “You’re turning me into a criminal.” 
 
    He laughed. “Relax. We’re taking a shortcut, not committing murder.” 
 
    This alley ran behind two buildings of a nice, expensive apartment complex. Because of this, it was much cleaner than the other alleys they’d been down, and porch lights behind each apartment lit the way for them to walk.  
 
    “What if we get caught?” Rose asked a little louder than she’d intended. 
 
    Kallias shot an irritated glare in her direction before his eyes suddenly shifted toward the apartment a few feet to their left. He cursed under his breath and froze, grasping her arm to pull her to a stop. The door opened, and a short, stout man stepped out, clutching a garbage bag. His wiry glasses set straight on his wide, round nose. His reddish brown hair was so short that it looked like fuzz, and his red-and-white checkered shirt vaguely resembled a picnic tablecloth. 
 
    A small wave of relief washed through Rose as she realized the man wasn’t looking at them. Instead, he was looking over his shoulder at his wife who stood just inside the door, cleaning out their fridge. “Babe, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t hear anything,” he called over his shoulder. But then, as he turned to throw the garbage bag in the dumpster, he noticed them, his gray eyes widening as he glanced over Rose’s tattered, bloody clothes. “What the…” 
 
    Kallias released her arm, and having moved so quickly that the movement blurred before her eyes, he suddenly stood in front of the man. The man paled with fear and backed into the wall. He began to hyperventilate.  
 
    “Stop panicking,” Kallias demanded. He took control of the man’s mind and, using his telepathic ability, commanded, “Go inside. You didn’t see anyone.” 
 
    The man calmed, all the emotion draining from his eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    Rose watched in complete bewilderment as the man threw the garbage bag in the dumpster and returned to his apartment without another word.  
 
    As the man stepped back inside the spacious apartment, he yelled to his wife, “I told you there was no one out there. You probably just heard a rodent.” 
 
    Kallias glared at her. “Next time, could you keep your voice down?” 
 
    Usually, Rose would have shot back with some sassy remark, but she was too shocked by what had just happened. “What did you just do?” she hissed. 
 
    He shrugged, as if it were obvious. “I controlled his mind.” 
 
    She gaped at him, but he didn’t notice because he was already walking again. She jogged to catch up with him before he reached the end of the alley. “I’m sorry,” she squeaked, “but it sounded like you said you controlled his mind!” 
 
    “I did,” Kallias said without looking at her. 
 
    “Vampires can control minds?!” she cried. 
 
    He scowled. “That is not keeping your voice down,” he complained. 
 
    She felt breathless from the ridiculously brisk pace they were keeping. “I just found out that vampires control minds! Forgive me for freaking out a little!” 
 
    “I never said vampires do,” he sighed, as if she were overreacting. “I said I do. Telepathy is a rare ability, even among vampires. I happen to have it.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, a little calmer. “Wait. Are you saying that you have full-blown telepathic abilities? Meaning…you can read minds and control them?” 
 
    “Is that so hard to believe?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “A little. Yeah,” she muttered. 
 
    Kallias kicked a trash bag out of his way as they turned onto a dark back-alley that ran behind an old diner that had closed down a couple of years before. “After a lifetime of believing vampires were fictional creatures, you discovered that we are real. Why does it surprise you to find that psychic abilities exist, too?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Touché,” she admitted. “So, you can hear my thoughts?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his lips curving into a wide grin, “when I pay attention.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think that was something I should know?!” she snapped. 
 
    “No,” he said, shrugging. “Why would you need to know that?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I…” 
 
    She never finished her sentence because Kallias suddenly grabbed her and pulled her back against him. He clasped his hand over her mouth before she could ask him what the heck he was doing. She could feel the rigidness and alertness in his body as he held her. She felt his chest expand as he inhaled slowly, as if he were trying to inhale a specific scent…or identify it, maybe. 
 
    Kallias cursed under his breath as he recognized the scents of two vampires. He pulled Rose behind the nearby shoe store before he finally released her. He jerked open the door to a small storage room that looked as if it hadn’t been touched in years. He grabbed Rose’s arm and pushed her toward the room. 
 
    Rose shoved his hand off of her arm and twisted away from him. “What the heck do you think you’re doing?” she snarled, narrowing her eyes at him. 
 
    “Shhh!” Kallias hissed, his eyes wide. “Get inside that room. Hurry.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why? What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
 
    He sighed and leaned in close to her ear so that he could whisper, “Vampires. I don’t know yet if they’re working with Theron, but if they are, I can’t let them find you. I need you to stay in there until I find out who they are.” 
 
    She bit her lip worriedly. “I want to stay with you.” 
 
    “No,” he said sternly. “If you get too close, they might recognize your scent. Just stay in the storage closet for a few minutes. I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    Rose turned and scowled at the tiny, lightless storage closet. The moonlight hit the closet at just the right angle to reflect off of the silvery spider webs hanging from the walls. She glanced back at him with a pleading look. “Do you realize the likelihood of a poisonous spider being inside that closet?” 
 
    He sighed, “Which do you think is more deadly? Spiders or vampires?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know the statistics on vampires, but one out of…” 
 
    “Rose, get inside,” Kallias interrupted. “We don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    Rose sighed in defeat and stepped inside the small, dusty room. She turned on the phone’s flashlight and grimaced as Kallias shut the door. She stared worriedly at the spider webs that hung from every broom, mop, and corner.  
 
    “Okay, spiders,” she whispered after he disappeared. “I know scientists don’t believe that you are sentient creatures, but I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and make one teensy-weensy request, okay? Please don’t bite me.” 
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    “I don’t know why Theron insisted that you come along. I could’ve done the job easily enough by myself,” complained a man with a New Jersey accent. 
 
    He leaned against the wall in a dark alley behind a closed lunch café. His baggy blue jeans and oversized black hoodie hung loosely over his slender body. His dirty blonde hair was gathered at the nape of his neck in a low ponytail. He held a cigarette to his mouth and lit it with a small blue lighter as he spoke. 
 
    The other man who stood in that dark alley shot a look of disdain and disgust at the man who had spoken. This second man’s clothing contrasted greatly with the loose, unkempt clothing of the man who had spoken. While the first man looked almost natural, hanging around in a dark, secluded alley, this man stuck out like a sore thumb. He wore black dress slacks and a pressed, close-fitting white button-down shirt, buttoned all the way to the collar, where a black tie rested, clipped perfectly to his shirt. His hair fell close to his head in short black ringlets. He looked more like someone who had gotten lost on his way to a formal banquet than someone hiding in the shadows of a dark, dirty alleyway. 
 
    “He obviously considered you too incompetent,” the man sneered. 
 
    “Don’t know why,” the first man said, blowing out a mouthful of smoke. 
 
    “You’re a baby vampire,” the other man said. “Babies need a babysitter.” 
 
    The “baby” vampire scowled at the other vampire. “I’ve been a vampire for fifty-seven years already. I’d be getting a senior discount if I was human.” 
 
    “But you are not human,” the second vampire stated. 
 
    “What is so important about this human girl anyway?” the younger vampire asked, white smoke falling out of his mouth with every word he spoke. 
 
    The older vampire wrinkled his long, straight nose as the scent of cigarette smoke overwhelmed his senses. “Why are you smoking that?” 
 
    The first vampire shrugged. “Human habit.” 
 
    “But you are not human,” the other vampire said again. 
 
    The younger vampire blew out a ring of thick smoke. “Sure. But now, I can smoke all I want, and it can’t even kill me. So, why bother quitting?” 
 
    “Because it smells disgusting,” the second vampire snarled. 
 
    The first vampire ignored him and inhaled the cigarette again. 
 
    “Well, are you going to put it out or not?” the older vampire asked. 
 
    The younger vampire glanced down at the long white cigarette. “I still have half the cigarette left,” he complained. “I’ll put it out when I’m done.” 
 
    The older vampire’s dark eyes narrowed. “Let me rephrase the question,” he growled. “If you don’t put that disgusting thing out, I will burn off your face.” 
 
    The first vampire froze, paling at the other vampire’s threat. He quickly tossed the cigarette on the ground and crushed it under his tennis shoe. “Happy?” 
 
    “Mildly,” the other vampire muttered. 
 
    The first vampire sighed, “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a snob?” 
 
    “Most are smart enough not to,” the second vampire answered. 
 
    The first vampire glanced nervously at the older, more powerful vampire. 
 
    The other vampire sniffed the air, frowning. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    The younger vampire crossed his arms and looked away, clearly pouting. “I get it. The cigarette stinks. I put it out already. Give it a rest,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Not the cigarette, idiot,” the second vampire hissed. “The blood.” 
 
    The younger vampire froze, his green eyes widening as he noticed the scent of dried blood. Sweet, powerful blood. “Do you think it’s her?” he whispered. 
 
    “How would I know?” the older vampire asked, rolling his eyes. “Go find the human and bring her here. I will call Theron so that he can check.” 
 
    “Why do I always have to do the dirty work?” the first vampire groaned. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    What little bit of light Rose had left dissolved into total darkness when the phone gave its last dying beep. She sighed irritably at the phone’s betrayal and slid it into her back pocket as she continued to wait in the dusty storage closet for Kallias to return. The longer she waited, the more she wondered why she’d agreed with this ridiculous plan in the first place. She wasn’t the type of person to hide. The thought made her cringe…or maybe that was the cobweb that brushed her shoulder… She shuddered in disgust and tapped her foot impatiently. 
 
    Rose jumped as she felt someone touch her shoulder. She squealed and spun around, wrapping her hands around the person’s arm. But it didn’t feel like an arm. It felt like wood…cracked, splintered wood that left tiny fragments of wood in her hand. She ran her fingers along the wooden handle, rolling her eyes at her overreaction as she realized it was a broom. She propped it against the wall. 
 
    Just as her pulse began to slow to its usual pace, the closet door swung open. Rose spun around, paling as she found herself face-to-face with a stranger. 
 
    His green eyes assessed her, lingering on her tattered, bloodied clothing. “What are you doing in there, human?” he asked, his voice deep and accented. 
 
    “Debating philosophy with the spiders,” Rose said. 
 
    The man’s eyebrows lifted. “Hmm. And why are you covered in blood?” 
 
    She winced. “The spiders got violent?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “You don’t lie very good.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said. 
 
    “Huh?” the vampire asked with a puzzled scowl. 
 
    “It’s well, not good. Good is an adjective. Well is an adverb,” she explained. “You should have said, ‘You don’t lie well,’ instead of ‘You don’t lie good.’” 
 
    The vampire stared at her in disbelief. Finally, he shrugged. “Whatever,” he muttered as he grabbed her arm and jerked her out of the closet. “Come on.” 
 
    She tried to pull her arm free, even though it hurt. “Let go of me!” 
 
    “You know,” the vampire mused, “if I pull too hard on your arm, it’ll tear right off. I learned that the hard way a couple of times. Those were some messy situations.” He grimaced at the memory. “Anyway, I would suggest you stop fighting before that happens. No one said I had to bring you in one piece.” 
 
    She froze, the blood draining from her face at the threat. 
 
    “I would suggest that you step away from her,” snarled a familiar voice. 
 
    The vampire and Rose both turned to look behind them, in the direction of the voice. A tall, lean silhouette stood in the shadows near the end of the alley. 
 
    The vampire scowled at the figure. “Who are you?” 
 
    “You’re a little late, don’t you think?” Rose complained loudly. 
 
    Kallias stepped forward, and even though he ignored her, she noticed his lips twitch, as if he’d wanted to smile. “I am Kallias,” he said to the vampire. “I am a twenty-five-hundred-year-old vampire from Ancient Greece. And you are Robert Hickerson, a seventy-seven-year-old vampire from New Jersey.” 
 
    The vampire’s grip loosened on her arm. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Kallias couldn’t have looked more relaxed. His hands hung by his sides, his shoulders slumped, and his expression was a picture of complete boredom. He took another step forward, and as the faint orange glow of the streetlights danced across the red bloodstains on his face, he looked even more dangerous than usual. His brown eyes studied the vampire with an unnerving intensity. 
 
    “I know a lot about you, Robbie,” Kallias said, using the vampire’s old human nickname. “I know that you are the same coward today as you were when you were human. You spent your entire human life afraid of other humans, and now, you spend your vampire life afraid of older vampires. Well, Robbie, I’m a twenty-five-hundred-year-old vampire. Do the math. You don’t want to face me.” 
 
    “I’m not a coward!” Robert spat. “And I won’t fall for your mind games.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I am only repeating what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Rose felt the vampire’s fingers trembling against her arm. 
 
    “You’re a telepath,” Robert gasped. His skin paled at the realization. “But…I thought that psychic ability thing was just a myth. A scary story.” 
 
    “You still have a lot to learn, Robbie,” Kallias said sympathetically. 
 
    Robert swallowed nervously. “Why do you care about the human?” 
 
    “The better question is: Why does Theron care about her? Theron doesn’t need to kill her. He just wants to kill her,” Kallias said. “Robbie, I know you don’t enjoy murdering innocent humans. You can still walk away from this.” 
 
    “I’m a vampire,” Robert snarled. “I have killed hundreds of humans.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “That doesn’t mean you enjoy it.” 
 
    Robert sighed, “If I let her go, Theron will kill me.” 
 
    “And if you don’t, I will kill you,” Kallias warned. “Pick your poison.” 
 
    The sudden change in Kallias’s tone caused Robert to take a step back and drop Rose’s arm instinctually. “Marius, we have a problem!” he yelled, hoping for the older vampire’s help. He grabbed an old, gray pistol from his belt. He pointed it at Kallias, his finger trembling on the trigger. “Leave, or I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of a gun,” Kallias muttered. “Just run. I will let you go.” 
 
    Robert stared at him for a moment, as if considering the suggestion. But then, his expression hardened. He pressed his shaky finger against the trigger. “If you really can read my mind, then, you already know what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Kallias turned his attention toward Rose. “Run,” he told her. 
 
    Rose glanced at the gun, noticing the way Robert’s finger pressed against the trigger, and she panicked. She ducked into the closet and grabbed the broom, ignoring the spider webs that tugged at it. Before Robert could pull the trigger, Rose swung the broomstick at his head, and the handle hit him with a loud thud. 
 
    Robert staggered and grasped his head as blood trickled from a small cut along his brow. He spun toward her with a feral, blood-curdling growl and snatched the broom from her hand. The handle splintered into several pieces under his harsh grip. Then, he grabbed her torn shirt and pulled her against him. 
 
    Rose gulped nervously as he bared his fangs at her, a terrifying growl sounding from his throat. She gasped as his hand wrapped around her throat. 
 
    Just as she thought the vampire would kill her, she suddenly felt hot, sticky blood spray across her face. She stood there, frozen in shock, as the vampire’s head slid off of his shoulders, hitting the ground with a thud. His headless body followed it to the ground. Behind the dismembered body of the vampire stood Kallias, still clutching the blood-covered dagger that had decapitated the vampire. Hundreds of tiny drops of wet blood covered his face and neck, evidence of the kill that had happened too rapidly for Rose to see. 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Kallias said. “He would have killed you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose managed to choke out, her blue eyes still wide with shock. 
 
    “I heard you were dead,” said a sharp voice behind Kallias. 
 
    Kallias turned toward the source of the voice. “You know who I am?” 
 
    Rose leaned over to the side so that she could see around Kallias’s tower of a body. Behind Kallias, near the well-lit street, a man stood under the streetlight, apparently unconcerned with drawing attention. Inky black curls set neatly on top of his head, and his dark complexion and dark eyes seemed at odds with the bright light behind him. He looked strange, she thought, standing near that dirty alleyway in his perfectly pressed white button-down shirt and black tie. 
 
    “I know that you are Greek,” the vampire answered. His lip curled into an unflattering grimace as he snarled, “I would recognize Greek filth anywhere.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” Kallias muttered to Rose. “We’ve run into a Roman.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes lit up with excitement. “He’s from the Roman Empire?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Why are you excited about that?” 
 
    “I like history,” she said, shrugging sheepishly. 
 
    “And I know of only one ancient Greek still alive, aside from Theron, of course,” the vampire continued, glaring at them for their interruption, “which means you must be Kallias of Athens, the traitorous vampire that has been protecting a human. Theron told me all about you. But…he said that you died.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “A misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Apparently,” the vampire sneered. 
 
    “Technically, Theron was partially right,” Rose pointed out. “I mean, all of you vampires were dead once.” She shrugged. “Or so I was told, anyway.” 
 
    “Why is the human speaking?” the vampire asked Kallias. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kallias said dryly. “It must be a factory defect.” 
 
    “The human has a name,” Rose told the vampire, “just so you know.” 
 
    The vampire didn’t even look at her. His narrowed black eyes remained on Kallias, full of hatred and disgust. “Make your human shut up, or I will.” 
 
    “His human?” Rose repeated. “He doesn’t own me.” 
 
    “I think you’re underestimating how difficult it is to shut her up,” Kallias said, earning a murderous glare from Rose. He offered her a smirk in return. 
 
    When she realized that the vampire was refusing to acknowledge her, she turned toward Kallias with a sigh, “Tell him I’m not your human.” 
 
    Kallias didn’t take his eyes off of the vampire, but a smile curved at his lips. “He knows you’re not my human, Rose. He’d smell the bond, if you were.” 
 
    She frowned. “Wait. What?” she muttered bewilderedly. 
 
    “At least, if she were, you’d have a halfway decent reason for protecting her,” the vampire said to Kallias, apparently only willing to speak to him. “As it is, you have no claim over her. So, you should hand her over, or at least step aside.” 
 
    “Theron has no claim over her either,” Kallias pointed out. 
 
    Rose scowled at both of them. “No one has claim over me.” 
 
    “That’s what I just said,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    “That is irrelevant,” the vampire said in response to Kallias’s argument, still ignoring Rose’s interruptions. “You still have no reason to protect her.” 
 
    “I have a reason,” Kallias said, “but it’s not one you would understand.” 
 
    “You’re a traitor,” the vampire spat, glancing pointedly at the headless corpse lying on the ground. “You choose humans over your own kind.” 
 
    “I chose an innocent person over a murderer,” Kallias corrected. 
 
    “Say it how you want,” the vampire snarled. “You’re still a traitor.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    “When I was human, I crucified people like you,” the vampire bragged. 
 
    “That must have taken so much courage,” Kallias snarled, his words laced with deep sarcasm. “Torturing someone while they’re helpless. You know, I’d wondered why someone with such an obvious disdain for Greeks would choose to work for Theron since he is, of course, Greek. But now, I understand. You are just like Theron. You’re a coward. You like to prey on the weak.” 
 
    Rose watched Kallias apprehensively as she noticed his body language changing. That relaxed, smug countenance he’d had before was gone. She watched as his back and shoulders stiffened, his jaw tightened, and his eyes darkened. A chill ran down her spine as she realized how dangerous he looked, especially covered in blood the way he was. She felt as if she could see the darker part of him, the monster, lurking just beneath the surface, barely restrained. 
 
    The vampire shrugged. “Theron offered me what I want. That doesn’t make him a companion. It makes him a stepping stone, as all of you Greeks are.” 
 
    Rose glared at the vampire. “Wow, could you be any more prejudiced?” 
 
    For the first time, the vampire actually looked at her, his dark eyes narrowing in disgust. “No one asked for your opinion, human,” he sneered. 
 
    “Well, I guess that answers that question,” she muttered. 
 
    “If you say another word, I’ll rip your tongue out,” the vampire snarled. 
 
    Kallias suddenly stepped in front of her, putting himself between the vampire and her. “If you even touch her,” he countered, “I will rip you apart.” 
 
    Rose blinked, shocked that he’d jumped in front of her. Throughout her entire life, only one other person had ever defended her. It had been her brother. 
 
    The vampire cocked his head to the side, his dark eyes studying Kallias. “Theron told me about this…about how you seem to have a fixation with this human…this strange concern over her well-being. I see that he was right about that.” A sickening smile curved at the vampire’s lips. “He told me a lot of things about you, actually. He even told me the story of how he killed your wife.” 
 
    Rose’s breath caught in her throat. She glanced sympathetically at Kallias, but she could only see his back and the position of his shoulders. From what she could see, he didn’t give any indication that the comment had affected him. He just continued to stare coldly at the other vampire, ready to attack at any moment. 
 
    “Oh, how sweet,” Kallias muttered. A bitter, mocking smile curved at his lips. “Do you two braid each other’s hair while you trade murder stories?” 
 
    The vampire’s lip curled. “He also told me that you haven’t been feeding,” he growled between clenched teeth. He smiled. “You’re starved, which means you’re weak. I, on the other hand, have fed. Often. I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “You should be,” Kallias warned. 
 
    “I was a soldier when I was human. I was one of the best,” the vampire bragged. “Why do you think Theron sought me out? I was bred for combat.” 
 
    “You were bred?” Rose repeated, laughing at the strange word choice. “What did they do? Throw your parents in a pen together and tell them to mate?” 
 
    A deep, guttural growl sounded from the vampire’s throat. Before she had time to react, he’d raced past Kallias and snatched her up by the wrist, his fingernails digging into her skin. His dark eyes narrowed. “How dare you…” 
 
    The vampire never finished his sentence. Instead, the last word trailed off into a scream as Kallias jerked the vampire’s hand off of her.  
 
    Or, at least, that’s what she thought happened…until she saw the blood. 
 
    Rose jumped backward in shock as she saw blood pouring from the vampire’s shoulder, pouring from where his arm had been a moment before. 
 
    “I did warn you,” Kallias told the vampire as he tossed the severed arm onto the pavement. Snarling in pain, the vampire made an attempt to attack Kallias, despite his injured state, but Kallias moved too swiftly, moving in a blur, until he stood directly behind the vampire. He shoved his dagger into the vampire’s back and said, as the vampire cried out in pain, “You’re right. I am weak and starved, but what you neglected to consider is the fact that I’m also twenty-five-hundred-years-old. You were born in 79 A.D., Marius. I was born nearly six hundred years before you. Even starved, I’m still stronger than you.” 
 
    Marius froze. Blood poured profusely from the hole where his arm had been and the new wound in his stomach, soaking his button-down shirt, turning the white fabric a blackish red color. “How do you know when I was born?” 
 
    “Another thing you didn’t consider,” Kallias said as he walked around the wounded vampire, until they stood face-to-face again. 
 
    Even as Marius staggered from the pain, barely able to stand, he still managed to make another attempt to grab Kallias, but Kallias caught his hand easily and shoved him back. Panting harshly, as if he could barely breathe through the pain, the vampire staggered toward Kallias again, half-crouched, as if he planned to pounce at him. But before Marius could reach him, Kallias managed to take control of the vampire’s mind. He commanded, “Don’t move.” 
 
    Marius froze, his eyes widening. “What’s happening? Why can’t I move?” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Kallias laughed. “You’re not that stupid, are you?” 
 
    Marius paled in fear. “Theron would have told me if you were a telepath.” 
 
    “Unless Theron didn’t know,” Kallias said with a slight smile. 
 
    The sanctimonious arrogance that had been etched across the vampire’s face before faded, replaced by pure terror. “You have to let me go. Please.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kallias sneered. “Don’t you like being helpless?” 
 
    Rose watched the scene before her in horror. “Kallias,” she said. 
 
    He turned toward her suddenly, his eyes softening with concern, as if he’d just remembered that she was there, watching, witnessing that side of him. 
 
    “Theron is on his way,” Marius warned them. 
 
    Kallias looked as if he wanted to say something to her, but as soon as Marius spoke, he turned back toward him. “Good. He can clean up the mess.” 
 
    Marius’s eyes widened, but before he could react, Kallias was suddenly behind him again. Holding Marius head with one hand, Kallias slid the dagger swiftly across the vampire’s throat, decapitating him. Rose turned away this time. 
 
    She looked up at him as she heard footsteps quickly approaching her. 
 
    He stopped in front of her. “I’m sorry. We don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Sorry for what?” 
 
    “This,” Kallias said as he picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. 
 
    She didn’t have time to protest before the world tipped before her eyes. In less than a second, the world around her became a blur as her body seemed to lurch forward at a speed her mind couldn’t comprehend. Her head whirled, and her stomach twisted. Finally, the movement stopped, and he set her on her feet. 
 
    Rose’s palms found the brick wall behind her as she fell back against it, her vision still spinning. It reminded her of the way she’d felt as a child after getting off of a merry-go-round…if that merry-go-round had been moving at light-speed. She held herself up against the wall until her vision cleared, until then, finally, she could see Kallias standing in front of her, watching her worriedly. 
 
    “Did we just teleport?” Rose asked him breathlessly, placing her hand on her stomach. “Because that’s how I always assumed teleporting would feel.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “We ran,” he said. “Well, I ran. You…kind of…rode.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, next time, could you maybe warn me before you toss me over your shoulder like a sack of potatoes and move at freaking light-speed?!” 
 
    “I said sorry,” Kallias said defensively. He watched, his brows furrowed, as she inhaled and exhaled slowly, trying to calm her racing pulse. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Well, my stomach feels a bit inside-out at the moment, but I’m sure that will pass now that I’m standing still,” Rose muttered, “hopefully, before I puke.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean physically,” he said, his voice quiet. 
 
    She looked at him, caught off guard by the sadness she heard in his voice. 
 
    “I assume that you’re not used to seeing that kind of…violence,” he said. 
 
    Rose stared at him, her heart sinking as she saw a flicker of something in his eyes, something she’d seen before…guilt or self-loathing, she thought…or both, most likely. She wanted to soothe that pain in his eyes, for some reason. 
 
    “I cut open Sebastian,” she blurted suddenly. “It was sad.” 
 
    Kallias blinked in shock. “What?” 
 
    “We dissected frogs in my freshman Biology class. I named mine Sebastian,” she rambled, “after Johann Sebastian Bach. I had to cut him open.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “Sebastian was a frog?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose confirmed. 
 
    He nodded, his lips twitching. “Of course he was.” 
 
    Kallias stepped away from her, his lips a thin, tight line, as if he were barely holding back laughter. She watched him with a puzzled frown as he glanced around the alley, obviously looking for something. Spotting a fire hydrant on the corner, he walked directly toward it and knelt in front of it. Then, he suddenly ripped a long strip of fabric from the bottom of his black T-shirt. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” Rose asked. 
 
    Kallias didn’t answer her. Instead, he hit the fire hydrant with the side of his hand. Rose blinked in surprise as the force of his hand chipped off one side of the fire hydrant, causing water to pour out of the small hole. He held the piece of fabric under the stream of water until the water soaked it thoroughly. 
 
    She glanced around nervously. “Are you trying to get us arrested?” 
 
    He returned to her. She straightened, frowning at him, as he stopped directly in front of her. He held her face, his fingers curling around her jaw. His touch heated her skin, and her chest tightened as she stared into his light brown eyes. He tilted her head back as he began to wipe the fabric across her face, the icy cold water on the fabric drastically different from his warm touch. Rose stood, frozen, trying to remember how to speak, as he washed the blood from her face. 
 
    Finally, he stepped back. “You had blood on your face,” he said quietly. 
 
    “The vampire’s blood? The vampire you…” she trailed off, swallowing. 
 
    “Killed?” he provided, a cold edge to his voice. “Yes. Obviously.” 
 
    She opened her mouth but then closed it again, not sure what to say. She watched as Kallias threw the piece of fabric on the pavement and headed back over to the hydrant. Purposely avoiding her gaze, he shoved the sleeves of his leather jacket up to his elbows, revealing his bloodstained arms and hands. He knelt in front of the hydrant again and held his hands under the water. The water ran over his hands until the dark red bloodstains lightened, becoming pink and then, finally, disappearing. He cupped his hands together and then splashed it on his face. Rose watched his actions closely, noticing how routine his actions seemed. His hands didn’t shake. He didn’t pause to think about what he was doing. He simply washed the blood from his body, as if it were nothing but dirt. 
 
    “How many people have you killed?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias spit out a mouthful of water on the pavement before he answered her question. “They’re not people. They’re monsters,” he said, “like me.” 
 
    “How many vampires have you killed?” she amended. 
 
    He splashed his face again. “I don’t keep count.” 
 
    She watched the reddish pink stream of water flow along the pavement, not sure how to reconcile this part of him, the part of him that killed vampires in the most brutal way possible, the part of him that scared her, with the part of him that could be gentle and kind. “Right,” she said nervously. “Of course.” 
 
    Kallias stood and walked back over to her. Water dripped from his face and hair, his skin now clean of blood. She blinked in surprise as he took her arm and pulled her away from the wall. He shrugged off his jacket and walked around to stand behind her. She shivered as his chest brushed against her back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    He lifted her arm. “Theron could find us at any moment. Luckily for us, he assumed that I died when the sun rose, so he’s not in much of a hurry,” he explained as he slid the sleeve of the jacket over her arm, “because he doesn’t think he needs to be. But once he sees those bodies, he’ll know that I’m alive, and he’ll be right behind us. So, we need to get to my car as quickly as possible, which means crossing a large highway. And your clothes are torn and covered in blood.” 
 
    Rose knew she should pull away from him and just finish putting on the jacket herself, but something about the way his fingers felt sliding along her arms and shoulders kept her frozen in place. “So are yours,” she managed to say. 
 
    As he pulled the other sleeve over her other arm, his breath fell against her ear. “Yes, but I’m also six and a half feet tall,” he chuckled, “and a man. No one is going to assume that you have hurt or kidnapped me. You, on the other hand…” 
 
    She scowled. “That’s sexist.” 
 
    “But also true,” he said as he walked around her. 
 
    She stared up at him, her breathing shallow and fast, as he pulled the leather jacket closed around her and zipped it all the way up to her neck. 
 
    His eyes watched her lips, the same, soft, pink, parted lips that he’d felt against his just an hour or so before. He cleared his throat and stepped back, offering her a playful smirk. “If you’re going to keep getting blood all over you, you should invest in some black clothing,” he teased. “It’d be less noticeable.” 
 
    She glanced at his all-black outfit and laughed, “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Rose followed Kallias as he led the way out of the alley and onto the sidewalk that ran alongside the highway. The jacket hung halfway down her thighs, covering her torn, bloodied T-shirt and her torn jeans. Even so, she felt as if someone might see through the jacket somehow. She worried that someone would know. She glanced around at the people walking down the sidewalk. 
 
    “None of them are paying attention,” Kallias said, “and you look fine.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him in surprise. “Were you reading my mind?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. He pointed across the street, where she could see the hotel parking lot, well-lit beneath the streetlights. “My car is parked over there.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a little invasive?” she asked. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Parking a car in a parking lot?” 
 
    “No, idiot,” Rose muttered, rolling her eyes. “Reading people’s minds.” 
 
    “No,” he answered. His eyes darted around the street, looking for any sign of vampires. He grabbed her arm and began to pull her along behind him as he rounded a bus stop, approaching the crosswalk. “Come on. We have to hurry.” 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Rose snapped, scowling at his hand. 
 
    Kallias froze and followed her gaze down to his hand currently wrapped around her upper arm. “I need you close to me,” he explained, frowning at her, “in case someone attacks you. I need to maintain physical contact with you.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “And you figure the best way to do that is to grab my arm and drag me along behind you like a puppy on a leash?” 
 
    He took his hand off of her arm. “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Rose shot back in her most smart-aleck tone. She grabbed his hand and peeled it open, ignoring the bemused look he gave her. She placed her small hand in his larger hand and curled her fingers around his. “If you don’t want it to look like you’re kidnapping me or something, you probably shouldn’t drag me by the arm. Holding hands, on the other hand, looks a little more natural. There’s a lot of couples on this street. We’ll just look like one of them.” 
 
    He stared at their joined hands apprehensively. “But we’re not a couple.” 
 
    “I know that,” she muttered, “but they don’t have to.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kallias sighed. He reluctantly intertwined his fingers with hers. 
 
    Rose stared at him curiously, her bright blue eyes sparkling with amusement as she noticed how nervous he seemed. “So, let me get this straight. Kissing means nothing, but holding hands… That makes you uncomfortable?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “It’s just been a while.” 
 
    As they briskly crossed the highway, Rose found herself watching the people walking along the sidewalks, going in and out of stores and restaurants. The sounds of laughing and conversation and cars passing blended into a loud chorus of noise as they walked. It felt strange to Rose to see people enjoying their night, as if everything were normal, after everything that had happened. 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss,” Kallias commented as they walked. 
 
    She blinked and turned to look at him. “You’re reading my mind again.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. 
 
    She sighed, “I don’t envy them, actually. Ignorance isn’t bliss. It’s the illusion of bliss. I would rather know the truth, even if it makes me miserable, than spend my life believing a lie. At least then, I know what I feel is real.” 
 
    “A nice sentiment,” he said, “until the truth stabs you in the back.” 
 
    Rose sighed at his cynicism. She frowned at she noticed a woman standing at her car, staring at them. Her boyfriend or husband stood beside her, talking, but the woman seemed to be in a trance, her brown eyes focused intensely on Kallias. Rose grunted as her tennis shoe hit the curb, nearly causing her to trip. 
 
    Kallias’s hand tightened around hers. “Watch where you’re going.” 
 
    “I was looking at that woman,” she said defensively. 
 
    He followed her gaze. “Honestly, babe, I don’t think she’s your type.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “She’s staring at you.” 
 
    “Of course she is,” Kallias said. “Humans do that.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, confused by his answer. “What?” 
 
    “The better question is,” he said, frowning suspiciously, “why is that man by the gray car staring at us? Either he is gay, in which case he would only be staring at me and not you, or he has a more worrisome reason for watching us.” 
 
    She followed his gaze to a figure leaning against a car at the far end of the parking lot. He was too far away for Rose to even make out his appearance, much less the fact that he was watching them, but she supposed vampire vision was much better than hers. “Can’t you just read his mind to find out why?” 
 
    “He is too far away,” he said. “I can’t connect with his mind from here.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re talking about Wi-Fi signal,” she muttered. 
 
    She heard him chuckle quietly. The sounds of traffic grew louder as they crossed the parking lot, toward the outer edge that was closest to the Interstate. A steep, grassy, downward slope separated the parking lot from the busy Interstate. The cars raced by below them, and the lights from the highway and Interstate illuminated the parking lot. As they neared the man that watched them, Rose stared back at him, finally able to make out his features. She wondered if Kallias’s suspicion had been misplaced. The man didn’t look like much of a threat to her. His blue and beige flannel shirt hung loosely over his scrawny body, and his wavy, brown hair hung over his wide, worried, hazel eyes. Those hazel eyes did seem to watch them awfully closely, but he looked afraid, not threatening. 
 
    Kallias pulled on her hand, drawing her closer to him, as they cut through a line of closely parked cars. Rose swallowed uneasily as his body brushed against hers, instantly affected by his closeness. She glanced down at their joined hands, trying not to notice how nice his hand felt, wrapped around hers. 
 
    “Your hand is sweating,” Kallias said, his mouth near her ear. 
 
    She blushed. “It’s a normal physiological response to anxiety.” 
 
    His lips brushed against her ear. “And why are you nervous?” 
 
    She could practically hear the smirk in his voice. She glared at him. “Well, in case you’ve forgotten,” she hissed, “I’m being hunted down by vampires.” 
 
    He smirked, just as she predicted. “It has nothing to do with me, then?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she lied, her cheeks reddening even more. 
 
    “If you say so,” he chuckled. His hold tightened around her hand suddenly, pulling her to a stop. He tilted his head toward the car beside them, a large, black sedan with a shiny, silver Lexus symbol on the front. “This is it.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the car that was obviously brand new. “This is your car?” 
 
    Kallias dropped her hand and pulled a small set of keys out of his pocket. He pressed a button, and the car beeped twice, its headlights flashing in unison with the sound. “No, we’re stealing it. I just happen to have the keys for it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at his sarcasm. “It’s a bit excessive, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What? This?” Kallias laughed as he left her on the passenger’s side and rounded the car toward the driver’s side. “It’s practical. It blends in.” 
 
    “My 1984 Buick is practical,” Rose muttered. “This is excessive.” 
 
    He leaned forward against the car, toward her, both arms resting casually over the roof of the car. “If you think this is excessive, I can’t wait to hear your reaction when you see Erik’s car,” he laughed. “Erik doesn’t do anything practical.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to reply, but she stopped as she noticed Kallias suddenly straighten, his nostrils flaring. “Is something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    He turned toward the man leaning against the gray car and squinted, as if he were concentrating on something. Suddenly, he spun back toward her and stepped away from the car, his brown eyes widening in alarm. That is when Rose realized that he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at someone behind her. 
 
    “Rose, get in the car,” Kallias demanded urgently. “Now.” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt a delicate hand curl around her shoulder. A thin female body pressed against her back. “I have to admit. You do smell amazing,” a woman murmured in her ear, her voice laced with a heavy Spanish accent. 
 
    Rose spun around to find a woman standing behind her. Her eyes widened as she took in the woman’s appearance. The woman was easily the most attractive woman Rose had ever seen, more attractive than any model or actress, and just as attractive as Kallias and Theron. The woman was tall and slim, though not quite as tall as Rose. She wore a black satin dress that clung closely to her thin figure, drawing attention to every slight curve of her body. Her shiny black hair framed her face, hanging just past her chin, and the woman’s flawless bronze complexion practically glowed under the streetlights. The woman smiled at her. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said awkwardly. “You’re a vampire, aren’t you?” 
 
    The woman offered her a wide, dazzling smile, complete with fangs. 
 
    “Walk away, Sofia,” Kallias warned. “This is not the place or the time.” 
 
    The woman laughed sweetly, “For what? A conversation?” 
 
    Rose stepped back cautiously, her back colliding with the car behind her. 
 
    The woman stepped forward, cornering her. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” 
 
    Before Rose could think of a response, the vampire was suddenly thrown back as Kallias put himself in between the seductive vampire and Rose.  
 
    Sofia pulled herself back to her feet, straightening her dress. “Relax, Kallias,” she cooed, a smile curving at her lips. “There’s no need to cause a scene.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Sofia,” he warned, scowling at the veiled threat. 
 
    Sofia closed the space between them. She pushed a strand of sleek black hair out of her face and smiled seductively at him. “Hand your pretty little girlfriend over, and I’ll do whatever you want. And I do mean whatever you want.” 
 
    “I think you’re confusing me for Erik. That doesn’t work on me,” Kallias said. He leaned closer to her. “I’d have to actually want you for that to work.” 
 
    Sofia’s smile faded, and an inhuman snarl sounded from her throat. 
 
    Kallias straightened. “Rose, get in the car,” he repeated. “Hurry.” 
 
    The man leaning against the gray car suddenly started to approach them, hesitantly. “Hey, Sofia, is everything okay?” he yelled. “Should I call the police?” 
 
    All three of them turned to look at the unsuspecting human, and he froze, watching Kallias nervously. A smile curved at Sofia’s lips, and then, before anyone realized what was happening, Sofia raced toward the man, grabbed his head, and twisted, snapping his neck. The human man collapsed onto the pavement, unmoving, and Sofia turned back toward Kallias and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, you were right,” Sofia said. “I am killing humans now.” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at Rose. “In the car. Now,” he urged. 
 
    Rose was too shocked to speak, her eyes wide as she gaped at the man who lay motionless on the pavement. “Please tell me that guy’s not dead.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias said anxiously, “I need you to get in the car.” 
 
    She looked at him, worried by the urgency she heard in his voice. She opened the passenger door and slid inside the car. Kallias slammed the car door closed behind her before she’d even finished sitting down. She glanced at them through the window, watching as Sofia rushed toward her. Kallias wrapped one hand around Sofia’s arm and slung her, sending her halfway across the parking lot. The vampire’s body slammed into the pavement and slid back several feet. Rose heard the driver’s door open as she watched the vampire through the windshield, and she glanced over to find Kallias sliding into the driver’s seat. He shoved the key into the ignition, staring straight ahead at the unmoving vampire. 
 
    “What about the man?” Rose asked. “We have to help him.” 
 
    Kallias sighed as he cranked the car. “He’s dead, Rose.” 
 
    Her throat felt tight. “Surely, there’s something we can do.” 
 
    Kallias watched as Sofia finally climbed back to her feet. He knew she was injured. He could smell the blood. “There’s nothing we can do. He is dead.” 
 
    “But,” she said quietly, her voice soft and sad, “it’s not right.” 
 
    He sighed. He didn’t look at her. His gaze remained on the vampire halfway across the parking lot from them. But his eyes softened. “You can’t save everyone, Rose. That’s something you need to learn sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    “And if I choose not to accept that?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    As Sofia began to approach the car with a noticeable limp, Kallias shifted the car into reverse. “The darkness inside of you will eat you alive,” he muttered. 
 
    Rose frowned at him, but before she could respond, she heard the vampire’s voice again. She leaned forward, watching through the windshield, as Sofia approached the car with a torn dress and cuts and scrapes all over her body. 
 
    “You think you’re safe inside your car?” Sofia yelled. “I’ll just chase you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try,” Kallias said, not even bothering to yell. 
 
    Rose turned toward him. “Who is she?” she whispered. 
 
    “Sofia Pérez,” he answered, “a 347-year-old vampire from León, Spain.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at the approaching vampire. “She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow at her, the corners of his lips twitching. 
 
    “Objectively,” Rose added quickly. “I meant: Objectively, she’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Right,” he chuckled. “Have you fastened your seatbelt?” 
 
    “Of course,” she muttered. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Kallias said, and then, he slammed his foot on the gas. 
 
    The car jolted backward so fast that it took Rose’s breath. As the car sped backward, Sofia began to run toward them, but then, before she could reach them, Kallias suddenly slammed his foot on the brakes, causing the car to jerk to a screeching stop. Unable to stop in time, Sofia slammed into the car, her body falling forward onto the hood of the car. Before Rose could even recover from the abrupt, terrifyingly fast stop, Kallias jerked the gear shift forward, shifting the car back into drive, and slammed his foot on the gas again. Sofia fell backward onto the pavement as the car shifted, and before she could even move, the car jolted forward and ran over her. The car continued speeding forward until Kallias jerked the steering wheel, causing the car to spin around in a complete circle, and then, before Rose could say anything or even fully process what had just happened, he slammed on the gas again and ran over the vampire a second time. 
 
    This time, he turned the steering wheel and continued forward, and with a crash that Rose felt all the way into her bones, the car jumped the barrier, skidded down the hill and onto the Interstate without even slowing. 
 
    Kallias was laughing. “I’d like to see her chase us now.” 
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    “Are you insane?!!!” Rose screamed as soon as she could breathe again. 
 
    Kallias continued to speed down the Interstate. He seemed completely unfazed by the ridiculous daredevil stunt he’d just pulled. He glanced at her, laughing as he saw the look of pure horror on her face. “Just a little.” 
 
    “You just ran over someone!” she snapped, clutching the door handle. 
 
    He leaned back against the leather seat, his arm relaxed on the steering wheel. He looked more like someone who had been driving on the Interstate for several long, boring hours than someone who had squashed a vampire under his car a few moments ago. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, but she was trying to kill you.” 
 
    She just stared at him in disbelief. “So…is she…dead now?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” He snorted, “But she’s probably not gorgeous anymore.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “Oh my goodness. You’re so…so…” 
 
    “So what?” he interrupted, his smile suddenly fading. His hand tightened around the steering wheel. “Violent? Brutal? Animalistic? Monstrous?” he offered. All the humor that had been in his expression a moment ago was gone, replaced by bitterness and anger. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Do I not act human enough for you? I am a vampire, Rose, in case you’ve forgotten. A monster. And if I weren’t, you’d be dead by now. You don’t have to like the way I do things. You don’t have to agree with it. You don’t even have to understand it. But don’t expect me to act human for you. What I am is the reason that you are alive.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, biting her lip, as she tried to think of a response that wouldn’t make the situation worse. She’d obviously hit a nerve. “I would never ask you to pretend to be something you’re not,” she corrected after a few moments of deafening silence. “And I would also never call you a monster.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked quietly. “It’s what I am.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she told him. He glanced at her, his brows furrowed. “I’m sorry if I insulted you,” she sighed. “This is all just…a lot to process.” 
 
    “You didn’t insult me,” he mumbled. “I just… I assumed you would.” 
 
    Rose stared at him. “You hate what you are, don’t you?” 
 
    He didn’t look at her. “Wouldn’t you?” he asked. “If you woke up as this? If you suddenly wanted to bite people? To drink their blood? To kill?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said softly. “Or maybe not. I don’t know.” 
 
    Kallias flexed his fingers, forcing his grip on the steering wheel to relax. He glanced briefly at the rear view mirror and then swerved into the left lane. 
 
    “Someone must have seen you run over that vampire,” Rose realized, suddenly worried. “Someone will call the police. We’ll get arrested.” 
 
    “If anyone saw that, and that is a big if,” he said, scowling at her, as if she were crazy. “Do you honestly think anyone will believe that someone ran over a woman twice, and then, the woman just got up and walked away afterward?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You think she got up and walked away after that?” 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly. “She may have crawled.” 
 
    “Vampires can’t be that resilient,” she argued. 
 
    “As long as we feed, the healing is practically instantaneous,” he told her. “Sofia usually feeds once or twice a night. As a matter of fact, she’d fed once already tonight. So, she will feed again, and then, she’ll be fine. Unfortunately.” 
 
    She frowned curiously. “How do you know she’s already fed?” 
 
    “I could smell the blood on her breath,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh,” she mumbled, grimacing. “What about the hotel’s cameras?” 
 
    “They’re faulty on that side of the parking lot,” he said. “I checked.” 
 
    “It’s so comforting to know that I’m riding in a car with someone who prepares ahead of time to run over people,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias laughed. He glanced at the rear view mirror and switched lanes again, pressing down on the gas pedal to pass an entire line of fast-moving cars. 
 
    The swerving of the car jolted Rose’s body sideways in the seat, making her suddenly aware of how fast they were moving. She leaned forward to look at the speedometer on the dashboard, and her jaw dropped. “You’re speeding!” 
 
    “Yes,” he said slowly, frowning at her. 
 
    She glared at him. “Speeding is against the law.” 
 
    “Human law,” he corrected. “I’m a vampire.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with species!” she snapped. “It has to do with the fact that you’re driving a car on a road, and if you crash the car, we will die!” 
 
    “You might die, but I’d survive,” he corrected. 
 
    “Kallias! You’re driving one hundred miles per hour!” she realized. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t be dramatic. I’m only going ninety-nine miles per hour,” he complained. He pressed his foot harder on the gas pedal and flashed a playful grin at her. “Now, I’m going one hundred miles per hour.” 
 
    “You need to slow down before you kill us,” Rose insisted. 
 
    “I’m not sure you’re qualified to give me driving advice,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Oh, right, because you drive so well,” she said sarcastically. “In the few minutes that I’ve been in the car with you, you’ve run over someone twice, jumped a barricade and entered the Interstate in the most dangerous way possible, and now, you’re so far over the speed limit that reckless driving isn’t even a suitable description anymore! Where did you learn to drive? The depths of Hell?!” 
 
    “Close,” he chuckled. “The backstreets of Harlem in 1917.” 
 
    “Did you run over the people there, too?” she sassed. 
 
    He laughed, “Only a few.” 
 
    She glanced back at the speedometer. “Do you plan on slowing down?” 
 
    “No,” he told her. 
 
    “Oh, this is just great,” she muttered sarcastically, narrowing her eyes at him. “I survived all of those vampire attacks just so I can die in a car wreck.” 
 
    He laughed at her pessimism. “Relax. I’ve been driving for almost a hundred years, and I have never wrecked a vehicle. I am a very skilled driver.” 
 
    “So skilled you run over people,” Rose added irritably. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’d like to see you try it.” 
 
    Rose watched as his eyes darted toward the rear view mirror again. She leaned over and checked the mirrors as well, but she saw only blackness behind them for miles. They’d left all of the other cars behind. She looked back at him. “You’re not thinking that Theron is behind us, are you?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “I doubt it,” he said seriously. “Even if he has already found Sofia, he won’t be able to chase us. Not immediately, anyway. He’ll need to return to his car, if he even has one. By the time he does that, we’ll have crossed the state line.” 
 
    “He could just hotwire one of the cars in the parking lot,” she suggested. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You think Theron knows how to hotwire a car?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s not hard.” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes wide. 
 
    “I haven’t stolen a car before, if that’s what you’re thinking!” she snapped when she saw the look he was giving her. “But my brother, on the other hand…” 
 
    “You have a brother?” Kallias asked suddenly. “Where is he?” 
 
    Rose frowned at his suddenly panicked tone. “He’s…in prison. Why?” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, nodding. “Good.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “It’s good that my brother’s in prison?” 
 
    He sighed, “If a vampire knows your scent, he can sniff out a family member of yours. Your blood would smell similar. If Theron had access to your brother, he’d use him to get to you. But if your brother’s in prison, he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No one knows about him,” she said, “except Audrey and Owen.” 
 
    He frowned curiously at that. “Why? Are you ashamed of him?” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. She sighed. “It’s just…people look at me differently when they know my past. It’s like they think mistakes are genetic.” 
 
    He nodded in understanding. “Why is he in prison?” 
 
    “Drug possession,” she answered. “He’s lucky, really. Zach was involved in all sorts of stuff. Gang violence. Stealing. Selling drugs. He was just lucky that when he did get caught doing something, it was something relatively minor.” 
 
    “How long is his sentence?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Seven years,” she said. “He’s been in there for five. So, two more.” 
 
    “Do you have any other siblings?” Kallias asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. Just Zach.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” he asked, still concerned. 
 
    “My mom’s dead,” she said numbly. 
 
    He froze. “Was she the one that you found?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “The one I found?” she repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    He exhaled slowly, his fingers drumming nervously on the steering wheel. “The night that Theron killed your teacher,” he sighed, obviously not sure about whether or not he should ask, “I saw something in your mind. A memory. There was a corpse lying in the floor of a living room. Was that your mother?” 
 
    She stared straight ahead, her expression blank. “Yeah.” 
 
    His eyes softened with sympathy. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “When I found her, she’d already been dead for three days,” she said, still staring blankly at the windshield. “I’d moved away for college, and Zach was in prison. She wasn’t answering my calls, but that wasn’t exactly unusual. After my last class that Friday, I drove home just to check. I should’ve checked sooner.” 
 
    He glanced at her. “How did she die?” 
 
    “Drug overdose,” she said. “Accidental.” 
 
    Kallias watched the road, his brows creased. “You were alone?” 
 
    “Audrey drove down to help me plan the funeral. She’d…had experience with that,” she said, leaning back against the leather seat, staring at the trees as they blurred past. “Audrey and I… We were the only ones who even attended.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “What about your father?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know who he is.” 
 
    “You never wanted to know?” he asked curiously. 
 
    She laughed, a short, bitter laugh. “My mom slept with drug dealers when she wanted more drugs. Have you ever met a drug dealer? They’re not exactly the kind of people you want to call ‘Dad.’ Well, not in my experience, anyway.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at that last part. “Did one of them hurt you?” 
 
    She straightened in her seat. “So,” she said, flashing a fake smile at him as she changed the subject, “am I allowed to know where we’re going now?” 
 
    He continued to scowl at her, but he didn’t press the issue. He knew what it was like to not want to talk about the past. “My home,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Please tell me you don’t live in a cemetery.” 
 
    He snorted. “I live in a normal house, just like a human,” he assured her. Then, he frowned and corrected himself, “Well, it’s an almost normal house.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, grimacing, “it’s the almost part that worries me.” 
 
    He grinned. “If it makes you feel any better, there are nowhere near as many corpses and tombstones in my house as there are in a cemetery.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly at him. “I hope you’re joking.” 
 
    Kallias leaned forward and glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “I think, as long as I drive fast enough, I can have us there by tomorrow night.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Tomorrow night? Where do you live?” 
 
    “Just outside of New York City,” he answered. 
 
    She blinked. “Are you kidding me? That’s a long drive!” 
 
    “I know,” he said, frowning. “I’ve driven it.” 
 
    “What will happen when the sun rises?” she sputtered. 
 
    “You know, humans have invented these great places where you can sleep while you’re traveling,” Kallias said slowly. “They’re called hotels.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “I am not sleeping in a hotel room with you.” 
 
    A mischievous smirk tugged at his lips, a smirk that Rose had come to recognize as a warning that he was about to say something flirty and extremely inappropriate. “Well, we don’t have to sleep, if you have something else in mind.” 
 
    Yep, just as she predicted.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and leaned toward him, resting her arm on the leather console. “I wouldn’t have sex with you if you were the last person on earth.” 
 
    His smirk didn’t falter. “Who said anything about sex?” he teased, faking surprise. “Rose, I never would have guessed that you have such a dirty mind.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “I don’t! I wasn’t thinking about that! You said…” she trailed off, her cheeks flushing. “You set me up for that,” she complained. 
 
    He laughed loudly, obviously having fun at her expense. “I did.” 
 
    She watched him laugh, transfixed by the uncharacteristic smile on his face. He looked genuinely happy, for once. The lights from passing cars and streetlights danced across his face, and she blinked as she noticed his fangs flash in the darkness. “You hid your fangs from me when I thought you were human.” 
 
    His smile faded. “If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll keep hiding them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” she told him. 
 
    He frowned at her in surprise. “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “I’d rather you not hide things from me,” Rose said. 
 
    A strange look passed over his face. A look that seemed…guilty, Rose thought. But he quickly hid it, his lips curving into a slight smile. “Okay.” 
 
    “Is it difficult to hide them?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “It was, at first,” Kallias said, “but not anymore.” 
 
    She watched as he shifted lanes to pass another car that, unlike them, was moving at a reasonable speed. “Can I ask you something?” she asked nervously. 
 
    He sighed, “I assume you will anyway.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “That vampire… He said Theron killed your wife.” 
 
    His entire body seemed to suddenly tighten: his jaw, his shoulders, his grip on the steering wheel. “That’s not a question,” he said, his voice strained. 
 
    “Her name,” she said, swallowing uneasily. “Was it Phoebe?” 
 
    At the mention of her name, his grip around the steering wheel tightened so much that his knuckles turned white. “I don’t want to talk about this, Rose.” 
 
    “It was,” she realized, her gut sinking with guilt. “That’s why Theron said what he did. He wanted to hurt you. And then, I made that comment about her. No wonder you reacted the way you did.” Her voice cracked, and when she turned to look at him, her blue eyes were bright and watery. “I feel horrible.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “I overreacted. It just…surprised me. That’s all.” 
 
    “I hurt you,” she argued shamefully, “by mentioning her.” 
 
    His eyes softened. “You didn’t know.” 
 
    “I’m normally more considerate than that,” she muttered. 
 
    “Stop,” he said, looking at her. “Stop feeling guilty. Stop apologizing.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Were you human when you were married to her?” 
 
    He looked back at the road. “Obviously,” he answered, his tone acidic. “It’s not like I could marry someone as a vampire. Legally, I don’t even exist.” 
 
    She nodded. “Theron was the one who murdered you, too, wasn’t he?” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “I said that I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry,” she sighed, shaking her head. “Did you have children?” 
 
    He glared at her. “What part of this are you not understanding?” 
 
    “I just want to know more about you,” she explained. “We’re going to be working together, or whatever you want to call it. I want to understand you.” 
 
    “How could you possibly understand me?” Kallias scoffed. 
 
    “I can try,” Rose said softly. “Anyone can try.” 
 
    He sighed, “No. We didn’t have children.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked curiously. “I assume you were married long enough to have kids. You were twenty-six years old when you died, and during that time period, I think the average age for men to marry was around nineteen or twenty years old. And fourteen or fifteen years old for women. Right?” 
 
    “I was twenty when we married,” he agreed, “and Phoebe was sixteen.” 
 
    She nodded. “Did you not want kids?” 
 
    He sighed. “Phoebe became pregnant twice, but she…miscarried.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said sympathetically. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said. “It was better that we never had children. If they’d been born, I can only imagine what Theron would have done to them.” 
 
    She felt sick. “You think he would’ve hurt a child?” 
 
    “I think Theron will hurt anyone he gets his hands on,” he answered. 
 
    She exhaled shakily. She watched him for a moment, relieved to see that his muscles seemed to be gradually relaxing. “It’s hard to imagine you married.” 
 
    His lips quirked up at that. “Why? Because I’m an ass?” 
 
    “Well, there is that,” she agreed playfully. “But it’s more that kissing-means-nothing-and-I-don’t-believe-in-love-or-anything-good attitude you have.” 
 
    “Marriage was more about convenience back then,” he pointed out. 
 
    “You didn’t love her?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    He was quiet for a while. “Of course I loved her,” he said finally. 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “So this attitude came later?” 
 
    He sighed, “I never said that I didn’t believe in love.” 
 
    “Do you?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “I believe it exists,” Kallias admitted. “It’s just not worth the pain.” 
 
    “What is worth it, if not love?” she said. “Love makes life worth living.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her idealistic attitude. “Nothing makes life worth living,” he scoffed. “Every day we wake up in this godforsaken world is a curse.” 
 
    She blinked at the harshness. “Well, aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?” 
 
    Kallias scowled. “I’m of the darkness. Sunshine kills me.” 
 
    Rose stared at him blankly. “It was an expression,” she muttered. “Have you ever considered the fact that maybe a little optimism might help you? If you’re always looking at the bad in everything, you’ll never see the good.” 
 
    “Optimism is foolish. It sets you up for disappointment and pain,” he argued. “The higher you set your expectations, the further you fall.” 
 
    “At least then, you’d get off the ground,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “That’s easy to say when you’ve never been in love before,” he said. 
 
    She glanced at him, her eyes narrowing. “Maybe I haven’t experienced romantic love, but I do love people. I love my brother. I love Audrey. I love Owen. I even loved my mom, despite all the ways she hurt me. I know what it’s like to give part of your heart to people. And I also know what it’s like to have that piece of your heart ripped apart. I think that even darkest parts of love are worth it.” 
 
    “I disagree,” he stated simply, offering no further explanation. 
 
    “You can’t tell me that if you had the chance to go back and live your human years all over again, you’d choose to never love your wife at all,” she said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Kallias replied coldly. 
 
    Rose fell silent, stunned by his response. She’d never known of anyone to feel that way. Even the people she’d known who had lost a spouse or a lover had always said they’d go back and fall in love all over again, if they could. The kind of pain she saw in his expression, that she heard in his voice…that wasn’t the kind of pain that death causes. “She must have really hurt you,” she realized. 
 
    He blinked in surprise. He didn’t understand how she could read him so easily. She wasn’t even a telepath. “I’m finished with this conversation,” he said. 
 
    Rose nodded, finally giving up. Uncomfortable with the sudden tense silence, she leaned forward and switched on the radio. Her eyebrows lifted as a familiar contemporary rock song filled the car. “You listen to modern music?” 
 
    “Just because I was born thousands of years ago, doesn’t mean I’ve been living under a rock all of this time,” he grumbled. “I like many types of music.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” she said, barely holding back laughter. “It’s just…this isn’t the type of music I expected a big, bad vampire to be listening to.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “You’re mocking me.” 
 
    “Just a little,” she teased, holding her finger and thumb an inch apart. 
 
    “So, what kind of music did you expect a vampire to listen to?” he asked. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a horror movie?” she asked excitedly. “I watch them sometimes with Owen, especially if they’re based on a book that I’ve read, and it’s really stereotypical for the bad guys to listen to these peaceful opera songs.” 
 
    He laughed, “You expected me to listen to opera?” 
 
    “If you were really as big and bad as you think you are,” she teased, leaning close enough for him to smell the honey in her hair, “you’d listen to opera.” 
 
    He laughed at her, amused by her playfulness. Not willing to let her win, he grinned and countered, “It doesn’t get much bigger than me, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “You’re disgusting,” she said, nearly laughing as she said the words. She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, on a less weird note, I have a question. Do vampires…umm…well…use the bathroom…like humans?” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted in disbelief. “You think that is less weird?” 
 
    She frowned. “Right. Yeah, I didn’t really think that through before I said it,” she muttered under her breath. She looked at him. “Anyway, do you?” 
 
    He suppressed a laugh. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m just a little worried that you might be expecting to make this drive without bathroom breaks, and well,” Rose explained, blushing, “we’ve been in a building without a bathroom all day, and I’ve kind of had to pee for hours.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “I’ll take the next exit.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Late into the night, Rose’s stomach began to grumble in hunger. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her. “What time do humans usually eat breakfast?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. “Usually before midnight.” 
 
    He glanced at the clock on the dashboard, his eyes widening. “Shit. Why didn’t you say something?” he snapped as he suddenly swerved into the outside lane to look for an exit. “I didn’t save your life from Theron just to let you starve!” 
 
    As his maniacal driving jolted her in her seat, she found herself once again extremely grateful for the seat belt strap that held her securely in her seat. “Relax,” she muttered. “I won’t die after one day without eating. If I could, I would have died a long time ago.” She grimaced as she let that last part slip. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her. “When you were a child?” he remembered. 
 
    “I’m just going to blame my talkativeness on the lack of coffee,” she grumbled, irritated that she’d blurted something so awkward and personal. “I’ve usually had about fourteen cups of espresso by this time of the night.” 
 
    “How long?” he asked, a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    She frowned. “How long did I go without eating?” she asked. She shifted uneasily. She’d never even discussed this with Audrey. Only one living person knew about her childhood, and he was in prison. “Only a few days, usually.” 
 
    “Usually?” he repeated in a low growl. 
 
    She glanced up at him, startled by the obvious anger in his voice. 
 
    His grip tightened around the steering wheel. “This happened often?” 
 
    She watched him, confused by how angry that made him. “Did you have drugs in your culture? Do you have any idea what they can do to people?” 
 
    “Of course we had drugs,” he muttered. “We drank wine regularly. Some became addicted to that. We had various types of opiates. The Lotus flower.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she said, smiling. “The Lotus. From the Odyssey.” 
 
    He looked at her. “What is your point?” 
 
    She shrugged. “My point is: addiction can change people. It can take everything that someone is and leave just a hollow shell, like it did to my mother.” 
 
    “That’s not an excuse,” he said. “You should’ve been fed and protected.” 
 
    Her lips curved slightly into a small, sad smile. “My brother did that, sometimes. Most of the time, he was a typical big brother, picking on me and giving me a hard time, but sometimes, he acted beyond his age. When my stomach would start to hurt, and I’d start to cry, he would steal food for us from the gas station. It was usually candy. He was still a little boy, after all,” she said, her eyes softening at the memory. “But he took care of me, even when he had to break the law to do it. I don’t know what would’ve happened, if I hadn’t had him.” 
 
    Kallias gazed at her as he stopped at a traffic light. “You’re fond of him.” 
 
    “Sure. When he’s not getting himself locked up in prison,” she muttered. 
 
    “You’re angry at him for getting arrested,” he observed. 
 
    It hadn’t been a question or even an accusation. It was simply an observation. Rose frowned at him. “No, I’m not. It’s his life he ruined, not mine.” 
 
    “But he left you alone,” Kallias said. “He was your only family.” 
 
    “He was arrested,” Rose argued. “He didn’t leave by choice.” 
 
    “You’re reasoning with me,” he said. “Emotions don’t listen to reason.” 
 
    She stared at him, unnerved by the way he seemed to see right through her. “I’m not saying there are good reasons to break the law,” she sighed, “but there are better reasons, I think. Getting food so that we didn’t starve was one thing. But getting involved with gangs and drugs? That was just stupid. He should have known better. I know it’s terrible to be angry at him right now, but…” 
 
    “It’s not terrible,” he interrupted. “It just means you care about him.” 
 
    She sighed, “I appreciate your attempt to make me feel better, but…” 
 
    “I had a little sister,” Kallias admitted suddenly. 
 
    She blinked, surprised that he’d actually told her something. “You did?” 
 
    “I had several siblings, actually, but I hated most of them,” he admitted unapologetically. “But my sister was so young and so kind. I took care of her and protected her from my father.” His jaw tightened as he mentioned his father. 
 
    “From your father?” she repeated, frowning. 
 
    He glanced at her but chose to ignore the question. “We cremated the dead in Athens, back when I was human. We’d place the ashes in a decorated urn. Sometimes, the family would set candles around the urn and build a kind of shrine in their home to honor the dead. But after my death, there was no body to cremate. Most of my family didn’t give a shit about honoring me, but my baby sister, on the other hand, did. She didn’t have an urn, but she set up a small shrine in her courtyard to honor me, and every few days, she would tear it down.” 
 
    She scowled at that. “Why would she tear it down?” 
 
    He smiled. “My sister had a temper. And she was angry at me.” 
 
    “For dying?” Rose asked incredulously. 
 
    He shrugged. “I had always been there for her, and then, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t your fault,” she argued. 
 
    “Like I said, emotions don’t listen to reason,” he said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go to her, and show her that you were alive?” she asked. 
 
    “It would have been too dangerous, both for her and for me,” he explained. “I couldn’t control my hunger. I couldn’t get near anyone without wanting to…” He sucked in a harsh breath, shuddering at the memory. “I could have killed her, if I’d gotten too close. Besides, I was a monster, and the moment she saw me alive, she would’ve known. Death would have been a happier ending.” 
 
    She watched him sympathetically. The streetlights danced across his face as he drove, highlighting the sad lines in his expression. “But you watched her.” 
 
    He slowed the car as he neared the next turn. “I worried about her. She had other brothers, but none of them would’ve ever checked on her. So, I did.” 
 
    “From the shadows,” Rose added. 
 
    “Yes,” Kallias agreed. “Always from the shadows.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you have just told her that you didn’t die?” she asked. “They never found your body. She couldn’t have known for sure that you were dead.” 
 
    He suddenly looked uncomfortable. “The evidence was pretty convincing. Based on what they found, I was either dead, or I…” he trailed off. 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Or you had killed your wife.” 
 
    He turned to look at her, startled by her guess. “What?” 
 
    She shrugged sadly. “You already admitted that Theron killed your wife. And my guess is…he probably killed you, too. You just came back as a vampire, however that happens. So, if I’m right, and he killed you both at the same time, or on the same night, at least, then, they would’ve found her body but not yours.” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes wide with shock. She was so perceptive for a human. She read into every little word and detail until she came to a conclusion, an accurate one. He’d never dealt with anyone like her before. “I’m finished talking about this,” he said as he pulled the car into a parking spot in front of Wal-Mart. 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. I’m sorry,” she sighed. 
 
    Kallias cut off the car and pulled the keys from the ignition, staring straight ahead at the store. He sighed. “I told you about my sister because I want you to realize that you shouldn’t blame yourself for feeling angry at your brother for leaving you alone. It’s natural. It means that you miss him and that you care.” 
 
    Rose blinked at him, stunned by the kind comment. “Thank you.” 
 
    He shrugged and cocked his head back, motioning toward the store. “Come on. Let’s get you inside so that you can get some clothes and some food.” 
 
    Rose opened her door and stepped out of the car. As the cold, night air chilled her skin, she crossed her arms, thankful for the warm leather jacket. She jumped as she felt Kallias come up behind her. He’d moved so quickly that she’d assumed he was still on the driver’s side of the car. She felt his breath on her ear. 
 
    “Did I scare you?” he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice. 
 
    She turned and looked up in surprise as she realized how close his body was to hers. She rolled her eyes. “It would take more than that to scare me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said skeptically, a smirk tugging at his lips. He pressed the button on his keys, locking the doors, and motioned toward the store. “I’m afraid this is all that’s open at this time of the night that sells clothes. I hope it’s okay.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “You hope it’s okay,” she snorted. “Do I look like the type that only wears clothes from some fancy boutique?” She raised an eyebrow and patted her thighs. “These jeans? Seven dollars at the thrift store.” 
 
    Kallias glanced down at the blue jeans that hugged her thighs and hips. “I have to admit, for a seven-dollar pair of jeans, they fit you very nicely.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Kallias.” 
 
    He smiled. “What? It was just an innocent observation.” 
 
    “Innocent?” she repeated in disbelief. She rolled her eyes and started walking toward the store, crossing the mostly empty parking lot. 
 
    Kallias fell into step beside her. He leaned closer to her, and with a mischievous grin, he whispered in her ear, “Now, if I’d said that your ass looks nice in those jeans, that would have been a little less innocent.” 
 
    She laughed, “Could you behave for a little bit?” 
 
    “Probably not,” he said playfully. He swept his gaze across the moonlit parking lot to be sure that he saw no vampires nearby and no suspicious humans watching them, even though he doubted anyone would’ve followed them this far. 
 
    As they stepped into the bright building, Rose noticed Kallias wince, as if the lights blinded him momentarily. “The lights hurt you?” she guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, blinking a little more than normal. “Electric lights have not been the kindest to our vampire eyesight. But I’ve gotten used to the pain.” 
 
    “That sucks,” she commented as she stopped beside the shopping carts. 
 
    Kallias glanced questionably at the shopping carts and then grabbed one. He awkwardly pushed it forward ahead of them, as if he weren’t used to it. 
 
    As she followed him, she barely held back laughter as she noticed how strange he looked pushing a shopping cart. “You don’t do this often, do you?” 
 
    “More often than most vampires, I’m sure,” he muttered quietly. 
 
    “What?” she teased. “Vampires don’t go grocery shopping?” 
 
    “Not usually,” he said, frowning. “Grocery stores don’t sell humans.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Rose muttered dryly. “What’s up with that?” 
 
    He snorted. He held back for a moment, allowing her to lead the way toward the clothes section. Rose heard the heavy thud of his boots and the clicking of the cart as he followed her. She didn’t see many people in the store, only a few workers and the occasional customer, but she frowned as she noticed that each time one of them would look up, they’d suddenly start staring at them. 
 
    “Should I just grab a pair of jeans and a T-shirt?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ll need more than that,” he said. He stopped behind her and leaned forward onto the cart’s handle. “Grab enough clothes for a week or so, at least.” 
 
    She spun toward him. “A week or so? Just how long are you expecting this arrangement to last? I have a life. I can’t just stay with you forever.” 
 
    “You won’t have a life for long if Theron gets his hands on you,” he reminded her. “Rose, you have my word. The moment that it is safe, I will take you home. You can go back to your normal life, and you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    Rose didn’t understand why, but it stung her a little to hear him say that. She cleared her throat and straightened, not wanting him to notice. “So, what am I supposed to do? Am I supposed to just quit my job and drop my classes? And if so, then, what am I supposed to do when all of this is over? I have bills to pay.” 
 
    He rounded the shopping cart, coming to stand directly in front of her. With his forefinger, he tipped her chin back so that she could see the sincerity in his face and in his eyes. “Listen to me, Rose. You won’t be safe in your hometown until Theron is dead. But as soon as I can kill him, I will, and I promise that I will take you home, and I will make sure that you can return to your job and your classes. My telepathic abilities go a long way in smoothing things with people.” 
 
    She bristled. “I don’t need you to fight all my battles for me.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t help.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Do you have a washing machine and dryer?” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “So, I can get seven pairs of clothes,” she said, shrugging, “and then, if I have to stay longer than a week, I can wash the clothes and wear them again.” 
 
    “Either that, or I can take you to get more,” he suggested. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I’ll just wash them.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Stop being stubborn…” he trailed off as Rose began to sift through a stack of T-shirts. “You realize this is the men’s section, right?” 
 
    She tossed an oversized navy blue T-shirt in the cart and continued her search. “Yeah, believe it or not, I can actually read,” she said without looking at him. “I know. Crazy, right? Who would’ve thought that a college student with a 4.0 GPA who happens to be at the top of her class would actually be able to read?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Okay, smartass. Then, why are we in the men’s section?” 
 
    “The T-shirts,” Rose explained, spinning around to hold up a T-shirt with several superheroes pictured on the front. “They’re cheap and comfortable.” 
 
    He sighed, “Would you stop worrying about the cost?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. She blinked in shock as she glanced across the aisle and saw a woman in pink sweats, standing completely still, her gray eyes wide and dark as she stared at Kallias. Rose turned toward Kallias, surprised to find him still looking at her, as if he didn’t even notice the woman staring. She glanced around, her brows furrowing, as she saw several workers staring as well. She didn’t understand how he managed to not notice all of the people staring at him. 
 
    “I notice,” Kallias told her. “It just doesn’t affect me.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “You were listening to my thoughts?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said simply, leaning against the shopping cart. 
 
    She glanced again at the woman. “How does that not affect you?” 
 
    “I’m used to it,” he sighed. “It’s always been this way.” 
 
    “People have always stared at you like that?” she asked. 
 
    “Since the night I awoke from the dead as a vampire,” he confirmed. He stepped closer to her so that he could speak quietly. “It’s human women, usually, and some human men. It’s that allure that we talked about. Humans are vulnerable to it. They find vampires incredibly attractive and seductive. They can’t help it.” 
 
    She frowned at that, sweeping her gaze back over his body. She couldn’t deny that he was incredibly attractive, but it certainly didn’t give her the sudden urge to stare at him like a brain-dead zombie. “All humans?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    “It usually follows the human’s sexual preferences,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    She nodded as she remembered the over-the-top way that Owen and Audrey reacted to his appearance. “So, a gay man would be affected by you.” 
 
    He nodded. “And straight women. And bisexual men and women.” 
 
    Rose quirked an eyebrow at that last part. “And a bisexual woman would also be affected by a female vampire, too, right? Like Sofia?” she assumed. 
 
    He smiled curiously. “You mean a bisexual woman like…you?” 
 
    “Wow. Nosy,” Rose said with a sassy smile. “But yes, if you must know.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yes,” he confirmed, “I would assume so.” 
 
    “Then,” she said, suddenly worried, “why doesn’t it affect me like that?” 
 
    A strange look passed over his face, a look he didn’t hide quick enough, before he smiled and shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess you’re just too stubborn.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” she realized. 
 
    “We can’t waste too much time in here,” Kallias said uncomfortably, changing the subject. “I’ll go grab some snacks while you pick out your clothes.” 
 
    She frowned suspiciously at him. “What are you not telling me?” 
 
    He ignored her question. “I’ll listen for you. If anything happens, just say my name, and I will be by your side again in less than a second. Okay?” 
 
    She sighed, realizing that she wasn’t going to get an answer from him at that moment, and turned back toward the stack of T-shirts. She wasn’t done with the conversation, though. She knew he was hiding something from her, and she was determined to find out what it was. “I don’t understand how it doesn’t affect you,” she muttered under her breath. “I’d love for people to look at me like that.” 
 
    Kallias stopped behind her, the front of his body brushing against her back. His lips brushed her ear as he whispered, “Thanks for the permission.” 
 
    Rose straightened in shock, shivering a little at the sensation of his breath against her ear. By the time she recovered from her shock and turned around, planning on offering him some kind of snarky comeback, he was already gone. 
 
    “Seriously?” she said to the empty space. “I swear I will put a bell around your neck, if you keep doing that!” she yelled out. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” 
 
    Rose blushed as she realized the woman in pink sweats was watching her. “Oh, great. Now, everyone thinks I’m insane,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    She picked up another T-shirt and tossed it into the shopping cart. 
 
    “Can you introduce me to that man?” asked a soft female voice. 
 
    Rose squeaked, startled by the woman who had just snuck up on her. She spun toward the woman, surprised to find it was that same young woman who wore the matching pink sweats. Her blonde hair pulled back into a high ponytail, the woman somehow managed to look much more stylish in sweats than Rose looked even in her nicest clothes. Her gray eyes studied Rose curiously. 
 
    “Uh, what?” Rose stammered awkwardly, her heart still racing. 
 
    The woman’s pushed her shopping cart next to the one Rose was using. Her shopping cart was empty, except for a bag of socks and a small box of diapers. She turned back toward Rose, giving her an intense, pleading look. 
 
    “He’s gorgeous, don’t you think?” the woman said excitedly. “I have never, ever, in my entire life, seen anyone that attractive! Is he your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” Rose snorted. “No. Of course not.” 
 
    The woman glared at her, as if she considered Rose some kind of freak of nature. “What is wrong with you?” the woman snarled suddenly. 
 
    “Uh, what?” Rose sputtered in shock. 
 
    “Never mind,” the woman muttered. “Can you introduce me to him?” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said, frowning, “that would be difficult because I don’t know you. The basic introduction routine requires that I say your name, at least.” 
 
    The woman bristled. “You know what, lady? Screw you.” 
 
    Rose watched in confused shock as the woman grabbed her shopping cart and stormed off. “I have such great people skills,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    She sighed, shaking her head at the baffling conversation, and grabbed her shopping cart full of T-shirts. She headed toward the women’s clothing section to pick out several pairs of blue jeans and then to the underwear aisle. 
 
    As she pushed her cart onto the aisle, she heard something begin to buzz loudly. She stopped and glanced around, searching for the source of the sound. The aisles were empty, except for her. As she continued to listen to the buzzing, she realized that it sounded too close, as if the sound were coming from her own body. She reached into the large pockets of the leather jacket and noticed both a small bottle and Kallias’s phone, which happened to be vibrating. She pulled out the bottle and the phone, frowning as she realized it was a bottle of lighter fluid. 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sakes, who carries a bottle of lighter fluid around in their pocket?” she complained as she stuffed the bottle back down into the jacket pocket. She glanced down at the screen of the incessantly buzzing phone.  
 
    The name Erik flashed on the screen. 
 
    “Kallias, your phone is ringing,” she announced to the empty aisle. 
 
    When he didn’t somehow manifest himself in front of her to stop her from answering his phone, she shrugged and placed it against her ear. “Hello?” 
 
    Silence filled the line for a long time, so long that Rose assumed that there was no one on the other side of the line. Just as she started to hang up the phone, she heard an accented male voice say, “You’re a woman,” a hint of amusement in his voice. Rose frowned at his unfamiliar accent. It lilted like a European accent, but it didn’t sound like any accent she’d ever heard before. 
 
    “Oh. Thanks for telling me. I would’ve never known,” she said dryly. “No wonder they give me those weird looks when I go in the men’s bathrooms.” 
 
    He laughed loudly, the sound echoing through the phone line. Unlike his voice, which sounded smooth and melodic, his laugh sounded loud and short, like a bark. “Ooh, you are sassy. I like you,” he said in a flirty, amused tone. 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Uh…thanks, I think?” 
 
    Wind crackled over the phone line. “Why do you have Kallias’s phone?” 
 
    “I’m wearing his jacket,” she said, “and the phone was in his pocket.” 
 
    “Oh?” he said in an interested tone. “Why are you wearing his jacket?” 
 
    “To cover the blood,” she blurted, “and my boobs.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. “I’m going to need you to elaborate, babe.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the pet name. “My shirt is torn and covered in blood.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, disappointed. “I envisioned something totally different.” 
 
    “What?” she mumbled, frowning. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    He chuckled. “So… Why are you with Kallias right now?” 
 
    “Long story,” she mumbled as she grabbed a bra from the clothing rack. 
 
    Rose noticed the sound of sloshing water and a car buzzing past in the background of the line. She realized that Erik must have been outside, probably walking or standing on a sidewalk. “Well, babe,” Erik said into the phone line, “I’m not busy at the moment. I’d love to hear this long story of yours.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Stop calling me ‘babe.’ You’ve never even met me.” 
 
    He laughed, “My apologies, babe.” Apparently, her irritation had only encouraged him. “But how can I call you by your name if I don’t know it?” 
 
    “It’s Rose,” she provided irritably. 
 
    “Rose,” he repeated. “That’s not a very sexy name, is it?” 
 
    She scowled. “Wow. Thanks,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “It’s not sexy, but it is beautiful,” he amended. “It’s simple. Elegant.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “Umm…thanks?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “Well, Rose, my name is Erik Olafsson.” 
 
    “Yes, I can read the caller I.D., actually,” she muttered. 
 
    His short, barking laugh filled the line again. “This is fun,” he murmured. His voice took on a more excited, boyish sound, all of the sudden. “Hey, I can make a few sexual innuendos with your name. Would you like to hear them?” 
 
    Rose blinked. This conversation had gone south quickly. “No.” 
 
    “Aww, come on,” he whined. “Most women find it charming.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted. “Are you sure they said charming? Maybe your big head just mistranslated the words inappropriate and immature to charming.” 
 
    “Ha!” he barked. “I could have so much fun with you.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly and pulled the phone away from her ear. She glanced around the empty aisle and called, “Kallias, if you can somehow hear me with your crazy-sensitive ears, please come save me from your perverted friend!” 
 
    When she put the phone back to her ear, his voice filled the line again, but this time, all of the humor was gone from his voice. “Crazy-sensitive ears?” 
 
    Rose cringed as she realized he’d heard her. “Uh…” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Erik said. “He’s told you, hasn’t he?” 
 
    She winced. “It’s a long story?” she offered. 
 
    “Okay, now, you are going to tell me this story,” he growled. 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to speak, but then, a woman suddenly screamed. 
 
    “Shit. I have to go,” he sighed. “Tell Kallias that I’ll call back later.” 
 
    The phone clicked. Rose pulled the phone away from her ear and frowned at it. Someone had definitely screamed on his end. She was sure of it. 
 
    “I found the food,” Kallias suddenly announced from beside her. 
 
    Rose jumped as she heard his voice suddenly so close to her. She spun toward him. “Dang it! I told you to stop sneaking up on…” she trailed off as she noticed the stack of snacks that was piled up so high in his arms that she could barely see his face. She blinked and said, “Yes, you definitely found the food.” 
 
    He dropped the snacks into the shopping cart, the drinks and junk food clanging loudly as they scattered the bottom of the cart. “In case you get hungry.” 
 
    She stared blankly at the food. “Yeah, I think that should cover me,” she muttered, “for the rest of my life! Please, tell me you don’t think I eat that much.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I don’t remember how much humans eat.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Audrey is the only human that eats that much.” 
 
    He glanced at the phone in her hand. “Did Erik already hang up?” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Wait. You heard me from the grocery section?” 
 
    “Of course. I told you I would listen for you,” he said. “But if I’d rushed over here, considering how fast I can move, I would’ve risked someone noticing that something was a little different about me. And since Erik is not really a threat, I figured you’d be okay for a few more moments. Besides, I needed more food.” 
 
    She again glanced down at the obscene amount of food. “Of course you did,” she muttered sarcastically. She frowned thoughtfully. “I never said his name. I only said that it was your perverted friend. How did you know that it was Erik?” 
 
    “I only have one perverted friend,” Kallias told her. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Rose muttered, making a dramatic show of wiping her hand across her forehead. Then, remembering his question, she said, “Someone screamed, and then, he said he had to go. He said he’d call back later.” 
 
    Kallias nodded, as if he had expected as much. “Nice bra.” 
 
    She glanced at the bra dangling from her forefinger and blushed. Black and lacy, it wasn’t at all the kind of underwear she usually wore. She shoved it back onto the rack and looked at him. “I was never planning on getting that.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said as he picked up a freezer meal of spaghetti and started reading the back of the box. “It wasn’t even your size. It was too small.” 
 
    “How the heck would you know my size?” she sputtered. 
 
    He continued reading the back of the box. “I don’t. I guessed.” 
 
    She flushed. “Just how much have you been staring at my breasts?” 
 
    He tossed the box back into the cart. “They lied. They said that it’s real Italian, but I know real Italian when I see it. Those aren’t the right ingredients.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “You need to stop staring at my breasts.” 
 
    He smirked. “I’m not. At the moment. Never mind. Now, I am.” 
 
    “You’re as bad as your perverted friend,” she said, crossing her arms. 
 
    Kallias laughed. “You have no idea what you’re saying.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she admitted. “He’s pretty terrible, isn’t he?” 
 
    He leaned on the shopping cart and flashed a playful grin at her. “Well, if he can make an ancient Greek look like a puritan, he’s obviously pretty bad.” 
 
    “He kept calling me babe,” she complained. 
 
    He nodded, an amused smile tugging at his lips. “Interesting.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Why is that interesting?” 
 
    “It means he must have read you as the…uh…innocent type,” he said, smiling at her. “Erik uses different pet names on different kinds of women. Babe is more of a playful name. The names he calls other women are much…dirtier.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose in disgust. “And that works for him?” 
 
    “It does, actually. Very much so,” he said. “Erik takes great pride in his ability to charm his way into women’s pants. He’s even more proud of that than he is of his ability to make vicious vampires cry like babies with one touch.” 
 
    “What?” she sputtered. “He makes them cry?” 
 
    “Erik is an empath,” Kallias explained. 
 
    Rose frowned. “He makes them cry by understanding them?” 
 
    “Empath, in the supernatural sense of the word,” he corrected. “Erik can manipulate emotions the way I can manipulate the mind. He’s very powerful.” 
 
    She blinked in shock. “Oh.” 
 
    Still stunned by the realization that another vampire had a psychic ability that she’d never realized existed, Rose headed toward the next aisle to get some socks. She heard the clicking of the shopping cart as Kallias followed her. “Oh, by the way,” she said, glancing back at him as she walked, “you have an admirer.” 
 
    He frowned. “What?” 
 
    “The woman in the pink sweats,” she provided. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Well, anyway, she was attracted to you, apparently. She thought you were my boyfriend, but don’t worry. I set her straight.” 
 
    “Good. I’d hate to ruin your reputation,” Kallias muttered dryly. 
 
    “She acted like I was a freak of nature or something,” Rose continued explaining. “What? Because I don’t fawn over your appearance like some obsessed lovesick puppy, I must be insane or some mistake of the universe?” 
 
    “Either that, or you’re not human,” he added in the middle of her rant. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “You’re so arrogant. You think everyone wants you.” 
 
    He flashed a smug smile at her. “Everyone does want me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” she countered. 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “Oh? Is that so?” 
 
    A smirk tugged at his lips, and rather than seeming offended, he seemed entertained, as if she’d just challenged him to a game that she could never win. He rounded the shopping cart with that playful, mischievous smile. Rose swallowed uneasily and took a step back. Unfortunately, that step sent her into the shelf behind her, and she squealed and jumped forward as the metal pieces on the shelf stabbed into her back. The jump sent her colliding into him, and his hands found her arms, steadying her before she fell. Blushing at her clumsiness, she looked up at him, and she realized his eyes looked darker than usual. He moved his face down toward hers, his lips not even an inch away from hers. 
 
    Rose realized that she wasn’t breathing anymore. She couldn’t, not with his body and his lips so close to her. Besides, she was afraid that if she decided to breathe, she’d forget to squash that nonsensical voice in her head that was currently nagging her to close the distance between their lips and kiss him already. 
 
    His thumbs traced the chill bumps on her arms. “Are you sure you don’t want me?” he murmured, his breath warming her lips with each word. 
 
    “I need socks,” Rose announced awkwardly. 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, his lips twitching. He took a step back. Then, finally, he started laughing loudly and hysterically, as if he could barely breathe. 
 
    Her face burned with embarrassment as she quickly distanced herself from him. She headed toward the next aisle without another word. She heard the warm, melodic sound of his laughter behind her as he followed her with the shopping cart. She was careful to keep the cart between them as she grabbed a bag of socks from the shelf and tossed it into the cart. She didn’t trust herself anywhere near him, not with that nagging urge to kiss him still fresh on her mind. 
 
    “Socks,” Kallias snorted. “You do know how to hurt a man’s ego, don’t you? In twenty-five hundred years, I have never gotten that reaction before.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not like your ego can’t take a few hits,” she countered, flashing a sarcastic smile at him. “You could deflate your ego to half the size that it is now, and you’d still be a cocky, arrogant, smug, bigheaded jerk.” 
 
    “That was all a little redundant, don’t you think?” he teased. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I wanted to make sure you got the point.” 
 
    Kallias watched her with a smile as she lowered her head and rushed past him, obviously avoiding getting close to him again. He just chuckled and pushed the cart behind her, following her as she led the way to several clothing racks full of pajamas. A cascade of messy auburn hair fell over her shoulder as she read the labels of the pajamas, squinting as if she were having trouble seeing the words. 
 
    “Did the woman say anything else?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Rose glanced up at him. “Why? Are you interested in her?” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side. “Would it bother you if I was?” 
 
    “No,” she scoffed. “Why would it? We’re not together or anything.” 
 
    He smiled as he noticed the hint of nervousness in her voice. “Right.” 
 
    She tossed a pair of pajamas into the cart. “No, she didn’t say anything else. She asked me to introduce you to her, and I tried to…talk or something, and she got angry and stormed off.” She shrugged. “I think I made a friend.” 
 
    He laughed, “Let me guess. You overanalyzed everything she said.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped up, and she pinned him with a murderous glare. “What is that supposed to mean?” she snarled much louder than she’d intended. 
 
    He held his hands up in a show of surrender. “Easy, baby, it was just a guess,” he teased, his voice smooth and honeyed. He grinned. “Don’t kill me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed even more. “Don’t you dare mock me.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly threw his head back as he burst into laughter again, laughing too hard to even conceal his fangs. “You actually scare me a little sometimes. Do you know why? Because you are the only human in this world insane enough to threaten a monster that could rip you apart with his bare hands.” 
 
    Rose bit back a smile. “Yeah, well, you should be scared,” she said, tossing another pair of pajamas in the cart. “I’m…you know…fierce…or something.” 
 
    “Or something,” Kallias repeated with a grin. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I don’t overanalyze what people say,” she said defensively. “I mean, the word overanalyze implies that I focus on details that are not relevant to…” she trailed off as she noticed him watching her with a smug smile and a raised eyebrow. She sighed in defeat. “Okay. Fine. Maybe I do. But I can’t help it. It’s like a nervous tick. Some people twiddle their thumbs. Some people bite their fingernails. I explain and define things,” she admitted sheepishly. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not judging. I’m not good at making friends either.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Yeah, but that’s because you’re a jerk.” 
 
    He chuckled, “True. My social etiquette errors are usually intended.” 
 
    She returned to her search for another pair of pajamas, and as she ran her fingers over one of the pairs of flannel pants, she realized, for the first time, that she was actually having fun. She’d barely stopped laughing the entire night, which was pretty insane, considering there were vicious monsters after her, fully intent on killing her. As much as Kallias frustrated her, she also enjoyed their banter, for some reason, and that realization scared her more than she wanted to admit. She blinked in shock and absently tossed the pajamas in the shopping cart. 
 
    When she finally turned back toward Kallias, her chest tight, she breathed a sigh of relief to find him reading the back of another freezer meal, not paying attention to her. “I…uh…” She cleared her throat. “I need to get shower stuff.” 
 
    “Do people actually eat this stuff?” he asked absently. 
 
    “It’s cheap and convenient,” Rose said. “So, yeah.” 
 
    He grimaced and tossed it back into the cart. “Right. So, toiletry items.” 
 
    She nodded and led the way across the store until they found the aisle with shampoos and conditioners. She scanned the hair products with a frown. 
 
    “We should hurry,” Kallias commented. “I doubt Theron followed us this far, but the longer we stay in one place, the easier it’ll be for him to find you.” 
 
    “Okay, just let me find my shampoo and conditioner and…” she trailed off with a frown as Kallias suddenly chunked two familiar golden bottles in the cart. He walked away again and then returned with a beige bottle of body wash. 
 
    “Shampoo. Conditioner. Body wash,” Kallias listed as he tossed the beige bottle of body wash into the shopping cart, as if what he had done had been completely normal. He looked at her curiously. “What else do you need?” 
 
    Rose pointed at the bottles in the cart, which happened to be the exact types of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash that she used. “Did you read my mind?” 
 
    “I didn’t need to read your mind,” he said. “I just sniffed them out.” 
 
    “You sniffed them out?” she repeated, slowly enunciating each word. 
 
    Kallias looked at her, as if suddenly realizing that what he said might have sounded strange to her. “The scents,” he explained hesitantly. He pointed at the golden bottles. “The scent in your hair is honey. Specifically, it is the exact same honey scent that is in those bottles of shampoo and conditioner.” He pointed at the beige bottle. “And your skin smells of vanilla, just like that vanilla body wash.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “You know my…scent?” 
 
    He looked away. To her surprise, he actually looked embarrassed. “We’ve spent a lot of time together in the past few days. Of course I know your scent.” 
 
    Rose looked down at the bottles and laughed, “Sometimes, you seem almost completely normal, just like a human, and other times, you’re so…odd.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I get that.” 
 
    She laughed, “Please tell me that you can’t do that with the deodorant, too.” 
 
    He shifted nervously. “Um…no?” he lied. 
 
    She crossed her arms, smiling at how comical his embarrassed expression looked. “Are you lying?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. 
 
    Kallias bowed his head shamefully and grabbed the deodorant she usually used. He held it out to her. “This is what you’re wearing right now.” 
 
    Rose started giggling. “You’re like one of those drug dogs!” 
 
    He bristled, his brown eyes suddenly narrowing at her. “I’m far more advanced than a canine. It’s true that I share certain characteristics with canine predators, but I also share characteristics with feline predators and other animals. As a matter of fact, I actually have more in common with humans than canines.” 
 
    She laughed at how defensive he acted. “That’s too bad,” she teased as she pushed the shopping cart past him. “I think I like dogs better than people.” 
 
    His scowl faded, gradually morphing into a grin, as he followed her. 
 
    “Toothpaste?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Crest. Spearmint,” Kallias said easily. “Toothpaste and mouthwash.” 
 
    Her eyes widened a little. “You didn’t even sniff that one out.” 
 
    “I recognized the taste,” he said, suddenly staring intensely at her. 
 
    “The taste?” she repeated with a puzzled frown. 
 
    His eyes darkened and shifted down, toward her lips. “When we kissed.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Oh. Right,” she said nervously. She busied herself with finding her toothbrush and toothpaste. She dropped them in the cart and wiped her sweaty palms across her jeans. She glanced nervously at Kallias, swallowing hard as she saw his dark eyes still watching her. “I…um…think that’s everything.” 
 
    He nodded, but his heated gaze remained on her. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    Kallias may have been the telepath, but this time, it was Rose who knew what he was thinking. She would’ve had to be blind to not know. She saw that familiar flicker of dark lust and hunger flashing in his eyes, and she noticed the way he watched her lips. He was thinking about that kiss, just like she was, except contrary to what he’d said, it didn’t look like he regretted it, and at the moment, she was having trouble remembering why she regretted it, too. She squirmed under his scorching gaze and quickly grabbed the cart and pushed it in the direction of the registers. She felt him following behind her, but he never spoke. 
 
    Both of them remained silent as they waited in line at the cash registers. The cashier, a brunette woman in a white polo shirt and blue vest, openly gawked at Kallias, her big brown eyes wide with shock and awe. They waited for several moments for the woman to begin scanning the items, but she didn’t move. She just stood there, gaping at Kallias, with the pack of Oreos dangling from her hand. 
 
    “Does this happen often?” Rose asked Kallias.  
 
    “We’re in a hurry,” he told the woman, that rudeness back in his voice. 
 
    The woman blinked several times. “Oh. Oh!” she said, seeming to finally realize what she was doing. She glanced sheepishly at the Oreos, and her cheeks reddened with embarrassment. She fumbled with the pack until she managed to scan it, avoiding their gazes the entire time. “I guess I forgot where I was for a moment,” she lied nervously as she quickly scanned the other items. 
 
    Rose frowned as she considered the woman’s reaction to Kallias. She was beginning to understand what Kallias had meant. Every human that looked at him seemed transfixed by him, except for her. Sure, even Rose noticed that he was attractive, but he didn’t affect her like that. No one affected her that strongly, not Kallias, Theron, or Sofia. She wondered what was so different about her. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Kallias snapped impatiently. 
 
    His voice tore her from her thoughts, and she suddenly realized that the bags were in the cart already. She glanced at Kallias, meeting his glare with her own. “Yes, sir,” she snarled with a sarcastic salute. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that the cashier gaped at her, as if she thought Rose was out of her mind, but Kallias just chuckled at her snarky response. Rose pushed the shopping cart out of the aisle and headed toward the exit. She felt Kallias behind her, and she heard his heavy footsteps as he followed closely behind her.  
 
    As they stepped out into the parking lot, the cool air enveloped them, cooling Rose’s skin. She suddenly realized how stuffy it’d felt in that store. Only a few cars scattered the parking lot. The moon provided most of the light. She noticed Kallias relax, relieved by the darkness after being in such a bright building. 
 
    They were almost to the car when Kallias abruptly placed his arm in front of her, stopping her in her tracks. She frowned at him, her brows creasing with worry as she noticed the difference in his countenance. Like an animal, he seemed on edge, his body rigid and straight, causing him to look even taller than he already did. His stance seemed defensive and protective, more intimidating than usual. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Rose asked nervously. 
 
    His brown eyes scanned the parking lot, searching for something out of place. He sucked in a deep breath, inhaling deeply, and then, his eyes fluttered closed as he studied the scents and listened closely to the sounds around them. “Nothing,” he said finally, opening his eyes. He seemed surprised by his own answer. “I could have sworn I smelled a vampire, but then, there was nothing.” 
 
    Kallias dropped his arm, allowing her to start walking again. He walked next to her, in step with her, as if he were afraid that putting too much distance between them might result in her death. He’d yet to relax even the least little bit. 
 
    “Do you think Theron might have followed us this far?” Rose asked. 
 
    His eyes continued to scan the parking lot around them. “I highly doubt it,” he answered without looking at her. “I’m sure Theron is still in Florida.” 
 
    She slowed as they neared his car. “Then, why do you seem so worried?” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” he stated. When she gave him a skeptical look, he sighed, “I’m not. But no vampire is good news, Rose…especially not for you.” 
 
    He’d said that last part under his breath, but Rose had still heard him. She scowled suspiciously at him. “Especially not for me? What does that mean?” 
 
    His eyes darted toward her briefly. “Nothing,” he answered, a strange edge to his voice. They stopped next to his sleek, black car. “It means nothing.” 
 
    Rose continued to stare suspiciously at him as he pulled the keys from his pocket and unlocked the car doors. She stayed near the shopping cart as he rounded the car and lifted up the trunk. “It must mean something,” she argued. 
 
    His eyes darted toward her again as he returned to the cart and grabbed nearly half of the shopping bags with just one hand. He tossed the bags into the trunk and returned to the cart for more bags. Before he could grab the rest of them, Rose snatched up all that she could and added them to the trunk as well. 
 
    “What is it that you don’t want me to know?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias slammed the trunk of the car closed. “Nothing.” 
 
    Just as she expected him to get back inside the car, he suddenly jerked his torn T-shirt over his head. She sputtered and glanced around at the empty parking lot as she tried to figure out why he’d suddenly decided to be half-naked. 
 
    “Uh,” she stammered. “Is this really the place for this?” 
 
    He opened the back car door and tossed the torn T-shirt inside. “I got a few weird looks in the store. I need to change,” he said as he sifted through a duffel bag and pulled out another black T-shirt. He tugged the shirt over his head. 
 
    “I thought the weird looks were about the vampire thing,” she said. 
 
    “That’s a different kind of look,” he said as he pulled his shirt down. 
 
    Her frown deepened as he pressed the button to lock the doors. The car beeped twice. “Wait, we’re not getting in the car? Where are we going?” 
 
    He motioned for her to follow him. “We need to eat.” 
 
    Rose froze mid-step, her skin suddenly paling. “We?” 
 
    Kallias turned to frown at her and then rolled his eyes as he understood why she suddenly looked so worried. “Oh, for goodness sakes, Rose, I am not going to bite you,” he assured her, “no matter how much I want to.” 
 
    “Oh,” she laughed. She frowned again. “Wait. What was that last part?” 
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    “I should have grabbed a pair of clothes to change into once we get inside the restaurant,” Rose sighed, grimacing at her torn jeans and the leather jacket that covered her from her neck to her thighs. “I feel gross walking around in these torn, bloody clothes. Besides, I’m sure you probably want your jacket back.” 
 
    The parking lot of the Wal-Mart they’d just left extended to the end of the street, conjoined with the long, empty parking lot of a strip mall that consisted mostly of dark, empty stores that had probably closed hours ago. But near the end of that strip mall, a well-lit, twenty-four-hour diner set alone, casting light out onto the black asphalt. Rose assumed that they were headed to the diner. 
 
    “I don’t need it,” he said easily. “Besides, the jacket looks good on you.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock at the unexpected compliment. He’d said it so nonchalantly that she wondered if she’d just imagined it. “I doubt that.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. “It does. It looks natural on you.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, her eyebrows lifting as she realized that he really had complimented her. She wondered if he’d been possessed by some kind of nice demon. “I guess I missed my calling then,” she muttered. “All of this time, destiny has been calling to me, telling me that I was meant to be a biker or a dangerous, leather-clad vampire, and I was like, ‘You said nerd, right?’ Close enough.” 
 
    Kallias laughed. “Well, we could fix that, you know.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her bright blue eyes widening in shock. “Uh,” she stammered worriedly. “Fix which part, exactly? The vampire part or the…” 
 
    He scowled at her. “The motorcycle part, obviously.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she complained, grimacing. “You have a motorcycle?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groaned, “you’re just so stereotypical.” 
 
    They slowed as they reached the entrance of the diner. The restaurant seemed small, almost as small as the café where Rose worked. A white sign with the words Open 24 Hours printed across the center hung inside the glass door.  
 
    Kallias pulled open the glass door. “How am I stereotypical?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’re clearly an adrenaline junkie,” she said, rolling her eyes. “The fighting. The weapons. The ridiculous daredevil stunt you pulled with the car. The leather. And now, I find out that you even have a motorcycle.” 
 
    He frowned. “I’m not sure any of those things are actually related.” 
 
    “You ran over someone and jumped a barricade onto the Interstate. Normal people are terrified by things like that. You were laughing,” she pointed out. 
 
    “It was just innocent fun,” he said defensively. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Innocent?! Innocent?!” 
 
    “You’re overreacting,” he said. “You didn’t die.” 
 
    “Yeah. I should wait until after I’m dead to freak out,” she muttered. 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “Sounds like a good plan to me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. Remembering that he still held the door open, she stepped inside. Several groups of people scattered the restaurant, filling the booths and tables. Some appeared to be college students, dressed in collegiate hoodies and jackets, equipped with their textbooks and notebooks for a late night of studying, while a few others looked to be night shift workers, dressed in work uniforms and wearing the tired expressions of people on a brief break from a long, late shift. The diner seemed too small and too understaffed to accommodate so many customers. Rose heard the door close behind them and felt the all-too-noticeable heat that seemed to radiate from Kallias’s body as he neared her. 
 
    “Just so you know,” she added, “I will never ride a motorcycle with you.” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “Why? Are you afraid?” he taunted. 
 
    “No,” she scoffed. “I’m just smart. Do you know how much higher the likelihood of death in a motorcycle wreck is compared to a car wreck?” 
 
    “Do you just sit around and memorize statistics all day?” he asked. 
 
    “I do a lot of things during the day,” she said defensively. 
 
    He nodded, a smile tugging at the edges of his lips. As they stood near the hostess stand, waiting for someone to seat them, Rose felt him lean closer to her, until his mouth was almost at her ear. “I think you’re just scared,” he teased. 
 
    Rose made a frustrated noise in her throat that sounded somewhere between a gravelly growl and a mousy squeal. She stepped closer to him, obliterating the tiny bit of space that had separated them. She raised herself on her toes and, poking his chest with her finger, hissed, “Besides, if you think I would ever climb on the back of a motorcycle, wrap my arms around you, all close to you and clinging to you and all that, then you, sir, are severely mistaken.” 
 
    He glanced down at her finger pointing so threateningly at his chest, his lips curving tightly as he fought the urge to burst into laughter. He leaned over so that his deep, melodic voice poured seductively into her ear as he said, “I seem to remember that you have already been that close to me, clinging to me and all that.” 
 
    Rose shuddered. She wasn’t sure whether it was the way his breath warmed her ear or the memory of that intense kiss, but whatever it was left her breathless and overheated. She took a step back and turned back toward the hostess stand, avoiding his gaze. She watched as a young woman, dressed in a black polo shirt and black pants with shoulder-length purple hair falling around her shoulders, glanced up, noticed them standing there, and hurried toward them. 
 
    She could still feel his eyes on her. “You know, for someone who says that kiss didn’t mean anything, you sure do mention it a lot,” she said without looking at him, her breathing still a little unsteady. “I had practically forgotten it.” 
 
    “Liar,” Kallias said. 
 
    The hostess stopped in front of them and flashed a bright smile. She glanced back and forth between Kallias and Rose, and her round green eyes sparkled with excitement. “Oh, yay, a couple! I love couples!” she chimed in a sing-songy voice, gazing at them with the doe eyes of a hopeless romantic. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Oh, no, we’re not…” 
 
    “Just two?” the hostess asked, not hearing Rose’s attempt to correct her. 
 
    “Yes,” Kallias answered. 
 
    The hostess gathered two menus into her arms. “Table or booth?” 
 
    Kallias looked at Rose expectantly, waiting for her to answer. 
 
    Rose felt his eyes on her, and she scowled at him. “What? I don’t care.” 
 
    “Booths are more romantic,” the hostess sang. 
 
    “Table,” Kallias and Rose both responded in unison. 
 
    The hostess blinked in surprise, her smile fading. She’d obviously been expecting the opposite answer. “Oh. Umm…okay. Sure. Follow me.” 
 
    Kallias and Rose followed the purple-haired hostess to a table near the center of the dining room, just feet away from the kitchen. As they walked, the hostess cast several shy, curious glances at Rose. The table seemed safe enough from the dreaded romance, certainly not as dark and secluded as the booths. Kallias took a seat on one side of the table, and Rose took a seat on the other side. The hostess set their menus on the table, and as Rose busied herself with looking through it, the hostess cast another curious glance at her. Kallias snorted. 
 
    “I like your jacket,” the hostess told Rose. 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose said, a surprised smile curving at her lips. “But it’s his.” 
 
    The hostess turned her curious gaze toward Kallias for a moment, her brows furrowing as she tried to figure out the relationship between Kallias and Rose. She smiled at Rose again. “If you need me for anything, just ask for Starr. Your waitress will be Leslie. She’ll be out here soon. I hope you enjoy your food.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Thank you, Starr.” 
 
    The woman nodded and walked away, returning to her podium. 
 
    Rose glanced back at Kallias. He’d already begun scanning the menu. “Wow. I think that’s the first woman that didn’t stare at you like you were a god.” 
 
    “Probably because she was busy staring at you,” he muttered. 
 
    She frowned. “What?” she sputtered. She glanced back toward the door where the hostess stood at her podium, and sure enough, she found the sweet, purple-haired girl staring at her. The hostess blushed and looked away. 
 
    “You didn’t notice?” Kallias asked as he flipped through the menu. 
 
    “No,” she said, frowning. “She must think I’m weird or something.” 
 
    “Or,” Kallias offered, “maybe she just thinks you’re attractive.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “What?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She likes women.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she said. “Did you see that in her mind or something?” 
 
    He nodded and turned to the steak section of the menu. “She likes you.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Rose scoffed. 
 
    He looked up at her, rolling his eyes as he noticed her staring at the hostess. “You know, instead of staring at her like an idiot, you could just go talk to her,” he suggested with a playful grin. “Tell her you want that booth, after all.” 
 
    “What?” she said, turning her gaze back toward him. “No.” 
 
    He chuckled and returned to reading his menu. 
 
    A waitress appeared at their table, her brown eyes on the floor as she pulled her notepad and pen from her apron. She wore the same black polo and black slacks that the hostess wore, and her brown hair was sleeked back in a high pony tail. “Hi, my name is Leslie, and I will be your waitress tonight,” she recited distractedly. “Can I… Oh, my goodness.” Her question ended in a gasp as she suddenly looked up at Kallias, her brown eyes widening in stunned awe. 
 
    Rose frowned and looked up to find the woman gaping at Kallias. 
 
    Kallias continued to read his menu. “I want Coke, and she wants coffee,” he answered, not waiting for the waitress to complete the question. 
 
    “Oh. Uh…okay,” the waitress stammered, her cheeks reddening in embarrassment as she quickly shifted her gaze to the notepad. She scrawled their order on the notepad and slid it into her pocket. “I’ll be right back with that.” 
 
    “You ordered for me,” Rose complained. 
 
    He shrugged, still not looking at her. “You wanted coffee.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” she argued stubbornly. 
 
    “I do know that, actually,” he said, pointing to his head. 
 
    Rose flushed. “Oh, right. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.” 
 
    “I thought humans drank coffee in the mornings,” Kallias commented. 
 
    She bristled. “Coffee isn’t restricted to a time of day.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted at her seriousness. “I guess I was mistaken then.” 
 
    “I guess you were,” she agreed, flipping open her menu. 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re testy about your coffee, aren’t you?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Coffee is awesome,” she stated. When he continued to stare at her with that amused half-smirk, she added, “It’s better than blood.” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow, still smiling. “Not better than your blood.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “W-what?” she sputtered. 
 
    Rose nearly jumped out of her seat when the waitress suddenly set the cup of coffee in front of her and set the glass of cola in front of Kallias. 
 
    “Are you ready to order your food?” Leslie asked. She smiled brightly at Kallias as she pulled out her notepad. “I can give you more time, if you want.” 
 
    “I want the steak,” Kallias said, staring at the menu. “The biggest one.” 
 
    She jotted something in her notepad. “How do you want it cooked?” 
 
    “Rare, probably,” Rose joked. “As rare as it gets. Still full of blood.” 
 
    Kallias looked up from his menu, narrowing his eyes at her. 
 
    Rose ignored the murderous glare he gave her and continued, “As a matter of fact, he’d probably like it best if you just brought him the cow’s artery.” 
 
    The waitress grimaced, obviously appalled by Rose’s attempt at humor. 
 
    Kallias, on the other hand, pressed his lips tightly together, suppressing a smile. “Medium rare will be fine,” he told the waitress, still glaring at Rose.  
 
    Rose just smiled cutely at him. 
 
    Leslie looked at Rose with obvious distaste. “And you?” 
 
    Rose glanced at the menu wistfully, but then sighed, “Salad.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his brows furrowing. “No. That’s not what you want,” he said in a confused tone, regaining their attention. He looked up at the waitress. “She doesn’t want salad. She wants the grilled fish with macaroni.” 
 
    Leslie nodded, as if Rose’s answer didn’t matter. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “What the heck was that?” 
 
    He still seemed confused. “You didn’t want the salad.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he argued, pointing again to his head for emphasis. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. I get it. You’re telepathic,” she sassed. “That doesn’t mean I need you to order for me. I had a reason for ordering the salad.” 
 
    “You’re on a diet,” he said, reading her mind. “Why are you on a diet?” 
 
    She frowned. “Can’t you tell?” she asked, gesturing to her body. 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “Can’t I tell what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I need to lose weight.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “For what?” 
 
    She didn’t understand what was so complicated about it. “To be thin.” 
 
    “You’re not fat, Rose. You have breasts and an ass. There’s a difference,” he said bluntly. Then, under his breath, he added, “Very nice breasts and ass.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at that last part. “Kallias!” she exclaimed. 
 
    He smiled innocently. “Sorry. Did I say that out loud?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you did.”  
 
    “You humans today are so insecure,” he grumbled. “When I was human, women didn’t worry so much about their looks. They knew they were beautiful.” 
 
    “In the good ole’ days?” she teased. “You sound like an old man.” 
 
    Kallias laughed, “Shut up.” 
 
    Rose reached for her coffee cup, but she gasped in surprise as Kallias caught her wrist in his hand before she could wrap her hand around the cup. He leaned forward in his chair, pulling her wrist closer to himself so that he could see it. He pushed the sleeves of the black leather jacket up to her forearm. His eyebrows drew together as he traced the bluish, reddish ring around her wrist. 
 
    “Did I do this?” he said quietly, his voice tight with worry. 
 
    Rose tried to pull her hand back, but his grip was unrelenting. She glanced at him, her eyes softening as she saw the guilt in his eyes. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Theron grabbed my wrists many times, even harder than you did. And that other vampire grabbed them as well. It could’ve been anyone.” 
 
    He looked back down at her wrist, tracing the sensitive skin with his thumb. “Which means it could have been me. I said I’d protect you, but I hurt you.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and jerked her wrist back. He abruptly let it go, afraid that if he didn’t, it might worsen the bruise. “Stop beating up yourself about it. You did not hurt me,” she snarled. “And even if you did, it was only an accident. You were asleep. I’m not going to blame you for something you couldn’t help.” 
 
    He looked away. “You shouldn’t trust me.” 
 
    “You only say that because you don’t trust yourself,” Rose blurted. 
 
    Kallias looked back at her, his wide, brown eyes unreadable. 
 
    Unable to make eye contact with him after what she’d just said, Rose reached out and grabbed her coffee. She watched the thin black liquid as she stirred in the cream and sugar, but even without looking, she could feel his eyes on her. She hadn’t meant to say what she said, but it was the truth. She knew it. 
 
    She sipped her coffee, listening to silverware clanging against plates and the voices of the people around them, the ambient noises blending into one another. The hot coffee soothed her, and she relaxed, slouching in her chair. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Kallias asked after a few moments. 
 
    Rose looked up from her coffee, suddenly noticing how the amber glow of the candle in the center of the table complimented his golden skin. She cleared her throat as she tried to remember his question. “What? Yeah. Fine. I’m fine.” 
 
    His lips curved into a knowing smile at her nervous stammering, but he didn’t comment on it. “Your back, your legs, your head—it all feels fine?” 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, Rose realized that she did feel pretty sore, but after being thrown around by Theron several nights in a row, she’d grown used to the soreness. She set the cup of coffee on the table. “Yeah, I feel fine.” 
 
    He nodded, clearing his throat. “Good,” he said, falling silent again. 
 
    Everything suddenly felt awkward, and Rose felt the need to break the silence. “I hate not having my money with me. I never let people pay for my food.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You must be a terrible date.” 
 
    She’d intended to glare at him, but somehow she wound up laughing instead. “Yeah, I probably am, if my track record of second dates is any indication. But come on! It’s not like you would be any better! Let’s face it: you’re not exactly the respectful-old-fashioned-gentleman-that-opens-the-door-for-women type.” 
 
    “Old-fashioned?” he scoffed. “You forget that chivalry is brand new in my timeline. I was over a thousand years old before chivalry was thought up.” 
 
    “I see your point,” she said. “But you did live during the Middle Ages.” 
 
    “In the Middle Ages, I was killing vampires, not courting ladies,” he said. 
 
    She scowled at him. “You expect me to believe that you don’t date?”  
 
    “Why would I? It’s a ridiculous activity,” he scoffed. “Your modern dating customs are derived from the courting customs of the Middle Ages. The only difference is that your rules are modernized and lax in comparison. And courting was just a game of seduction, or rather…a drama in which each person had a part to play. The man played the part of the polite, chivalrous knight who rides in on his horse to save the damsel in distress, and the woman played the part of the pitiful little damsel in distress. But those are just the parts they were expected to play. It was not who they were. It was a game. Glorified dishonesty.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “And you think that dating is the same?” 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly similar,” he said. When he noticed her skeptical expression, he pulled his chair closer to hers, so close that his shoulders and thighs brushed against hers. “Here. I will prove it to you. Turn around.” 
 
    She frowned at the strange demand. “Huh?” 
 
    He gestured lazily toward the couple behind them. “Look at that couple.” 
 
    Rose turned in her chair, glancing at a couple in a booth behind them. A tall, curvy woman with her blonde hair pulled back in a sophisticated bun sat across from a stalky man with coarse, black hair. The woman looked overdressed in the little diner, wearing black slacks that clung to her figure and a wispy, white blouse. The man looked less out of place with his old, ripped jeans, but his white button-down shirt constricted his neck so much that Rose worried he might suffocate. The two chattered about something, leaving their burgers untouched. 
 
    “This is their first date. They met through a dating service,” Kallias explained, his voice in her ear. “First lie: The man told the woman that he is good at his desk job, so good, in fact, that they’re looking to promote him, but that’s not true. In reality, he is lazy at his job, so lazy, in fact, that his supervisor threatened to fire him this evening. Second lie: The woman told him that she’s waiting for marriage to have sex, but that’s not true either. As a matter of fact, she had sex with her landlord in her apartment an hour ago. I’m not sure how she plans to hide the fact that she’s not a virgin since she’s planning to have sex with this guy in a few hours as well. The truth is she’s addicted to sex. She lies because she’s ashamed of her addiction. You can’t really blame her, though. Her uncle molested her when she was a child, and now, she feels like she has to have sex with people in order to earn love. Third lie: The man said he’s looking for a relationship, but he’s not. He’ll break up with her after she has sex with him.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” Rose gasped. 
 
    “Which part?” Kallias asked. “The truth or their dishonesty?” 
 
    She considered that for a moment. “Both. But mostly, the dishonesty.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. He took a sip of his drink. 
 
    “It must suck for you,” she commented. 
 
    He looked at her curiously. The glass clanged on the tabletop as he set it down. “What? Knowing all this random shit about people I don’t know?” 
 
    Rose watched him for a moment. “No. Knowing that everyone lies.” 
 
    His impassive expression faltered for a moment, and she noticed that sadness again, softening his eyes. He shrugged. “It’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    “Ignorance?” she assumed. 
 
    “No. Trust,” he said. “It’s better to know everyone lies than to trust and have your heart shredded into billions of pieces when you finally learn the truth.” 
 
    “Congratulations on that vivid imagery there,” she muttered. 
 
    Two plates clanged on the table as a man in a long white apron suddenly set them on the table in front of them. He smiled at Rose as she looked up at him, and he nodded toward the plate of grilled fish. “That’s my favorite. It’s really good.” 
 
    Rose returned the smile. She had to admit that it really did look delicious. 
 
    The man turned to head back to the kitchen, but before he reached the door, their purple-haired hostess pranced over to him. “You need to get back to the kitchen before you scare away the customers,” she teased, smiling playfully. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Who died and made you the boss?” 
 
    She smiled sweetly. “This is my domain. Yours is in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Go bother someone else, Starr,” he said, but he smiled as he said it. He brushed the purple hair out of her face and planted a chaste kiss on her forehead. 
 
    The hostess turned and smiled at Kallias and Rose. “Need anything?” 
 
    Kallias paid her no attention because he was already busy eating his steak. 
 
    Rose scowled at his rudeness. She smiled at Starr. “We’re fine. Thanks.” 
 
    The hostess blushed and nodded, quickly returning to her podium. 
 
    “You shouldn’t smile at her like that,” Kallias said as he cut up his steak. “She thinks you’re flirting with her.” He glanced up from his food and flashed a wry grin at her as he added, “I mean, that is, unless you are flirting with her.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “I wasn’t flirting. I was being polite. But then, how could I expect you to recognize politeness? You’ve probably never been polite.” 
 
    He chuckled as he took a sip of his drink. “Probably not.” 
 
    She watched as he chewed a bite of the steak. “You’re eating.” 
 
    Kallias swallowed his food and raised an eyebrow at her. “It is so impressive to see your genius mind in action,” he muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “No. I mean, you’re eating human food,” she said. She leaned forward and whispered, “I just assumed that vampires couldn’t eat human food.” 
 
    His lips curved into a full smile as he cut another piece of steak. “I ate a very large plate of food in your café the night that we met. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Believe it or not, I wasn’t staring at you all night like a lovesick puppy,” she sassed. “I didn’t know whether you ate your food or not.” 
 
    “Lovesick puppy?” he repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “It’s an expression,” she said. “You know…puppy love? Infatuation?” 
 
    Kallias nodded as he cut up another bite of his steak. “It is hard to keep up with the modern idioms sometimes,” he said defensively. “To answer your question, yes, I can eat food. But…unfortunately, it does nothing for the hunger.” 
 
    She frowned. “Then, what’s the point of eating it?” 
 
    When he looked at her, his eyes were dark with hunger. “The point is that, for just a moment, I’m distracted from the urge to rip the throats out of every person in this room. I’d say that’s a good enough reason, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Rose swallowed nervously. “Yeah. Great reason.” 
 
    He returned to eating his food. “The metabolism of a vampire is astronomically fast,” he continued explaining, still speaking too quietly for the other people in the restaurant to hear. “So, when we eat or drink anything other than blood, it’s burned away too quickly for it to make a difference. Blood is the only thing that our bodies hold on to long enough to extract nourishment.” 
 
    “Does food taste the same to a vampire?” she asked curiously. 
 
    He frowned, considering that. “My senses are far more advanced than yours, so no, I suppose it doesn’t. I can taste everything, every individual flavor.” 
 
    “Does that make it taste better or worse?” she asked. 
 
    “Both, I suppose,” he said. “It’s better because I can appreciate the flavors more than a human can. It’s worse because the only thing I want is blood.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “But does it…” 
 
    “I refuse to answer any more questions until you eat,” he interrupted. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe I don’t want to eat.” 
 
    “Of course. That explains why your stomach is growling,” he said sarcastically. He smiled. “Your food will get cold, koukla. You need to eat.” 
 
    She blushed, both at the fact that he’d heard her stomach growl and at the not-so-innocent way her body responded to him purring that Greek pet name. 
 
    She grabbed her fork and cut into the grilled flounder, mentally chanting to herself over and over, “You do not find his voice sexy. You do not find his voice sexy.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her, doing his best to suppress his laughter as he heard her thoughts. She never noticed him smirking at her, though, because, at that very moment, she took a bite of the best flounder on the entire planet. She moaned at the taste and quickly cut up another bite of the buttery fish. 
 
    Kallias choked on his drink. He stared at her as she closed her eyes and chewed another bite, again moaning softly. “I take it you like it?” he snorted. 
 
    “Mmmm-hmmm,” she murmured. “What is this sauce? It’s so buttery and…” she trailed off. She opened her eyes and looked at him, suddenly realizing that he was staring at her, grinning at her, really, and amended, “I mean, it’s okay.” 
 
    He smirked, clearly gloating. “More okay than the salad would’ve been?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Fine! Yes! It’s freaking amazing,” she admitted. “Thank you for being a total jerk and changing my order without my permission.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, ignoring her glare. 
 
    She took another bite. “The sauce on this fish is so delicious.” 
 
    They had been eating in silence for several minutes when Kallias suddenly dropped his fork, the loud clang of the silverware against the plate causing Rose to look over at him. He straightened in his seat, and his eyes darted toward the window of the diner. He inhaled deeply, breathing in the scents of the diner and the outside parking lot, a worried scowl twisting at his face. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Rose asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah. Fine,” he grunted, still watching the window anxiously. 
 
    She continued to watch him with a skeptical frown. “Because you got all straighter and taller in your seat, and that’s saying something because you were already pretty tall,” she added. “Kallias, what is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Do you remember how I said that I thought I noticed the scent of a vampire?” he asked. “Well, I may have dismissed that a little too soon.” 
 
    Rose leaned forward, toward him. “As an animalistic creature, don’t you think it would be wise to rely on your instincts, instead of dismissing them?” 
 
    He glared at her. “Yes, Rose. Thank you. That is very helpful right now.” 
 
    Rose flashed him a fake smile. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    His brown eyes darted toward the door again. “We need to go. Now.” 
 
    “What? We haven’t even paid yet,” she reminded him. 
 
    Kallias pushed back his chair, preparing to stand. “Now, Rose.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “That is stealing, and I don’t steal.” 
 
    He glared at her, his eyes wide with disbelief. “You have really fucked up priorities! You know that, right?” he snarled in a furious whisper. 
 
    “Whoa. What’s with the F-bomb all of the sudden?” Rose complained. 
 
    His eyes darted toward the door, widening in alarm. “Shit.” 
 
    “It’s been said that people who use excessive profanity are filling in the gaps of their lackluster vocabulary,” she said. “Maybe you should try reading…” 
 
    “Rose!” he interrupted. “We have bigger problems here!” 
 
    As if to prove his point, a cool rush of air suddenly invaded the diner as someone opened the door. Kallias looked toward the door, his eyes narrowing at the people who entered. Rose followed his gaze. In the doorway, two men stood, one half a foot taller than the other. The taller man seemed young, just out of high school. A blue ball cap covered his shaggy brown hair, and he wore faded jeans and a blue T-shirt that matched his hat. The shorter man looked to be in his mid-twenties. His pressed navy blue shirt, slacks, and neatly combed black hair set him in stark contrast with the younger man. Both of them, however, looked unnaturally attractive. The two men laughed obnoxiously and made rude, inappropriate comments to a young, blonde woman sitting in a booth near the door. The woman smiled shyly at them, conflicted between being offended at their crudeness or flattered that these attractive men were interested in her. 
 
    “They seem drunk,” Rose noticed, scowling at their obnoxious behavior. 
 
    “Not drunk. Intoxicated,” Kallias corrected quietly, “on blood.” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. Both of the men were vampires. One was bad enough. Two were a nightmare. “Intoxicated on blood?” she repeated, confused. 
 
    “Shhh!” he hissed, his eyes narrowing. He leaned closer to her so that he could whisper in her ear, “It means they’ve consumed too much blood, and it has dulled their senses, which is lucky for us, considering you are talking so fucking loud!” 
 
    She jerked back abruptly when he shocked her by suddenly snarling that last part. She glared at him. “I wasn’t that loud. And don’t talk to me that way.” 
 
    He glared back at her. “I don’t think you understand how bad this is.” 
 
    “Two vampires attacked us earlier,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, but that was in a secluded alley, not in a crowded restaurant,” Kallias reminded her, watching the vampires warily as they turned their attention to the hostess. He sighed, “I also took on each of them separately.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “So you’re worried about people seeing?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Of course I’m worried about people seeing. Humans cannot find out about vampires. I don’t know how to make that any clearer.” 
 
    “I get it,” she said between clenched teeth. “I’m just thinking.” 
 
    He sighed, “The people in this restaurant could die, if I fight them here.” 
 
    “Okay, so, you obviously can’t fight them here,” she agreed, watching as the hostess spoke to the vampires. “Would they follow us if we left now?” 
 
    Kallias studied them for a moment. “No. They’re not here for you.” 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “Then why are they here?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples wearily. “For blood.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in horror. “They are going to kill someone here?” 
 
    “Not someone,” he said as he listened to their thoughts. “Everyone.” 
 
    Rose gaped at him. “What?” she gasped. 
 
    “This happens sometimes when vampires consume too much blood, especially if any of the humans they fed from were drunk or high,” he sighed. “The last thing in this world that you want to happen is for a powerful monster with bloodlust and an insatiable hunger to have lowered inhibitions. They start to feed on and kill every human they can just because they want to, and the hunger never fades. So, they never stop. Not until sunrise forces them to stop. By then, they’ve killed countless humans. Intoxicated vampires are very bad news.” 
 
    Her throat suddenly felt tight. “So they came here to kill everyone?” 
 
    He looked at her, his eyes softening. “You leave. I will deal with them.” 
 
    “Leave? What am I supposed to do? Just walk out the door?” she scoffed. 
 
    “Once you get outside, run straight to the car and wait for me,” he said. 
 
    She jumped when she felt his hand on her thigh. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He paused in the middle of his instructions, his lips twitching into a smirk as he realized what she’d assumed. “Relax, moro mou. I wouldn’t touch you there in the middle of a restaurant,” he said playfully, his voice in her ear. 
 
    She blushed again at the way his accented voice half-purred-half-growled the Greek pet name. She was sure now that he was doing this on purpose. He knew that it affected her. She grabbed his hand, understanding as she felt the car keys in his palm. But then, as she realized what he’d said, she glared at him. “No. No. No. The correct way to say that is: I wouldn’t touch you there at all.” 
 
    His eyes glittered mischievously. “Of course. That’s what I meant to say.” 
 
    Rose continued to glare at him. “There’s no way I am leaving you here.” 
 
    His gaze hardened again. “Yes, you are. If they realize what you are…” 
 
    “What I am?” she repeated suspiciously. “A geeky college student?” 
 
    He froze, his eyes suddenly guarded. “A human that Theron wants.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She knew there was more to it than that. He knew something, or believed something, about her that he refused to tell her. But she didn’t have time to press the issue. “How exactly do you expect me to leave?” 
 
    “Go to the bathroom, and crawl through the window,” he explained. 
 
    “Oh. So, you want me to pull the oh-crap-I’m-not-doing-well-on-this-date-and-I’m-too-awkward-to-explain-so-I’ll-just-crawl-out-the-bathroom-window move,” Rose said, cramming almost every word into one breath. 
 
    He frowned at her for a moment as he processed the long name she’d given it. His lips twitched as he suppressed a laugh. “You’ve done that?” 
 
    She flushed, heat creeping up her neck. “Only a few times.” 
 
    He chuckled, “Right. Well, then, it shouldn’t be too difficult for you.” 
 
    Rose inhaled sharply, far too aware that his hand was still on her thigh, his finger tracing lazy circles over her jeans. She grasped his hand to stop him, ignoring the smirk that curved at his lips in response. “I’m still not leaving you.” 
 
    Kallias pulled away from her, his eyes darkening angrily. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You can stop telling me what to do because you already know I’m not going to listen. Okay, so, you said people might die, right?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Yes. I doubt I’ll be able to save everyone.” 
 
    “Then, the first thing we need to do is evacuate the restaurant,” she said. 
 
    His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Well, yes. Is that possible?” 
 
    She glanced at the vampires again, watching as they continued to act obnoxiously, now harassing the hostess. Unlike the other women, the hostess seemed frustrated with their behavior, rather than being irrationally attracted to them like the other women. Starr said something to them, gesturing toward the tables and booths, and the shorter one grasped her arm and stroked it seductively. She pulled away from him. “You said she’s a lesbian, right?” Rose asked him. 
 
    Kallias followed her gaze toward the hostess. “Yes. That’s why she’s not falling for their allure like the other human women,” he confirmed. “Why?” 
 
    She turned toward him. “If she’s homosexual, then who is the cook?” 
 
    He frowned, confused. “The cook? What cook?” 
 
    “The one that brought us our food earlier,” she explained. “He was affectionate toward her, and she seemed comfortable with it. But since she’s a lesbian, he can’t be a boyfriend. So, who is he? You can read his mind, can’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged regretfully. “It doesn’t work that way. I need to be fairly close to hear someone’s thoughts, at least in the same room, and I can’t just…” He froze, as if he’d suddenly thought of something. He sniffed, once, then twice, and then he looked back at her. “His blood smells similar to hers. He’s most likely a family member, and if I had to guess, I would say he is probably her brother.” 
 
    Rose smiled. She pushed back her chair and stood. “I know what to do.” 
 
    He frowned worriedly. “What? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I am going to the bathroom,” she announced. 
 
    Kallias continued to frown because, after she said that, she turned and marched straight into…not the bathroom, but the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Peter stopped slicing about midway through the tomato, looking up as the steel kitchen doors slowly opened. He frowned, his knife still frozen above the tomato as he stared at the strange woman standing in his kitchen. Her dusty, dirt-stained jeans hung loosely on her hips as if nothing really held them there, and a black, leather jacket draped over her body, hanging to the middle of her thighs. Her fiery auburn hair hung past her breasts and looked tangled and messy. 
 
    “I know you. I just brought you food,” he said. “You’re a customer.” 
 
    She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room. “Yep.” 
 
    He frowned at the young woman. She seemed to be looking past him, studying the wall. “This is the kitchen. You’re not supposed to be in here.” 
 
    Rose finally looked at him, smiling as she noticed the obvious similarities between him and the hostess. He had the same big, green eyes and the same bright smile. The only noticeable difference between him and his sister was the hair. His was short and black while hers was long and dyed bright purple. 
 
    She shrugged apologetically. “I was just looking for the bathroom.” 
 
    He stared at her blankly. “In the kitchen?” 
 
    “Right. What was I thinking? They don’t put toilets in the kitchen. That would be weird…and gross…and unsanitary,” she rambled, shifting anxiously. 
 
    Peter continued to scowl at her, seriously doubting her mental state. “If you were looking for the bathroom, why didn’t you just ask Leslie or Stephanie?” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Stephanie?” 
 
    “Sorry, I mean Starr,” he said. “She goes by Starr with everyone else.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Oh. Starr. The hostess that seated us?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why didn’t you ask her?” Peter asked suspiciously. 
 
    Rose mentally chided her racing heart, reminding herself that she shouldn’t be nervous. True, she was a terrible liar and had never successfully deceived anyone, but technically, she would not be lying this time. “Uh…well, I would have. It’s just that I didn’t see the waitress, and I didn’t want to bother Starr,” she explained. “She already had her hands full with those guys.” 
 
    He straightened. “What guys?” he asked, his jaw clenching. 
 
    “Just these jerks that came in,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. 
 
    His grip tightened around the knife. “What are they doing to her?” 
 
    “Well, they’re just kind of handsy and obnoxious,” she muttered, cringing. 
 
    “They touched her?” he asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but…maybe she is okay with that?” she suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “My baby sister is not okay with strange men touching her,” he snarled. 
 
    Rose tried to hide her excitement as he confirmed their suspicion. “Oh.” 
 
    “She’s a lesbian. She doesn’t want men touching her at all,” he continued. 
 
    “Oh, well, in that case, I guess it is unwanted,” she amended. 
 
    The cook stared at her for one more brief moment before he suddenly tossed the knife onto the counter, metal clanging against metal as it skidded across the surface of the steel counter. He stormed out of the kitchen. 
 
    For a moment after the doors swung closed behind him, Rose stood there, frozen in the middle of the small, empty kitchen, stunned that it had actually worked. She laughed in disbelief and then walked toward the other side of the kitchen, stopping in front of the back wall, between the deep, steel sinks and the back exit. She silently reminded herself that she shouldn’t be proud of herself. On the list of achievements in her life, trickery should definitely be at the bottom of the list, but she just couldn’t believe it had actually worked. She studied the small, clear box that enclosed a red fire alarm, scowling at the lock along the side. 
 
    She glanced around nervously, even though she already knew the kitchen was empty, and then, she pulled at the box, hoping someone had left it unlocked. Unfortunately, it didn’t budge. She sighed and walked over to the counter, grabbing the cook’s forgotten knife, and returned to the box. She slammed the handle of the knife into the glass with all of her strength, breaking the case. Then, she reached in and pulled the alarm. She winced as a shard of glass cut her hand. 
 
    Then, suddenly, shrill alarms began to screech through the diner, and icy water drenched her as the sprinklers began to spray water from the ceiling. Rose ran as fast as she could toward the door, praying she didn’t slip on the wet floor. 
 
    “Stop! I have a gun!” warned a female voice, screaming over the alarms. 
 
    Rose froze immediately. She turned slowly toward the woman’s voice. Standing just outside of a plain wooden door in the corner, which Rose now realized was probably an office, a middle-aged woman stood, her gray eyes wide with fright. Rose glanced at the ceiling, squinting through the water that pelted her face, and sighed as she saw the black lens, “Cameras. Of course.” 
 
    The woman moved toward her, slowly, as if she were afraid of Rose, which seemed completely absurd to Rose since this woman had just announced she had a gun and Rose was probably one of the least scary people in the world. Rose hesitantly wiped the water from her face as she tried to see the woman. From what she could see, a messy bun held the woman’s gray hair out of her eyes, and the woman wore normal clothing, a loose-fitting pink flowery blouse with loose khakis. Rose figured the woman was probably the owner or manager. 
 
    The woman found a phone on the wall and pulled it to her ear. “Now don’t you move, lady! I’m calling the police, but I will get my gun if I need it.” 
 
    “I think you’re overreacting. I just pulled the fire alarm,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “What?” the woman asked loudly, unable to hear her over the alarm. 
 
    Before the woman could press the buttons on the phone, the doors swung open, crashing against the wall, and Rose felt something fly past her. She didn’t see anything. She just felt the shift of air. The woman gasped, and Rose turned to find Kallias standing in front of the woman, gripping her wrists. 
 
    “Drop the phone. Now,” he demanded, his voice no more than a growl. 
 
    The woman looked terrified. She dropped the phone immediately. 
 
    He jerked the woman closer to him. “Look at me. Look at me!” 
 
    The woman looked at him, trembling in fear. “Please,” she cried. 
 
    “Kallias, you’re frightening her!” Rose yelled at him. She moved closer to them, squinting as she tried to see Kallias through the downpour of water that obscured her vision. She froze as she noticed the blood pouring from his ears. 
 
    “Relax,” Kallias said to the woman, his voice hoarse. It was impossible for Rose to hear him over the alarms. With what little strength he had left, he took control of the woman’s mind. “Everything is all right. No one will hurt you.” 
 
    The woman instantly relaxed. “Okay,” she said emotionlessly. 
 
    Rose watched in shock, stunned that the woman had calmed so easily. 
 
    “Cut off the alarms, Rose,” Kallias demanded breathlessly.  
 
    She stared at him worriedly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Rose. Alarms. Now,” he growled, still not looking at her. 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” she snapped. She ran over to the alarm box, hoping that it would be as simple as flipping the lever. Luckily, it wasn’t a complicated alarm system. The alarms and sprinklers ceased immediately when she flipped the lever. 
 
    Rose wiped her hand across her face, wiping the water from her eyes, relieved that she could finally hear and see. As she returned to the corner of the kitchen, she realized that Kallias looked even worse than she thought. His skin seemed pale, and a long, dark stream of blood poured steadily from his ears. 
 
    Kallias continued to stare at the woman, fighting to retain control of her mind, despite his weakened state. “You will not remember seeing either of us. You will only remember becoming worried that there was a problem with the electrical wiring and evacuating the restaurant out of fear that a fire might start. Everything is fine now. There is no need for police or firemen. You just wanted to be sure. You were doing what was best for your customers.” 
 
    The woman’s gray eyes were blank, as if all of her personality and will had been hidden away for a moment. “Yes,” she agreed impassively. 
 
    “Good,” Kallias said. “Now leave, and do not return to the restaurant until tomorrow. You won’t remember any of this after you leave this room.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, her voice monotonous and robotic. 
 
    He released the woman’s wrists so that she could flee the room. As soon as the woman was gone, he fell back against the metal counter behind him, nearly collapsing in the floor. His eyes fluttered closed, and he panted wearily. 
 
    Rose moved closer to him. “Kallias, what is wrong with you? Why are your ears bleeding?” she asked worriedly. Her bright blue eyes widened as she noticed blood, as thin as water, beginning to pour from his nose as well. “And you nose, too? What’s happening to you? Why are you bleeding? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes and wiped the back of his hand across his nose, scowling at his hand as he saw the blood that coated it. He looked at her, trying to ignore the overwhelming hunger and tiredness he felt. “It’s always a bad idea to use your psychic abilities when you’re injured, but I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Rose stepped closer to him, instinctively reaching out to wipe the blood from his face, but before she could touch him, his hand wrapped around her wrist. She gasped at how tightly he held her wrist and started to say something to him about it. But she froze as she noticed the ravenous look in his eyes. He stared at the open cuts in her hand, his fangs bared like an animal. “Kallias?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her, then, his eyes widening as he realized what he was doing. He dropped her hand immediately and turned away, panting heavily as he tried to regain control of his hunger. He growled at her, “Are you insane?” 
 
    Rose pulled her hand back to herself and glared at him. “Me? I’m not the one who was just staring at someone’s hand like it was my next meal.” 
 
    Kallias looked over at her again, and his eyes darkened hungrily. “Skata. Get away, you hazo koritsi,” he snarled, blending English and Greek together as if they were one language, instead of two. “Do you want me to lose control?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the Greek words that meant stupid girl. “Okay, I am not stupid,” she complained, apparently only noticing that part. 
 
    He stepped toward her, rising to his full height. “You are bleeding, and I’m injured. Do you have any idea how close I was to biting you just now?” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “How did you get injured?” 
 
    Kallias eyed her pointedly. “Next time you decide to set off some loud-ass alarms, give me a warning first, okay?” he said, wiping the blood from his ears. 
 
    She froze, her mouth falling open as she realized why he was bleeding. “Oh, no, I didn’t realize. Kallias, I am so, so sorry. It was a stupid idea.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Stupid?” he scoffed. He looked down at the blood coating his hands. “It wasn’t stupid, Rose. It was brilliant. It worked perfectly.” 
 
    She gaped at the compliment, but he seemed to be too distracted by the blood to notice. He probably didn’t even realize what he’d said. “It worked?” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Everyone left, except for the vampires,” he said. He studied her, his lips curving. “How did you get the cook to leave the kitchen?” 
 
    “I told him his sister was being manhandled by some creeps,” she said. 
 
    To her surprise, he threw his head back and laughed loudly. “Brilliant.” 
 
    She smiled shyly and shrugged one shoulder. “Nah. I just happen to have an overprotective older brother myself. I know how they think.” 
 
    He chuckled. Then, he suddenly straightened and glanced at the doors, as if he’d heard something. “Rose, I need you to do something else for me.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay. What do I need to do?” 
 
    “I need you to turn off the cameras,” he answered. “The last thing I need is for humans to have documented footage of what I am about to do.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “You do realize there is a difference between a computer nerd and a book nerd, right? I am the latter. I don’t know everything.” 
 
    “Oh, really? I could’ve sworn that you thought you did,” Kallias teased. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Oh, you’re so funny,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    His smile faded, and he suddenly looked intensely serious. “Look, I just need you to try. Those vampires are recovering as we speak. One or both of those vampires will be in here to kill us within a minute or two. I will take care of them, but I need you to take care of the cameras. You have cameras at your café, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I know how to run these cameras,” she said. 
 
    Kallias spun toward the doors again, and his entire body stiffened. It was as if every muscle and nerve in his body had suddenly become alert and prepared for danger. Within less than a second, he had his hand wrapped around her arm and was dragging her toward the office, away from the doors. “Just try. Please.” 
 
    Rose scowled at his hand on her arm but allowed him to pull her toward the office anyway. “Even if I did know how to operate the cameras, I would need a key to the office and the password to her computer. I have neither.” 
 
    He stopped and jerked the office door open, the lock breaking with a loud click. “No key needed. Try Thomas for the password. It’s her son’s name.” 
 
    She threw up her hands in defeat. “Fine. I’ll try.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Don’t leave that room until I tell you it’s safe.” 
 
    She gave him a sarcastic salute. “Yes, sir. Any other orders for me, sir?” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes at her sarcasm. “Yeah. Shut up,” he chuckled. 
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    “Definitely not Thomas,” Rose sighed. She leaned back in the office chair, staring at the password box on the computer screen. She glanced around the office, looking for anything that might help her think of a possible password. 
 
    The office was as small as a closet, so narrow that she felt the wall brush against her back as she leaned back in the office chair. A long, wooden desk set against the wall, directly in front of her, cluttered with paper and pens. The computer set in the far corner of the desk, and a large, bulky cash register set right next to it. On the other side of the computer, a calendar hung on the wall. 
 
    Rose froze as she noticed the calendar, tilting her head to the side thoughtfully as she realized it was the wrong month’s calendar. Her lips tilted upward into a smile as she noticed that one of the dates were circled in faded blue ink. 
 
    Inside the circle, someone had scribbled, “Thomas’s birthday.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s worth a try,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    Rose leaned forward and typed the birthdate into the computer. The screen went dark, and then, after a few moments, the desktop screen appeared. 
 
    “I did it!” she announced. She glanced around and, remembering that no one was in the room to share her giddy excitement, she turned back toward the computer and muttered under her breath, “Stop talking to yourself, Rose.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias froze as the doors suddenly swung open, crashing against the wall. The tall, younger vampire stood in the doorway, his brown eyes studying Kallias, a mixture of rage and anxiety darkening his eyes. However high on blood the vampire had been a few minutes ago, he seemed fully aware now, no doubt sobered by the agony caused by the alarms. Blood stained the vampire’s ears, neck, and even the collar of his shirt. Kallias watched the vampire warily. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? And why’d ya do that?” the vampire drawled. 
 
    Kallias straightened, careful not to let the vampire see any signs of his weakened state. He’d made a mistake by using his telepathic abilities while he was injured. He felt severely weakened. His head felt constricted, pounding in time with the steady pulse of his heart, and every muscle in his body felt tired. 
 
    “I don’t see how that is any of your business,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Listen here, asshole. Those alarms hurt like hell. So, yeah, it’s my business,” the vampire snarled. His brown eyes narrowed dangerously, and he hooked his thumb back toward the dining room. “You also ran off our food.” 
 
    Kallias took a slow, measured step toward the vampire. “Yeah, about that—the food part. What were you and your friend thinking? You can’t kill that many humans in one night, and you certainly can’t kill humans in a public place.” 
 
    “Who died and made you king?” the vampire growled. “I’ll kill as many people as I want. I ain’t gonna let you tell me who I can and can’t eat.” 
 
    “Is that what you were planning to tell Aaron?” Kallias asked. 
 
    The vampire frowned. “Who the hell is Aaron?” he drawled. 
 
    “You must be a baby vampire, if you don’t know that,” Kallias taunted. 
 
    The vampire glared at him. “Don’t call me that. I ain’t a baby. Just because I ain’t been a vampire long don’t give you a right to call me a baby,” he snarled. His accent was so strong that his words were barely understandable. 
 
    “The vampire that changed you never mentioned Aaron?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Nope,” the vampire said, the ball cap wobbling over his shaggy brown hair as he scratched his head. He glanced back toward the dining room. 
 
    “That was very reckless on his part,” Kallias commented. 
 
    “Who is this Aaron? The boogeyman?” the vampire asked irritably. 
 
    “Worse,” Kallias scoffed. “He’s an ancient vampire that won’t hesitate to kill you, if you put our kind at risk the way you almost did tonight.” 
 
    The vampire showed the first hint of hesitancy, nervousness flashing in his eyes. If nothing else, the vampire at least knew that ancient vampires were dangerous. “Well, seeing as he’s not here, I don’t see any reason to be afraid.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Except I’m also an ancient vampire, and while Aaron and I don’t see eye-to-eye on many things, we do happen to agree on this issue.” 
 
    “How ancient?” the vampire asked worriedly. 
 
    “Twenty-five hundred years old,” Kallias answered. 
 
    The vampire froze. “All of the sudden, I ain’t feeling so pissed off.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “Good. Then, I’d advise you to leave while you still can.” 
 
    The vampire stared at him for a moment and gave a tight nod. He turned to leave, his hand on the steel door, but then, he suddenly straightened and inhaled deeply. He turned back toward Kallias. “There’s still a human in here.” 
 
    Kallias took a step to the side, placing himself between the vampire and the office door. “You will not touch her,” he growled. “Do you understand?” 
 
    The vampire frowned. “Oh. Is she yours?” 
 
    Kallias watched the vampire warily. “Yes,” he lied reluctantly. 
 
    To his relief, the vampire relaxed. “You’re lucky. She smells delicious.” 
 
    “Yeah, she does,” Kallias agreed, swallowing uneasily. 
 
    The young vampire nodded. “Yeah, Brent already explained to me about the blood bond thing and respecting other vampires’ property and all that.” 
 
    “She is no one’s property,” Kallias growled without thinking. 
 
    The vampire suddenly frowned at him. “What?” 
 
    Kallias blinked, shocked by his own slip-up. “Nothing. Just leave. Now.” 
 
    “Okay,” the vampire said hesitantly. He turned and pushed open the kitchen doors to head back to the dining room, but before he could leave the kitchen, the other vampire appeared in the doorway, glaring at the younger one. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” the second vampire growled. 
 
    “There ain’t nothing for us here, Brent,” the younger vampire said. 
 
    The older vampire narrowed his eyes at Kallias but continued to speak to the other vampire, “Chris, I told you to kill the vampire that ran off our food, and yet, I see him standing there, unscathed. So, why are you leaving?” 
 
    The taller vampire leaned toward him. “This vampire is old, Brent,” he whispered. “Like two thousand and something. I think we should just leave.” 
 
    “I think that would be a wise choice,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    The shorter vampire, Brent, growled at him, “No one asked you.” 
 
    “Come on. I don’t wanna go getting killed tonight,” Chris said worriedly. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him,” Brent snarled, straightening haughtily. 
 
    “You should be,” Kallias said. “You’re still a young vampire yourself.” 
 
    Brent scowled at him. “How do you know how old I am?” 
 
    “That’s why you haven’t told him about Aaron yet. You don’t even know who he is. You’re too young to be creating new vampires,” Kallias continued. 
 
    The vampire’s brows furrowed at the mention of Aaron, confirming Kallias’s suspicion. “I can make new vampires whenever I want. It’s none of your business. Oh, and nice try, trying to scare us away, but it’s not going to work.” 
 
    Kallias sighed tiredly, “Can’t you see I am trying to avoid killing you?” 
 
    “I think that what you’re trying to do is run us off before we decide to take your human,” Brent argued. He brushed his black hair out of his face. “I smell her. You have her hidden in that office behind you. Give her to us.” 
 
    “She’s his,” Chris told him. “We can’t have her.” 
 
    Brent rolled his eyes. “Damn it, Chris, why are you so stupid? Do you smell a blood bond? No, you don’t. Because there’s not one. She is not his.” 
 
    Chris looked at Kallias. “You lied to me?” he asked in a betrayed tone. 
 
    Kallias shrugged one shoulder. “Sorry,” he said insincerely. 
 
    “You can’t stop us from taking her, if she’s not yours,” Brent said. 
 
    Kallias straightened. “I can tear you to shreds. I think that might stop you,” he growled in warning. “Or you could walk away while you still can.” 
 
    “Why does she smell like dried blood?” Brent asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Can’t we just leave?” Chris asked the shorter vampire. 
 
    Brent glared at him. “Think about it, Chris. He’s trying to protect a human that he hasn’t even bound to himself. Why do you think he’s doing that, huh? She smells like dried blood, which means she’s been bitten or injured at some point. She also smells extremely powerful. Doesn’t this ring any bells for you? Theron described a human just like that, and he also said a vampire was protecting her. I think this is the human Theron wants. And I don’t know about you, but I would rather face this vampire than face Theron’s wrath later.” 
 
    “You’re working with Theron,” Kallias realized. He sighed, as if the realization bored him, and pulled out his dagger. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Rose said with a pleased smile as she clicked the button to shut down the computer. Not only had she managed to turn off the cameras like Kallias had asked her to do, but she’d also erased all of the footage of Kallias and her, just in case someone decided to snoop for information about the fire alarms. 
 
    “Why do you smell so good?” asked a quiet male voice in the doorway. 
 
    Rose spun around in the office chair, her eyes widening as she saw the short, black-haired vampire in the doorway, staring at her with dark, hungry eyes. 
 
    The vampire took a step toward her, his head cocked to the side as he studied her with his intense, predatory gaze. “Theron mentioned that your blood would smell powerful, but that description didn’t even remotely prepare me for how powerful you smell. What are you? Humans don’t smell the way you do.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Don’t come any closer,” she warned. 
 
    He laughed darkly, as if he didn’t find her the least bit intimidating. His inky black hair fell to the side as he continued to study her with his head tilted to the side. “Or what?” he sneered. “Your boyfriend isn’t in here to save you.” 
 
    She sighed irritably, “He’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Listen, Rose. That’s your name, right? Rose?” he asked, taking another step toward her. “I’ll make a deal with you. Come with me, and I won’t make this any more painful than it has to be. Otherwise…well…I think you understand.” 
 
    “Do I seem stupid? Because I’m not,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “You, on the other hand, might be, if you really think I’ll come quietly based on an empty promise of less pain. Theron will hurt me as much as he wants, regardless.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I know that Theron will hurt you,” the vampire said, a sadistic smile curving at his lips. “The negotiable offer is how much I will hurt you.” 
 
    “For us to negotiate, I’d need to trust you, and I don’t,” Rose said. 
 
    He took a step toward her. “Then, I suppose I will make this painful.” 
 
    She leaned forward in her chair. “I said don’t come any closer.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Talk me to death?” the vampire taunted as he continued to approach her slowly. Only a few feet separated them now. 
 
    Rose swiftly shoved her hand under the desk and grabbed the gun clipped to the bottom of it. She pointed the gun and clicked off the safety, moving so quickly that the chair rolled backward into the wall as she pointed the gun at him. “That, or I could just shoot you,” she said, placing her finger on the trigger. 
 
    The vampire froze, so surprised by the sudden appearance of the gun that he just stood there for a moment, glancing back and forth between her and the desk, as if he were wondering how the gun had gotten there. Finally, he smiled. “Bullets don’t kill our kind, human. I guess your boyfriend forgot to tell you…” 
 
    His sentence ended abruptly as Rose pulled the trigger. The gunshot echoed through the room so loudly that even Rose cringed at the thunderous noise. For a moment, Rose stared in shock as blood poured from the vampire’s shoulder, darkening the navy blue fabric of his shirt until it turned black. 
 
    “Shit!” the vampire screeched. “Damn it. That hurts.” 
 
    “I already told you that he’s not my boyfriend,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    He glared murderously at her. “You will regret that, you psychotic bitch!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course. You almost murdered an entire restaurant full of people, but I am the psychotic one,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    In a rapid blur of movement, he raced toward her, standing in front of her before she even realized he’d moved. He wrenched the gun out of her hand and tossed it aside. He jerked her up by her arm, her body slamming against him. 
 
    She winced as he nearly crushed her arm in his grip. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “You’re lucky that Theron wants you alive because if he didn’t, I’d snap your neck right now, you infuriating human,” the vampire snarled in her face. 
 
    She cringed as his metallic-scented breath fell against her face. 
 
    The vampire froze suddenly and dipped his face to her wrist. He inhaled deeply, his eyes darkening with hunger. “What are you? You smell amazing!” 
 
    She frowned as he asked that question again. “I’m human. Obviously.” 
 
    He pressed his face against her neck and sniffed again, holding tightly to her as she tried to push him away. He groaned, “Theron didn’t warn me that you would smell this irresistible. I can’t hold back. I’m so hungry. I need to taste you.” 
 
    “Uh, what?” she sputtered as she fought against him. 
 
    He pulled back and lifted her wrist to his mouth. “One taste won’t hurt.” 
 
    The vampire suddenly sank his fangs into her wrist and began to drink her blood relentlessly, groaning at the taste. Rose grasped blindly at the table with her free hand, grabbing the first pen she touched. As her head began to spin from the endorphins, she quickly jabbed the sharp end of the pen into the side of his head. He released her with a feral growl and jerked the pen out of his head. 
 
    As blood poured from the side of his head, matting his inky black hair, he tried to snatch her up again, but before his hands could wrap around her, he froze. His eyes seemed to become blank, and then, his body fell to the ground. 
 
    Rose scrambled backward as his body fell forward, collapsing face-first onto the floor. Her eyes widened as she noticed the huge, gaping hole in his back and the blackish-burgundy blood that bubbled up out of it and coated his torn shirt. Swallowing uneasily, she slowly looked up. Kallias stood in front of her. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as she stared at him. Blood splattered his face and chest, leaving dark, wet patches on his black clothing, and droplets of blood glistened on his neck and arms. A thick layer of blood coated one arm from his fingertips to his elbow, and in that hand, he held a crushed, fleshy object, coated with dark blood that dripped onto the floor, leaving a small pool at his feet. 
 
    “Kallias,” she said, staring blankly at the fleshy object. “Is that his heart?” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his eyes wide and dark. “Yes.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “I thought so.” 
 
    “Your wrist is bleeding,” he informed her. 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered. She glanced down at her wrist, and her eyes widened as she saw the thin, watery blood streaming from her wrist into the floor. 
 
    Kallias dropped the heart on the floor and wiped his blood-covered hands on his jeans, which didn’t help much. He stepped closer to her, panting harshly as he took her wrist into his hand. He turned her hand palm-up, his eyes darkening with hunger as he watched the blood ooze from the cuts in her wrist. 
 
    “This isn’t a clean bite,” he breathed. “It won’t heal on its own.” 
 
    Rose stared up at him, studying the dangerous hunger that flashed in his dilated brown eyes. She knew she should be afraid of him, but she wasn’t. She felt shocked, perhaps, but not afraid. “Do you think I need to go to the hospital?” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Kallias said. “I’ll have to heal the wound.” 
 
    Before Rose could object, Kallias lifted her wrist to his mouth. She inhaled sharply as his tongue caressed the torn, sensitive skin. Those strange, pleasant sensations coursed through her body again, just as they had the last time he’d healed her. She bit down on her bottom lip, fighting the urge to moan. 
 
    Kallias groaned as he tasted the blood on her skin, blood that tasted too sweet and too powerful to be human blood. The wound on her wrist began to heal, but he continued to lick the blood left on the skin. The hunger twisted at his stomach and burned his throat. He needed her blood, and he needed it now. 
 
    Rose frowned as she felt his sharp fangs press into her wrist. “Kallias?” 
 
    His eyes snapped open, and he glanced at her, her wrist still held against his mouth. Realization lightened his brown eyes, and he suddenly dropped her hand and took several steps back. He panted harshly, gasping for breath. 
 
    She watched as her own blood dripped from his lips. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Kallias wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his hand. “Yeah.” 
 
    She continued to watch him, not sure that he was telling the truth. He looked as if he were experiencing the worst agony she’d ever seen. She glanced down at her wrist, stunned to see that the bite wound had completely disappeared. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” Kallias announced, straightening. 
 
    Rose looked up at him. At first glance, he looked as if he’d regained control of his hunger, but his eyes told a different story. She could see the feral, barely restrained hunger in his dark gaze. “What about the other vampire?” 
 
    “I killed him first,” he stated. 
 
    She swallowed uneasily and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    He finally tore his gaze from her. He reached behind him and pulled out a white rag from his back pocket. He stepped forward and knelt to grab the small black handgun from the floor. “Where did you find the gun?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Underneath the desk,” she answered. 
 
    He ran the white cloth over the gun. “How did you know it’d be there?” 
 
    “I guessed,” she said, shrugging. When he gave her a quizzical look, she explained, “When my brother, Zach, was a kid, probably no older than twelve, he was nearly shot because he was with some older guys who robbed a convenient store. The owner of the store kept a gun clipped to the bottom of the counter, underneath the cash register, so that, if he were robbed, he could just reach under and grab the gun when he opened the cash register.” She pointed at the bulky cash register beside the computer on the desk. “That’s the master cash register. The woman said she had a gun. So, I just guessed and hoped for the best.” 
 
    Holding the gun with the cloth, Kallias knelt and returned the gun to its place underneath the desk. “Stay in here, okay? I need to clean up this mess.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Clean up this mess?” she said as he left the room. “These are body parts, not a ketchup spill. How do you plan to clean up dead vampires?” 
 
    When no answer came, she walked into the kitchen, frowning as she watched Kallias drag in a large tin garbage can from outside. She watched in silence as he gathered up the dead vampire from the floor, as if he were just picking up trash. The severed head of the second vampire lay in the kitchen floor, just a few feet from her shoes. Rose shifted her feet away from it, looking back up at Kallias as she heard the thud of the body as he tossed it in the garbage can. 
 
    “You’re just going to throw them in the trash?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he crossed the distance between them and picked up the head that lay near her feet and carried it back to the garbage can. 
 
    “You do realize that someone will come across the bodies if you put them in the trash, right?” Rose continued. “Dead people are kind of noticeable.” 
 
    “I told you to stay in the office,” he muttered as he walked past her. 
 
    Rose followed him as he returned to the office to pick up the parts of the other vampire. “And I told you that I don’t follow orders,” she reminded him. 
 
    He dragged the body back to the kitchen, still not looking at her. She followed him as he returned to the kitchen and tossed the body into the garbage can. He turned back toward her, finally meeting her gaze. His hair hung around his face, and his clingy, black T-shirt looked wet from the blood. She could see a few partially healed cuts on his forearms and a deep gash cut into the tattooed skin of his neck. Blood splatter scattered his arms, neck, and face, and blood and fleshy bits coated his right hand. Despite all of this, his shoulders remained slouched and relaxed. His eyes, however, studied her warily, gauging her reaction. 
 
    “You called me good,” he said, his tone thick with bitterness and disgust. 
 
    “Uh,” she stammered, frowning, “Well, yes. I have…once or twice.” 
 
    “Look around you,” he said, spreading his arms. “This is what I am, what I do. I kill. There’s nothing good about me, Rose. You need to see that.” 
 
    She looked down at the blood splattered across the white tile floor. 
 
    He approached her, crossing the room in a few strides. She glanced up at him as he stopped directly in front of her. “Don’t you get it?” he asked sadly. He gestured toward the blood-covered room behind him. “This—killing, violence—comes naturally to me.” Then, he cupped her face with his hand, his gaze holding hers, and added in almost a whisper, “But this—gentleness—does not.” 
 
    Rose covered his hand with hers. “And yet, your touch is gentle anyway.” 
 
    His brows furrowed as he stared at their hands. “That’s irrelevant.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s important. It is the important part. Your nature doesn’t determine who you are. It’s natural for everyone to hurt people, even humans. But that doesn’t mean we can’t choose to be better,” Rose explained. “The violence and the killing may come naturally to you, but the way you’re touching me right now? You chose to do that, and that’s what matters. Your natural inclinations don’t determine whether you’re good or evil. Your choices do.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Why are you so determined to find good in me?” 
 
    “Why are you so determined not to?” she countered. 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, caught off guard. Finally, he dropped his hand and sighed, “Believe what you want. Just remember that I warned you.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to argue, but she froze as he suddenly leaned into her, leaving no space between their bodies. She frowned as he slid his hand into the pocket of the leather jacket that she wore and pulled something out of it. 
 
    His lips twitching, he held up the bottle of lighter fluid for her to see. Then, he turned and walked back to the garbage can. He poured the lighter fluid into it. 
 
    “You’re going to burn them?” she exclaimed suddenly. 
 
    He turned toward her, frowning at her horrified tone. “Are you sympathizing with the corpses now? They can’t feel anything. They’re dead.” 
 
    She scowled at his mocking tone. “I know that,” she snapped. “What I meant is: I don’t know if you’ve thought this through because burning doesn’t fully dispose of the human body. If you burn them, there will be remains left.” 
 
    “These are not human bodies, Rose,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Rose said, “but vampire bodies are humanlike, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said sarcastically. “Human bodies can run faster than the eyes can see and break through the strongest metal with their bare hands.” 
 
    She scowled at his sarcasm. “If anything, your bodies are stronger.” 
 
    “In most ways, yes,” he agreed, “but the body of a vampire does have one major weakness that the human body does not have.” 
 
    “The sun,” Rose said. 
 
    “And what is the sun?” Kallias prompted. 
 
    She frowned. “It’s a yellow dwarf star, made of burning gases, such as…” 
 
    “Short version, Rose,” he interrupted. 
 
    She scowled at him. “That was the short version.” 
 
    “It is fire, correct?” Kallias asked impatiently. 
 
    “Oh. You were looking for the preschool answer,” Rose said, flashing a sarcastic smile at him. “Why didn’t you just say so?” 
 
    “Our bodies are weak to fire,” he continued, ignoring her remark. 
 
    She frowned. “Why? What’s the science behind it?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I am not sure. I doubt anyone knows. But if you’re really curious about it, you can talk to Geoff. I’m sure he has a few theories.” 
 
    “Who is Geoff?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Geoffrey Cossington,” he said. “He’s another friend of mine. You will meet him. I’ll need his and Emma’s help in protecting you. He was a scientist when he was human. He still meddles around with it when he gets bored.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “How many vampire friends do you have?” 
 
    “Just three,” he assured her. “Erik, Geoff, and Emma.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, a little concerned about meeting so many vampires. She cleared her throat. “You should probably take the garbage can outside before you set fire to it. If you don’t, the smoke will set off the fire alarm and sprinklers.” 
 
    Kallias glanced up at the sprinklers on the ceiling. “Good point,” he agreed. When he looked back at her, he noticed her over by the supply closet, dragging out an old mop and a blue mop bucket. “Rose, what are you doing?” 
 
    “We need to mop up the blood, right?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias sighed and walked over to her. He pulled her away from the closet. “I’ll take care of all of that. You go to the dining room and wait for me.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “I know how to mop a floor, Kallias.” 
 
    “You’re too slow,” he said, grinning. “You will just get in my way.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Fine,” she grumbled. “See if I offer to help again.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose sat on one of the dining room tables, cross-legged, as she read a travel pamphlet that she found on the hostess stand. It listed all sorts of semi-interesting facts about the state of Georgia. She scowled as she noticed that the writer of the pamphlet had gotten some of the historical facts wrong. So, she found a pen lying on the counter and started making corrections to the pamphlet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kallias asked curiously. 
 
    Rose didn’t even look up at him. She just continued crossing out entire sentences in the pamphlet. “I’m fixing the mistakes in this travel pamphlet.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “You’re correcting someone else’s pamphlet?” 
 
    “I have a duty to prevent ignorance,” she said defensively. 
 
    He snorted, “And to be anal retentive, apparently.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “I thought you were cleaning up dead vampires.” 
 
    “I’m finished,” he said, shoving his hands into his pants pockets. 
 
    She blinked in shock. “It hasn’t even been two minutes yet!” 
 
    He grinned. “It’s not my fault that I am faster than you.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “There’s no way you’re already finished,” she insisted as she hopped off of the table. She brushed past him as she walked toward the kitchen to check. She raised herself onto her toes and peered through the small, square window in the door, her jaw dropping as she stared at the spotless kitchen. 
 
    “Are you satisfied? Can we go now?” Kallias asked impatiently. 
 
    Rose looked at him, her brows furrowing as she noticed that he’d even cleaned the blood off of himself. She threw up her hands in defeat. “Fine.” 
 
    Kallias grabbed his partially eaten steak and put it in his mouth, holding it between his teeth. He pulled money from his wallet and tossed it on the table. 
 
    Rose scowled as she watched him carry the steak in his mouth like a dog. “I may be wrong, but I think most people use a fork and knife to eat a steak.” 
 
    The edges of his lips quirked up. “Most people don’t have fangs.” 
 
    “Touché,” she admitted. 
 
    As the two of them left the restaurant, the rush of cold air that surrounded them seemed to soothe Rose. She felt almost as if it cleansed her of the fear and shock that she’d felt during the attack. She found herself leaning her head back and closing her eyes as they walked, relishing the way the night felt. 
 
    “Are you trying to walk into something?” Kallias asked grumpily. 
 
    She opened her eyes. “There’s nothing in front of me,” she said, gesturing to the empty parking lot. “I’m just enjoying the night while I can.” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re a human. You’re not supposed to enjoy the night.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Do you own the night or something?” she sassed. 
 
    His frown deepened. “Humans are instinctually afraid of the dark. They teach themselves to overcome that fear, but in the most basic part of their minds, they know that the night is dangerous because it is when monsters come out.” 
 
    Rose stared up at the black sky, littered with hundreds of white, twinkling dots. She’d always found the sky beautiful at night. “You’re wrong,” she sighed. “Monsters come out during the day, too. They just call themselves humans.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her. “Rose. Tell me who hurt you.” 
 
    She blinked at him, as if just realizing what she’d said. “It was nothing,” she said with a fake smile. She quickly tried to change the subject. “You know, now that I think about it, I probably should have kept that gun. With as often as we get attacked, it would probably help if I had some kind of weapon.” 
 
    “No,” he objected, scowling. “No guns for you.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Oh? And why not, Mr. Bossy Pants?” 
 
    “Because you’d end up accidentally shooting me or yourself,” he said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snapped. “I think I did very well with that gun.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “Oh, so you were aiming for the shoulder, then?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Maybe.” 
 
    He sighed, “Rose, had you ever even used a gun before tonight?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Of course,” she lied. 
 
    Kallias eyed her skeptically. “Oh, really? What kind?” 
 
    “Many kinds,” she said, flushing. “Nerf guns. Paint guns. Water guns.” 
 
    He laughed, “Right.” He stopped suddenly and pulled out his dagger. “But you know what? You’re right. You should have a weapon. So, here.” 
 
    She stared at the short, steel blade. “You’re giving me your dagger?” 
 
    “No,” he said curtly, his eyes flashing at the mere suggestion. “I am loaning you my dagger. I don’t give away my weapons. I expect this back.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re loaning me your dagger?” she amended. 
 
    He cracked a smile at her sassy tone. “If it makes you feel safer, yes.” 
 
    A surprised smile curled at the edges of her lips. “Thanks,” she said, taking the handle of the blade into her hand. Staring down at the dagger, she bit her lip thoughtfully. “So…uh…where exactly am I supposed to put it?” 
 
    Kallias suddenly knelt down in front of her and rolled up his pants leg to his calf. Rose frowned at him as she watched him unsnap a black, belt-like strap from his ankle. Her frown deepened as he moved to kneel in front of her. 
 
    “Um…what…uh…Kallias?” she sputtered incoherently as he began to roll the left leg of her jeans up around her knees. “What exactly are you doing?” 
 
    He chuckled softly as he finished rolling up her pants leg and strapped the belt-like strap to her ankle. Rose felt incredibly awkward, standing in the middle of an empty parking lot with someone kneeling in front of her. Even on his knees, he was so tall that his head was level with her stomach, but that still left her having to look down in order to see him. His hands felt rough and soft at the same time, brushing against the smooth, sensitive skin of her ankles. 
 
    “I’m suddenly grateful that I shaved last night,” she commented, “because if I hadn’t, this would be even more awkward than it already is.” 
 
    Kallias snorted at her unusual comments as he pulled the belt tight around her ankle. He looked up at her and held out his hand. “Dagger?” 
 
    Rose carefully placed the sharp weapon in his hand, and he sheathed the dagger with a black, leather sheath before attaching it to the strap on her ankle. 
 
    “Is this illegal?” she asked, staring warily at the weapon. 
 
    “Probably,” Kallias said. He grinned wickedly at her, his brown eyes dancing mischievously, and added, “If someone sees us, just start moaning.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she exclaimed, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Then, they’ll just think I’m doing something else to you,” he teased. 
 
    She stared blankly at him for a moment. Then, slowly, she glanced at the crotch of her pants—which he was embarrassingly close to, she suddenly realized—and then back at him, her eyes widening and her jaw dropping. She continued to stare at him speechlessly as he tightened the strap around her ankle. 
 
    Finally, Kallias stood. He chuckled as he noticed her expression. Raising an eyebrow, he placed his fingers under her chin and wordlessly closed her mouth for her. A cocky smirk spread across his face as he added, “Of course, that is probably illegal, too, but at least it would make a more interesting story.” 
 
    Rose said nothing. It wasn’t until he turned and resumed walking toward his car that her brain started working again. “Uh, yeah. I’m pretty sure it’s very illegal,” she muttered. She jogged to catch up with him, the weight of the heavy dagger causing her to move awkwardly. They stopped when they reached the lone black car in the dark parking lot. She grimaced at her ankle. “It feels weird.” 
 
    “If you’re going to complain about it, just give it back,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    She glared at him. “You have to give me time to get used to it. Goodness, you’d think your weapons were people with as much as you care about them.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” he said. “I like them much better than I like people.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him, crossing her arms across her chest as she waited for him to unlock the doors. He pulled the keys out of his pocket and pressed the button to unlock the doors. The car beeped twice and the headlights flashed. 
 
    Kallias opened his door and slid into the driver’s seat. “Get in,” he told her, but she was already sliding into the passenger’s seat when he said it. He cast a quick glance at the digital clock on the dashboard as he shoved the keys into the ignition and cranked the car. He sighed as he realized how much time had passed. 
 
    “Kallias?” Rose asked once they were closed inside the quiet, dark car. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, still staring at the clock. 
 
    “The vampire that attacked me mentioned Theron,” she told him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said simply. 
 
    “So, even this far away, they’re still hunting me?” she asked. 
 
    “Apparently,” he said, still not looking at her. 
 
    Rose sighed, her gut turning with dread. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kallias shifted the car into reverse as he muttered, “Nothing good.” 
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    “Rose? Rose. Rose!” 
 
    Rose squealed as someone suddenly snatched the horror novel out of her hands. She glared murderously at Kallias. “Hey! You stole my book!” 
 
    Kallias, still sitting in the driver’s seat, beside her, examined the book in his hands. “I called your name fourteen times. You never even heard me.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a good book.” 
 
    Kallias raised his eyebrow. “That’s wonderful. But we have to go inside.” 
 
    Only then did Rose notice the darkness in the car. The only light in the car was the one directly above her seat that she’d been using to read. She frowned and glanced out the passenger side window. Outside the car, she saw the quiet parking lot of a hotel. Her eyes widened as she saw the purple streaks in the sky. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, suddenly understanding his urgency. “Oops.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said as he read the back cover of the book that had so thoroughly stolen her attention. “We don’t have much time left before sunrise.” 
 
    “Okay, but can I have my book back?” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    He chuckled at her impatience. “I think I should keep it until we get inside, just to be on the safe side. I would hate to lose you to another world again.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Taking someone’s book is the darkest kind of evil.” 
 
    “Aw, but baby,” he teased, “I’m a vampire. Evil is just in my nature.” 
 
    “Not funny,” she said. She tried to snatch the book out of his hand, but he moved it before she could. She pouted at him. “You don’t understand. I need to know what happens. The serial killer just captured the protagonist and forced him to watch while he peeled the skin off of one of his previous victims. He plans to kill the protagonist next. I need to know if he escapes. I’m on eggshells here.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “What the hell are you reading?” 
 
    “It’s a horror novel,” she answered. “I like horror.” 
 
    “Huh,” he mumbled, blinking. “I’ll give it back once we’re inside.” 
 
    “What? It’s my book. Give it back,” she whined. 
 
    He pulled the keys out of the ignition and stepped out of the car, sliding the novel into his back pocket. She scrambled out of the car after him, running around to meet him at the back, in front of the trunk. She tried to snatch it from his back pocket, but his hand moved swiftly, grasping her wrist to stop her. 
 
    She glared up at him. “It’s my book.” 
 
    He grinned playfully, obviously having fun with this little game they were playing. “The faster we get inside, the faster you get it back. Or…we could just stay out here while the sun rises, and I burn to death in front of you. Your choice.” 
 
    She sighed as she realized that the sky was an even lighter shade of blue than before. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I guess the book can wait.” 
 
    He chuckled, “I appreciate your sacrifice.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “You better appreciate it. No one comes between me and my books. I’m breaking precedent just so you won’t burn to death.” 
 
    He laughed loudly. “I’m sure I can repay you somehow.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” she responded as she watched him open the trunk. 
 
    Rose reached into the trunk and grabbed her backpack. She slung it over her shoulder and then grabbed a few bags of her clothes from the trunk. She adjusted the bags in her hand so that she could carry more, but as she returned to the trunk, she blinked in shock as she saw that it was now completely empty. Kallias held the rest of the bags in just one hand, as if they weighed nothing. 
 
    “I was going to get half of those,” she complained. 
 
    He ignored her. “When we get inside, let me do all of the talking, okay?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Rose snapped. 
 
    “I need you to keep your mouth shut,” Kallias clarified. “Don’t worry. I know it’s a foreign practice for you, so I’m not setting my expectations too high.” 
 
    He watched her with an amused smirk as her bright blue eyes narrowed, and her full, pink lips pursed together, thinning into a tight line. Even in her disheveled, unkempt state, she looked beautiful. Thin, black, reading glasses set crooked on her face, framing her almond-shaped azure eyes that sparkled in the moonlight. Her cheeks were flushed, and several locks of auburn hair had fallen out of its ponytail, cascading around her shoulders. As she stood with her weight mostly on her left foot, her hip tilted slightly to the side, accenting the voluptuous curve of her hips that was mostly hidden by the jacket. Kallias didn’t understand why he felt so attracted to this human, but he couldn’t deny that he did. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” she snarled, her voice thick with cutting sarcasm. “I should just keep my mouth shut and let the man speak for me. I forgot that this was the 1950s.” She tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “Oh, wait. It’s not!” 
 
    He laughed, amused by her reaction. “It’s not like that, and you know it,” he said with a smile. “But you are the worst liar that I have ever met, and right now, it is imperative that no one knows that you are here…that either one of us are here, for that matter. And I, unlike you, have done this before.” 
 
    “What? Lied?” she asked harshly. 
 
    His smile faded. “I’ve hidden who I am,” he corrected, his voice much quieter than it had been before. He abruptly spun around and started walking toward the glass doors of the well-lit hotel. “Just keep your mouth shut, okay?” 
 
    The drastic change in his tone and countenance stunned her for a moment, but then, she followed him, jogging to catch up with his long strides. When he stopped to open the doors of the hotel, she flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “Sure. I wouldn’t dream of disobeying you, Oh-Great-Arrogant-One.” 
 
    He didn’t smile at her snarky remark this time, apparently still upset that she’d insinuated that he was a liar. His hand on the door, he turned toward her and sighed, “We also need to give the impression that we are a happy couple, and every time you open your mouth, you make it undeniably clear that we are not.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Eww,” she muttered as she adjusted the backpack strap on her shoulder. “Why would we want people to think we’re a happy couple?” 
 
    That did manage to earn a small smile from him. He opened the door and gestured for her to go inside. “We’re checking into a hotel room together,” he said quietly as he waited. “That’s typically something that happy couples do.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said as she walked through the doorway, into the lobby. 
 
    Kallias followed her through the hotel lobby, past a set of catty-cornered, maroon sofas that faced a big-screen television. The meteorologist on the television screen discussed the thunderstorm that he expected to hit the next night, his voice echoing through the empty lobby. Kallias and Rose stopped at a counter where a middle-aged hotel clerk stood, typing on his desktop computer. 
 
    The hotel worker’s dark brown eyes shifted away from the computer screen, toward them, a polite smile curving at his lips. He stepped away from the computer and clasped his hands together. “Ah, such a lovely couple!” he chimed, gaining a grimace from Rose. “Can I get you two a room for the night?” 
 
    Kallias set his bags down at his feet and leaned casually onto the counter. “Yes. Make it two nights. We won’t be able to check out until tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” the man replied cheerfully, typing on his computer. 
 
    “Also, we will be sleeping during the day, so I need you to make a note that we do not want to be disturbed at all, regardless of the reason,” Kallias added. 
 
    The worker nodded and stopped typing for a moment. He pulled out a notepad and jotted down what Kallias said. “Of course. I will give this note to them,” he said as he returned to typing on the computer. “Okay. I have a honeymoon suite available for the next two nights. It’s on special pricing all this month. It’s the same price as a regular room, and it is larger and more private than the regular rooms. It is at the end of the hall, so I doubt anyone would bother you. It also comes pre-stocked with beverages—wine, beer, and liquor, I believe.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged impatiently. “Sure. Whatever.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Kallias. “Honeymoon suite?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at her. “Shut up,” he mouthed. 
 
    She glanced at the hotel clerk as she realized that he was watching them curiously. She flashed him a fake smile. “Sorry. I guess I forgot my place.” 
 
    Kallias glared at her, but the hotel clerk just chuckled. 
 
    “Okay, I’m almost finished. So, this room is for Mr. and Mrs. – What’s your last name?” the hotel clerk asked, pausing in his typing to look up at them. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. “Oh, we’re not…” She never finished the sentence because Kallias clasped his hand over her mouth before she could. 
 
    The hotel clerk lifted his eyebrows, obviously amused by their banter. 
 
    “Uh…Smith,” Kallias stammered. 
 
    Rose bit his palm to make him remove his hand from her mouth, but Kallias just glanced down at her and smirked, as if it hadn’t bothered him at all. Then, he dropped his hand. “Smith?” she hissed at him. “Yeah, that’s creative.” 
 
    Kallias glared at her again. “Will you please shut up?” 
 
    “Since you at least asked this time, I’ll think about it,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Roses,” the hotel clerk said suddenly, his eyes still on the computer. 
 
    Both Kallias and Rose turned to stare at him. “What?” Kallias asked. 
 
    The clerk smiled, still typing. “Give her a dozen roses,” he urged Kallias. “Trust me. I’ve been married for fifteen years. Roses always work. Give her roses.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kallias sighed, relieved that he’d just meant the flower. 
 
    Rose snorted. “That wouldn’t work on me.”  
 
    The clerk looked up from his computer and smiled. “If you say so,” he chuckled. He looked at Kallias. “You’re almost ready. I just need your license.” 
 
    Kallias pulled the worn leather wallet from his back pocket and flipped it open. He watched the hotel clerk with that unnerving, intense stare of his as the clerk leaned over and glanced at the wallet. The clerk nodded and began typing, as if he were typing the information from the license into his computer. 
 
    But that didn’t make sense…because as Rose glanced at the wallet, she realized that the license and credit card sections of the wallet were empty. Assuming that she’d been mistaken, she stepped closer and leaned over the counter to take a closer look. But, just as she’d suspected, the wallet contained nothing but cash. She glanced questionably at Kallias, but he didn’t look at her. 
 
    “All right. It’s $476.37,” the hotel clerk said as he looked up at Kallias. 
 
    Kallias tossed five one-hundred dollar bills on the counter and shoved the black leather wallet into his back pocket. He cast a nervous glance toward the windows. 
 
    The hotel clerk collected the cash and filed it into the cash register. “Okay, Mr. and Mrs. Smith,” he said, sliding the room keys across the counter as he counted out the change, “your room will be on the seventh floor.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Just keep the change,” Kallias muttered impatiently as he grabbed the bags from the floor and the room keys from the counter. He started off toward the elevator with Rose following close behind. As they waited for the elevator, he narrowed his eyes at her. “Is it really that hard for you to be quiet?” 
 
    “Is it really that hard for you to not be a jerk?” she countered. 
 
    The elevator dinged as the doors slid open.  
 
    Kallias stepped inside and frowned as he noticed Rose still standing outside the elevator, in the hallway. Her skin looked paler than usual. He placed his hand on the door to hold it open. “What are you waiting for?” he asked. 
 
    She continued to stare warily at the elevator. “Can’t we take the stairs?” 
 
    “We’re on the seventh floor, and the sun’s rising soon. We’d never make it to the room in time,” he explained, “which is also why I need you to hurry.” 
 
    She grimaced. “I hate elevators.” 
 
    “You’ll sass a vampire, but you won’t ride an elevator?” he laughed. 
 
    “Elevators are tiny and terrifying,” Rose said defensively. 
 
    Kallias snorted. He leaned forward and grabbed her hand, pulling her into the elevator with him. “I’ll protect you from the dangerous elevator.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at their joined hands as the doors closed, so stunned that Kallias was willingly holding her hand that she nearly forgot about the elevator. Well, that is, until it began to move. She whimpered and moved closer to him, her hip colliding with his. She felt his eyes on her, and not wanting to make eye contact with him, she stared straight ahead at the wood paneling that covered the walls of the elevator. “Say something. Anything. Distract me.” 
 
    His voice was low, almost a growl, as he said, “You smell amazing.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, blinking as she found him staring at her. His eyes were dark with hunger. “Uh…let me rephrase that. Say anything, as long as it does not have to do with you wanting to suck all of the blood from my body.” 
 
    Kallias blinked twice, as if coming out of a daze. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “There was no I.D.,” she said suddenly. 
 
    He frowned at her. “What?” 
 
    “When the hotel worker asked to see your license, you pulled out your wallet, and there was no I.D. in it. But the worker acted like he saw it,” she said. 
 
    Kallias pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and flipped it open. “He did see it,” he confirmed. “You didn’t see it because I didn’t make you see it.” 
 
    She frowned at the empty I.D. section. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “What part of telepathic control do you not understand?” he asked. 
 
    He shoved the leather wallet back into his pocket as the elevator came to a squealing stop. Rose practically leapt out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened. Kallias laughed at her as he picked up the bags and followed her out of the small elevator and into a narrow hallway with red walls and white carpet. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Are you saying that you can create…” 
 
    “Illusions?” Kallias finished for her. He shifted the bags into one hand as they walked down the hallway. “Illusions do happen in the mind, don’t they?” 
 
    She flashed a sarcastic smile at his remark. “Obviously. It’s just so crazy to realize that you can do all of this. I mean, these people don’t even know.” 
 
    He stopped in front of their room. “That is kind of the point, isn’t it?” 
 
    The hotel room door was painted an exaggerated red, as if the painters had been afraid that the red paint that they’d used on the walls wouldn’t be red enough for a honeymoon suite. As Kallias rifled through his pocket for the room-keys, Rose leaned against a decorative table that held a vase of wax flowers. 
 
    “But you’ve never done it to me,” Rose assumed. “Right?” 
 
    He checked the other pocket. “I’ve never done what to you?” 
 
    “Kallias,” she said worriedly, “have you ever tried to control my mind?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Tried? Yeah, of course I tried.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “What? How could you do that to me?” 
 
    He found the envelope in his pocket and pulled one of the room-keys out of it. He turned toward her, his brows furrowing. “I’m a telepath, Rose. I use my telepathic abilities every now and then. Why would you expect otherwise? You watched me use mind-control on other people, and you didn’t seem too bothered by it, then. Why would it surprise you that I have tried to use it on you?” 
 
    “Because you had good reasons to use it on them,” she explained. 
 
    “And you don’t think I had a good reason to use it on you?” he asked. 
 
    Rose considered that. “When?” 
 
    Kallias slid the key in the door. He pushed the door open but made no move to enter the room. Instead, he turned toward her and leaned casually in the doorway, his back against the metal doorframe, as he stared at her thoughtfully. “The night we met, when I stopped you outside the café. Do you remember?” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “You mean when you attacked me?” 
 
    His eyes rolled toward the ceiling as he blew out an exasperated sigh. “I thought we covered this already,” he grumbled. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    “No,” Rose answered bitterly, “but you did scare me.” 
 
    That seemed to change his countenance. His shoulders dropped, and his eyes softened. His entire persona seemed deflated, all of the sudden. “And for that, I apologize,” he said quietly. “You needed to be scared, but…not of me.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted. The last thing she’d expected was an apology. 
 
    “So,” he continued, “you were a little angry with me, if you remember.” 
 
    “A little?” she repeated, laughing at the understatement. 
 
    “And you were fighting me,” he added. “You couldn’t possibly understand this, but vampires are unbelievably strong. Every move I make must be carefully calculated just so that I don’t hurt someone. After twenty-five hundred years, I’ve practically mastered that skill, but I don’t want to push it. By fighting me, you were risking hurting yourself, and I didn’t want that to happen. But I also couldn’t let you run off and get yourself killed. Do you understand?” 
 
    She chewed on her lip. “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, I commanded you to be still,” he explained. 
 
    Rose frowned. “You did?” 
 
    He shrugged. “And then, you stomped on my foot.” 
 
    She blinked. “Wait. What? But you said that you used…” 
 
    “You asked if I tried,” he interrupted, “not if I succeeded.” 
 
    “It didn’t work?” Rose realized. 
 
    “Apparently not,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Does that happen often?” she asked curiously. 
 
    His brown eyes studied her intensely. “Never.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “But…then, why did it happen with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe you’re too stubborn,” he muttered. He grabbed the bags and stepped inside the room, clearly finished with the conversation. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his halfhearted answer. “You’re still lying to me,” she accused as she followed him into the room. He stopped suddenly, his shoulders stiffening, but he didn’t turn around and look at her. She continued, “I’m not stupid. I know that I didn’t resist some kind of supernatural power because of my stubbornness. And I can tell that you’re hiding something from me. What’s so bad that you can’t tell me, now? I already know that you’re a vampire. What could be harder to tell me than that? I want the truth, Kallias.” 
 
    He dropped the bags onto the king-sized bed in the center of the room. “The truth is…I don’t know. I’m sorry if that is not good enough for you.” 
 
    She didn’t believe him. He hadn’t even bothered to look at her when he said it. A clear sign of guilt. “Look, I just want you to…” she trailed off as she suddenly swept her gaze around the spacious hotel room. Bright red, plush carpet that looked a bit cliché, in Rose’s opinion, covered every inch of the floor with the exception of the white-tiled bathroom. Obscure paintings and artwork covered the white walls. Furniture—a desk, a dining table, a sofa, a counter with a mini-fridge and a coffee station, a king-sized bed covered in red, plush bedding that matched the color of the carpet—filled a room that was probably three times larger than her entire apartment. “This room is huge. Who needs a room this big?” 
 
    “It’s a honeymoon suite. So, I would assume…newlyweds,” he said. 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” she muttered sarcastically, but even as she said it, she smiled…because honestly, she would’ve given him the same smart-aleck answer if he’d asked her that question. “I’m just saying…I’ve gone on study trips and stayed in the same room with four or five other women…for weeks at time, sometimes, and our hotel rooms were barely a quarter of the size of this one.” 
 
    Kallias crossed his arms as he leaned against the counter, next to the stainless steel mini-fridge. “Yes, but I would assume that you and those four or five other women were not having mindless, passionate sex on every surface of the room during your hotel stay,” he pointed out casually, as if that kind of comment would fit in a normal, casual conversation. Then, misinterpreting the look on her face, he tilted his head to the side and added, “Unless you were?” 
 
    She blinked. “Did you just ask me if I had an orgy with five women?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Not in so many words.” 
 
    She stared at him blankly, her mouth ajar. “Do I seem like the kind of person that gets involved in those kind of…extracurricular activities?” 
 
    He grinned. “I try not to make assumptions about people.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Of course you do,” she grumbled with bitter sarcasm. She tossed her bags on the bed and turned toward him, crossing her arms. “It was a study trip, so we studied. It’s a revolutionary idea, I know.” 
 
    Kallias laughed at her sarcasm. “That sounds like so much fun.” 
 
    “I happen to enjoy studying, so it was, actually,” Rose informed him. 
 
    He nodded and pushed away from the counter. Rose frowned as he walked toward her, crossing the floor in a few steps, his body suddenly pressing hers against the hard, wooden footboard of the bedframe. His lips quirked up at the corners as he leaned closer to her. “Speaking of fun,” he said lowly. 
 
    She blinked up at him. “Uh…what are you doing?” she sputtered. 
 
    He reached behind him and pulled something out of his pocket. He held up the small, worn horror novel she’d been reading and grinned. “I was just giving you back your book,” he said with a smirk. “What did you think I was doing?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him, and she snatched the novel out of his hand. “What? Are you suddenly incapable of reaching across more than an inch of space?” she sassed, gesturing at the nonexistent space between their bodies. 
 
    “Well,” he teased, grinning playfully at her, “I was injured last night.” 
 
    “But you’re not anymore!” she objected. 
 
    Kallias started laughing and, raising his hands in a show of surrender, he took a step back. Just one step. Not nearly enough for comfort. Rose rolled her eyes at him as she set the novel on the bed. She frowned. The bed. One bed. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Uh, Kallias? I just realized…there’s only one bed.” 
 
    His lips curved lazily into a lopsided, cocky grin that somehow managed to irritate her and turn her on at the same time. “Don’t worry. I don’t bite,” he teased. He slid his tongue over his fangs and laughed, “Oh, yeah. I do, don’t I?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes again. “You’re hilarious,” she muttered sarcastically. She glanced down at the bed. “Well, just so you know, I’m not sleeping in that bed.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he grumbled. “If it makes you that uncomfortable, you can sleep in the bed, and I’ll sleep on the sofa.” 
 
    “You’re like three times the length of that sofa,” Rose argued. 
 
    He snorted, “I’m tall, yes, but I’m not eighteen feet tall.” 
 
    “It makes more sense for me to sleep on the sofa since my body might actually fit on it,” she insisted. “Besides, people have had sex on that bed.” 
 
    Kallias started laughing, “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s kind of gross when you think about it.” 
 
    He couldn’t seem to stop laughing. His normally golden skin had taken on a reddish tint. “And you don’t think that people have had sex on the sofa?”  
 
    Rose scowled. “Fine. I guess I’ll have to sleep in the floor, then.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ve used the floor as well,” he snorted. 
 
    She grimaced at the floor, as if it were contaminated. “I guess I can take some blankets into the bathroom and sleep in the bathtub. It looks big enough,” she sighed, glancing at the spacious, cream-colored bathtub in the center of the bathroom. When she turned back toward Kallias, she found him staring at her, his lips pulled into a tight smile, as if he were trying not to laugh. “Oh, come on, not the bathtub. Surely not. It’s slippery. That doesn’t even sound safe.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head in disbelief. “Rose, people have been having sex in bathtubs since the first bathtub was invented. I consummated my marriage with Phoebe in a type of bathtub, and that was in Ancient Greece.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to know that,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    He shrugged. “You’re the one who keeps talking about sex.” 
 
    “No,” she said, “I’m pretty sure you’re the one who usually brings it up.” 
 
    He flashed that flirty grin at her again. “It must be a sign from destiny or God or whatever,” he teased. “You believe in that kind of bullshit, right?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his cruel cynicism. “Don’t insult my religion if you don’t want me to insult your lack of one,” she snarled, shrugging away from him. 
 
    He straightened, and his eyes widened in surprise. He watched as she walked away from him to stand beside the table, instead. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that would offend you,” he sputtered. “But I guess I should have.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, stunned by how genuinely remorseful he looked. His shoulders dropped, and his eyes looked wide and sad. Puppy-dog eyes, Rose thought with amusement. The dangerous vampire was giving her puppy-dog eyes. “Why does it bother you so much for people to believe in something?” she asked. 
 
    “I think that people get hurt when they believe in things,” he answered. 
 
    She frowned. “And…you don’t want me to get hurt?” she guessed. 
 
    He suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I…” he stammered. “I don’t care.” 
 
    She suppressed a smile. He was lying again. He did care. She sighed as her mind returned to their earlier conversation. She trusted him, against all reason, but she needed some assurance that he wouldn’t use mind-control on her. “About what we were talking about earlier…how can I trust you not to do that again?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What? Fuck a woman in the bathtub?” 
 
    For a full minute, Rose stood there, gaping at him, her eyes wide and her mouth ajar. Finally, she closed her mouth and remembered how to form words. “No. That is not what I meant. That is so far from what I meant. So, so far.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “It did seem like a pretty strange question.” 
 
    “How can I trust you not to use your mind-control on me?” she clarified. 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, his brows creased, but then, something behind her seemed to catch his attention. Anxiety flickered in his eyes. He sighed and stepped toward the bed, unzipping his duffel bag in one quick, fluid motion. He fished out a roll of black tape from the bag and turned back toward her. 
 
    “Uh…” Rose sputtered, frowning. “Why do you need tape?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “To tape your mouth, of course. You talk too much.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “W-what?” she stammered. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “I’m joking. Obviously,” he told her, his eyebrows lifting in disbelief. He shook his head as he walked past her, over to the double-window along the farthest wall. He pulled the darkening shade over the window and then taped the edges to the wall so that no light could enter the room. 
 
    “Right. Sunrise equals crispy vampire,” she reminded herself. “Kallias, has anyone ever told you that your sense of humor is a bit…inappropriate?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Usually, they just call me an asshole.” 
 
    Rose laughed at that. “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Nope,” he answered as he finished taping the window. 
 
    When he was sure that the window was secure, he turned back toward her. For a moment, he just stared at her thoughtfully. Then, finally, he sighed, “I don’t know how to answer your question. I won’t ask you to trust me. I don’t need you to trust me. I don’t even care if you trust me. Actually, as I have said in the past, I would prefer that you didn’t. And maybe you were right about what you said in the restaurant. Maybe the reason that I don’t want you to trust me is that I don’t trust myself. But there is a reason I don’t trust myself, Rose. I know how easily a vampire can lose control. All it takes is a little blood, a little rage. I’m an animal. A dangerous animal. For your sake, I can never let either of us forget that. When you’re with me, you are always just one step away from death.” 
 
    She stared into his brown eyes, studying the way his eyes flickered with concern. “If you feel that way, then, why would you insist that I come with you?” 
 
    “Because with me, there is still that one step. You still have a chance,” he sighed. “Without me, you’re dead. Those vampires won’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
    She nodded. She was well aware of that, by now. “But, Kallias, why don’t you just let them kill me? At least then, you wouldn’t have to risk accidentally killing me yourself. Then, if I died, you wouldn’t have to feel any guilt over it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “How could you even think that?” he asked. He sounded hurt by her suggestion. “Do you honestly think that I wouldn’t feel terrible if I let you die? Doing nothing would be as evil as committing the murder myself.” 
 
    She stared at him. “You follow a code of ethics,” she realized. 
 
    He scowled at that familiar tone of hers. “That doesn’t mean I’m good.” 
 
    She sighed at his continuous refusal to acknowledge the truth: that he wasn’t as terrible as he feared he was. “I feel safe with you,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    Pain flashed in his eyes. “Feelings lie.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she sighed. “Look, I’m not looking for anything extreme here. I just need to know that you won’t try to control my mind. Just tell me you won’t.” 
 
    “How would that prove anything?” he asked. “I could be lying.” 
 
    “Or you could be telling the truth,” she countered. “I’d trust your word.” 
 
    He shook his head in frustration. “That’s stupid. People lie. Trust me. I would know. I have spent centuries in other people’s minds. People think one thing and say another. You should never believe anything without proof.” 
 
    “Life requires a degree of faith,” she tried to tell him. 
 
    “People will take advantage of your trust, Rose,” Kallias warned. 
 
    “Why do you care if they take advantage of me?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Because…” he trailed off, looking away in frustration. “I don’t.” 
 
    She eyed him skeptically. “I just need to know you won’t try to make me do something that I don’t want to do. Will you not assure me of that?” 
 
    He looked at her, then. She thought he looked hurt for a moment, hurt that she would even entertain the possibility, but he quickly hid whatever emotion she’d seen. “You can trust me not to use telepathic control on you,” he said, “not because of anything that I say to you, but because even if I did, it wouldn’t work.” 
 
    She frowned. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Because I have already tried, and you resisted.” 
 
    “Yes, but that could have just been a fluke,” Rose suggested. 
 
    Kallias crossed his arms, the fabric of his shirt pulling tight against his skin as he did. A faint smile tugged at his lips. “You’re right. We should test it.” 
 
    Startled, she nearly fell over sideways. “T-test? No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    His grin widened, and Rose soon realized that his wide, mischievous grin was contagious. He moved closer to her, his warm breath falling against her face as he spoke. “Ah, come on, baby,” he teased playfully. “Aren’t you curious?” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Hey, now, that’s not fair. I’m always curious,” she complained. “It’s a personality trait. You’re just preying on my weaknesses now.” 
 
    He laughed. “One command?” he pleaded, pressing his hands together. 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh at the sight he made, pleading with her like that. She threw her hands up. “Fine. So, how does this work? Like Simon Says?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Who is Simon?”  
 
    “Simon Says? The kid’s game?” she offered. “Never mind.” 
 
    Kallias ran his hand through his hair, the brown strands falling around his fingers, and his eyes grew distant and thoughtful. “Imagine the mind as layered, and each layer is guarded by a wall,” he explained, spreading his hands. “On the surface, you find conscious thoughts: inner monologue, pictures, sounds, etc. That is the easiest part of the mind for a telepath to access. It’s…as if the wall guarding it is made of paper. You walk through it without even realizing it.” 
 
    “You walk through paper walls without realizing it?” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “Deeper in the mind, guarded by much stronger walls, you find the will,” he continued, ignoring her remark. “It requires much more concentration and power to break into that part of the mind. When I finally reach the person’s will, I bend their will to mine. I make them want to do what I want them to do.” 
 
    She nodded. “And that’s what you’re going to do to me?” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” he agreed. “But if my theory is correct, I will find that your will is too strong to bend, which means that you will resist my command.” 
 
    “My stubbornness,” she realized, nodding. “Okay. I’m ready.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “How am I not?” 
 
    “At any given time, a person’s will can become stronger or weaker. And one only has to spend five seconds around you before they realize that you are the most strong-willed when you’re angry,” Kallias explained, smiling as he saw her eyes narrow at him. “In order to really test this, I need you to be angry.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “Well, you’re in luck because one only has to spend five seconds around you in order to get angry,” she countered. 
 
    He laughed. “That’s great. But I need you angrier than this.” 
 
    “Well, what do you want me to do? I can’t just hulk out at will,” she said. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Hulk out?” he repeated. 
 
    “The big green guy? ‘You won’t like me when I’m angry’?” she prompted with a disapproving scowl. “Haven’t you ever read a comic book?” 
 
    His brown eyes lightened suddenly. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “I agree. You should read comic books,” Rose said, nodding. 
 
    He frowned. “No. I mean, yes, if you really want me to read something, I will, but that wasn’t my idea. What I meant was: I know how to make you angry.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow. “Oh, believe me. I’ve noticed.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Look at me.” 
 
    “I am looking at you,” she said dismissively. “Also, I’m not angry yet.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I will take care of that part,” he assured her. 
 
    “That was supposed to make me not worry?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    Kallias stepped closer to her, too close, so close that she could feel his body heat and smell the dust on his skin. He placed his hand under her chin and tipped her head back. His thumb traced her jaw. “Look at me,” he said softly. 
 
    Rose shuddered as she looked up, meeting his intense, heated gaze. His touch, combined with his closeness, sent waves of heat through her body, and staring into his brown eyes certainly didn’t help matters. “Uh…is that required?” 
 
    He shook his head, still staring at her. “No, but it helps me concentrate.” 
 
    “Oh,” she squeaked. She blushed at the way her voice sounded. She noticed a smile tugging at the edges of his lips, that hint of a smile making it clear that he had noticed the effect he had on her, even if he didn’t say anything about it. Her head began to spin. “My head feels funny. Why does my head feel funny?” 
 
    “You can feel me in your mind,” Kallias realized, his eyes widening in surprise. “That’s interesting. Most people can’t,” he added under his breath. 
 
    “Oh,” she mumbled. “Would you just hurry up and do it already?” 
 
    “If you insist,” he said, smiling. “Rose, take off your clothes.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped, and without thinking, she hit him. Hard. Too hard, she realized, as she winced at the pain in her knuckles. “Oh my goodness! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to do that! No, wait. Yes, I did! Because you’re a jerk! But I really didn’t because I’m not a violent person. But I’m going to pretend that I did because you’re a jerk,” she rambled. “What the heck were you thinking?!” 
 
    He didn’t answer because he was too busy laughing hysterically. 
 
    “How dare you!” Rose continued. “What kind of person does that?” 
 
    He straightened, pulling his body out of its doubled-over position, but he continued to laugh obnoxiously. “Rose,” he snorted, “look at your clothes.” 
 
    She looked down, blinking at the jeans and leather jacket. “Oh.” 
 
    “You resisted the command,” Kallias added in explanation. 
 
    She glared at him. “But what if I hadn’t been able to resist it?” 
 
    He scowled at her, the humor suddenly fading from his face. “It’s simple. If you hadn’t been able to resist, I would have felt your will bend, and then, obviously, I would have released you from my control before you did anything.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, because you’re so honorable,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    His jaw tightened, and his eyes flashed darkly. “Maybe I’m not,” he snarled. “But that doesn’t mean I would ever do something like that. If I want to look at a naked woman, there are plenty of women who are more than willing to be with me. I don’t need my telepathic abilities for that. Damn it, Rose, you keep telling me that you think I’m good, but then you say shit like that.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t blame this on me,” she complained. “You’re the one who commanded me to freaking strip for you. Why would you even do that?” 
 
    He shrugged wearily. “I needed you to be extremely angry in order for us to really know if you can resist it, and I knew that would make you angry.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Well, I did get extremely angry.” 
 
    His lips curved into a smile, too. “Yes, you did. It was entertaining.” 
 
    “Until I hurt your feelings,” she added playfully. 
 
    Kallias grimaced in disgust. “You didn’t hurt my…feelings.” 
 
    “Of course,” she teased, “because big, bad vampires don’t have feelings.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “At least you know that I can’t control your mind.” 
 
    She nodded. She glanced down at her hand. “My hand hurts.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, sweetheart, that’s because you punched a vampire.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” she sighed. 
 
    “And because your form is terrible,” he added. 
 
    She glared at him. “I changed my mind. It was on purpose.” 
 
    “Sure it was,” he chuckled as he picked up her hand and examined it. 
 
    “If my form is so bad, why don’t you teach me the correct way?” she said. 
 
    Kallias lifted her hand to his mouth. Rose gasped as he suddenly pressed his tongue against her skin. He slid his tongue slowly across the sore skin, watching her with dark, dilated eyes, the entire time. Finally, he let her hand fall to her side and stepped back. He smiled at her. “Maybe I will,” he agreed. 
 
    Rose couldn’t breathe for nearly thirty seconds afterward, but when her lungs finally started working again, she stammered, “R-really? When?” 
 
    “After all of this is over, I’ll teach you whatever you want to know,” Kallias said as he walked toward the bed. A gentle smile curved at his lips. “Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    She took a step away from the table, intending to walk over to him and make him shake on it, but she suddenly staggered as agonizing pain filled her head. Kallias was beside her in less than a second, his hand on her arm, steadying her. She grasped her head as it throbbed painfully, in time with her pulse. 
 
    She felt his arms encircle her, holding her up, as her head began to spin. Despite the violent lurching of her head, she couldn’t help but notice how warm his body felt against hers. She felt his hand brushing her hair out of her face. 
 
    “Moro mou, are you okay?” he murmured soothingly into her ear. 
 
    “Yeah. Just. Headache,” she grunted, resorting mostly to monosyllables. 
 
    He led her toward the bed and urged her down. When she finally opened her eyes, she found him kneeling in front of her, his brows creased with worry.  
 
    “Thanks,” Rose breathed when she realized he had helped her sit down. 
 
    “Come here,” he said softly as he leaned forward onto his toes. He began to massage each side of her head with his thumbs. His thumbs moved in soothing circles, instantly easing the pain in her head. Her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    “Mmmmm…you’re really good with those fingers,” she murmured. 
 
    He snorted. “Oh, sweetheart, you have no idea,” he quipped. 
 
    Her eyes came open. “Oh. Ugh. Not funny.” 
 
    Kallias laughed and continued rubbing her temples. “This is helping?” 
 
    “Mmmmm-hmmm,” she moaned as her eyes fluttered closed again. 
 
    His eyes widened slightly, but he continued to massage her head, desperately trying to ignore the sexy sounds that she was making. “Good.” 
 
    “It came on so suddenly,” she murmured. “It’s strange, don’t you think?” 
 
    He sighed, “It’s not strange, considering it was not a normal headache.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, her brows furrowing. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed. It will help you stay relaxed,” he said as he tilted her head back and continued to massage her temples. Her eyes slid closed again, and her soft, reddish-brown eyelashes brushed against her cheeks. “This pain that you’re feeling is a symptom of overuse,” he said. “It happens to me sometimes.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed, but she kept her eyes closed. “Overuse?” 
 
    “Have you ever gotten a headache after studying too much?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” she murmured. “Like a stress headache?” 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of like that,” he said hesitantly. “When you overuse your mind, it can cause pain, similar to soreness in your muscles after you exercise. When I overuse my telepathic abilities, I experience pain like what you’re feeling.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, ignoring the disapproving look he gave her when she did. She stared at him, struggling to imagine this powerful, dangerous vampire experiencing a headache, of all things. “Yeah, but I’m human. I don’t have abilities.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Right,” he said, purposely avoiding her gaze. “But you did resist the command of a powerful telepath.” 
 
    Rose studied him suspiciously. “Kallias, what are you not telling me?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he lied. It was an obvious lie, more obvious than any other lie he’d told Rose so far. Everything about his body language screamed that he was lying to her. He stood. “This is my fault. If I had known that testing your will like that would cause you pain, I swear that I would’ve never even suggested we try it.” That, on the other hand, had been honest. He sighed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rose scowled as he walked over to his black duffel bag that set at the foot of the bed. He was obviously hiding something, and she was fed up with it. 
 
    She tried again. “Kallias, you need to…” 
 
    A buzzing noise interrupted her. 
 
    Four loud and obnoxious buzzes followed before Kallias pulled the phone out of his pocket and placed it against his ear without even looking at it. 
 
    “What do you want, Erik?” he said into the phone, still avoiding her gaze. 
 
    Rose sighed in defeat. She felt better, at least. Her head had stopped pounding and spinning. She stood and marched irritably over to the store bags sitting on the bed and pulled out what she needed. When she had everything gathered into her arms, she looked at him. “I’m going to take a shower now.” 
 
    He turned to look at her with the phone still pressed to his ear. “Okay.” 
 
    She shot one last glare at him before heading into the bathroom. 
 
    “She’s still with you?” Erik asked on the other side of the line. 
 
    Kallias collapsed onto the bed. He leaned against the headboard with his long legs stretched out in front of him. “Yeah, about that… We need to talk.” 
 
    “I agree,” Erik said. “Why the hell did you tell her that you’re a vampire?” 
 
    Kallias ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t really have a choice.” 
 
    “You bit her during sex, didn’t you?” Erik assumed. “I knew this would happen eventually. But wait. You’re a telepath. You could just erase her memory.” 
 
    “I didn’t bite her, Erik,” Kallias muttered, “or have sex with her.” 
 
    “You haven’t had sex with her?” Erik asked, aghast, as if it were a crime. 
 
    Kallias glanced toward the closed bathroom door as he heard the water in the shower cut on. “I know you must find this unbelievable,” he sighed, “but it is possible to be within five feet of a woman without having sex with her.” 
 
    “I know. You can’t have sex with anyone from five feet away,” Erik said. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. His nostrils flared as the scent of honey suddenly filled his senses, making its way through the entire hotel room. Her shampoo, he realized. He clenched his jaw, trying to ignore the appealing scent, trying not to dwell on the fact that she was naked just one wall away from him, trying not to visualize her in the shower, wet and naked, massaging shampoo into her hair. He cursed under his breath, disgusted with himself for the way he was behaving. 
 
    “If you’re not having sex with her, why is she with you?” Erik asked. 
 
    Kallias cleared his throat. “She needs protection.” 
 
    “You can get condoms at almost any gas station,” Erik told him. 
 
    Kallias sighed into the phone. “Not that kind of protection, Erik.” 
 
    “Yeah, condoms are pointless for us anyway since we’re infertile and immune to everything, but try explaining that to a human woman,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes again. “The woman that is with me—she is the same woman that Theron attacked that first night. He attacked her three nights in a row, Erik. Theron is not going to stop until she’s dead. He even broke into her apartment. And since we left, we have been attacked three more times by vampires that are acting on Theron’s behalf. Without protection, she will die.” 
 
    Erik was silent for a while. Finally, he asked, “Why is he fixated on her?” 
 
    Kallias cast a nervous glance toward the bathroom. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Erik accused. “You know something. I hear it in your voice.” 
 
    “I have a theory,” Kallias admitted, “but I think there’s more to it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a start anyway,” Erik said. “What do you know?” 
 
    Kallias watched the closed bathroom door warily and lowered his voice so that he was sure she wouldn’t hear. “Erik, she is not normal,” he said quietly. 
 
    “What? Like she’s kinky?” Erik asked. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes again. “I swear, carrying on a serious conversation with you is like derailing a train that is hell-bent on going the wrong direction.” 
 
    “I didn’t follow that analogy. I was stuck on the kinky part,” Erik said. 
 
    Kallias sighed. “What I meant was: she’s not an ordinary human.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Most humans cannot even resist a vampire, but she has fought back against every vampire that has attacked her,” Kallias explained. “She is unaffected by the allure of a vampire. And she can resist my telepathic control. And…” 
 
    “Wait,” Erik interrupted. “She resisted telepathic control? That’s impossible. No one can resist your abilities, just like no one could resist Alana’s control…except maybe you. Shit, is she a telepath? Is that how she resisted you?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “I think she is much more powerful than a telepath.” 
 
    “No one is more powerful than a telepath,” Erik scoffed. 
 
    Kallias cast another paranoid look at the bathroom door. He could still hear the water running, and he could still smell her honey-scented conditioner. “Theron attacked her in her apartment last night. I wasn’t there to save her.” 
 
    “Then,” Erik began, pausing apprehensively, “how is she alive?” 
 
    “Because she threw Theron across the room,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Kallias heard Erik let out a short laugh at that. Erik assumed Kallias was joking, apparently, and honestly, Kallias couldn’t blame him. “Impossible,” Erik scoffed. “A human isn’t physically strong enough to overpower a vampire.” 
 
    “I never said that she used physical strength to do it,” Kallias said. 
 
    Erik was silent for nearly a full minute. “Shit,” he said, finally. 
 
    “She doesn’t know,” Kallias told him. 
 
    “How can she be that powerful and not know?” Erik asked. 
 
    The scent of vanilla filled the room, the scent of her body wash and her skin. Kallias shifted uncomfortably. “I think it’s best that she doesn’t know. She is impossibly stubborn. I think that she’d wind up hurting herself, if she knew.” 
 
    “Or she could use her power to wipe out Theron for good,” Erik argued. 
 
    “No,” Kallias growled. “We’re not using her. She’s not a weapon.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Erik laughed. “You have feelings for a human.” 
 
    “What?” Kallias snarled. “That’s a bit of a leap, don’t you think? I am not an idiot, Erik. I’d never fall for a human, or anyone else, for that matter. She needs protection. That’s it. I feel nothing for her. Nothing. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Nothing. Got it,” Erik chuckled, his voice full of amusement. 
 
    “We will be there tomorrow,” Kallias said irritably. “We can talk then.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re bringing her here?” Erik sputtered. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice. There are vampires everywhere looking for her. It’s the only place where she might be safe,” Kallias said defensively. He sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand, but she needs our help. And I thought…” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Erik interrupted. “You’re bringing a human—or whatever the hell she is—here. Even though she is being hunted by Theron and countless other vampires. Even though that will undoubtedly lead to those vampires coming here. Even though that will lead to all-out war between us and them. You’re putting us in danger so that you can protect one human?” 
 
    Kallias grimaced. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” Erik responded. 
 
    “Good?” Kallias repeated in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been itching for a good battle for centuries. It looks like we will finally get one,” Erik laughed. “I’ll call Geoff and Emma, and let them know.” 
 
    Kallias laughed in relief. “Thanks, Erik. I knew you’d understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Erik said dismissively. “Have you kissed her yet?” 
 
    Kallias heard the water cut off. “Bye, Erik. We will see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t tell me,” Erik complained. “I’ll figure it out myself.” 
 
    Kallias hung up the phone and stood, sliding his phone into his pocket, as he walked over to his duffel bag. As he reached into the bag to get his shampoo and soap, he noticed his leather jacket lying beside his bag. Rose had left it with his things when she went to shower. He picked it up to toss it in the chair, but as he took it into his hands, her scent filled his senses. Instinct took over, and before he knew what he was doing, he had the jacket against his face, inhaling her scent. 
 
    He dropped the jacket, blinking in shock. “What the hell am I doing?” 
 
    He leaned over and picked it up again. He quickly tossed it on the chair, afraid the instincts might take control again if he didn’t get it out of his hands fast enough. But her scent, that powerful sweet scent that was unique just to her, was already working its way through him, igniting powerful hunger and desire. 
 
    At that moment, the bathroom door swung open, and Rose stepped into the room, the potent scent of vanilla and honey wafting into the room. Her pale skin looked softer and cleaner, free of the pinkish bloodstains that had been there before. Drenched red hair fell on either side of her shoulders, and water sparkled on her eyelashes. She wrung out her wet hair with a small white towel, and she stopped just outside the room, her bright blue eyes shifting up to look at him. 
 
    He just stared blankly at her because he honestly couldn’t think of a proper response to seeing her in those clothes. Her entire body, from her neck to her ankles, was covered in thick, red-and-black flannel pajamas that looked as if they were six sizes too big for her. “What are you wearing?” he managed finally. 
 
    Rose glanced down at her pajamas, plucking absently at the fuzz on the thick material. “What does it look like I’m wearing?” she asked sassily. 
 
    He moved closer to her and made a dramatic show of assessing her clothing. “It looks like you’re wearing this quilt I saw on the side of the road once.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “They’re supposed to be comfortable, not pretty.” 
 
    He smiled wryly. “That’s obvious.” 
 
    She glared at him. “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    Kallias arched a challenging brow. “Is that the only insult you know?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with irritation, and her cheeks flushed with anger. She lifted her chin. “Fine. You’re an inconsiderate, annoying, insensitive, barbarous, uncivilized, malicious, cantankerous, scurrilous, vexatious, imbecilic simpleton!” 
 
    “You want to pull another word out of the thesaurus?” he taunted. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Am I talking over your head now?” she countered. 
 
    Rose staggered back in shock as he suddenly stepped toward her, his hand sliding into her hair, his fingers entangling in the wet strands. She didn’t have time to wonder what he was doing because before she could ask, his lips were on hers, hot and relentless. She moaned at the first contact of his lips, and she found herself wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him back. His tongue found its way into her mouth, dancing with hers in the most sensual way. 
 
    Kallias tasted the spearmint on her tongue. He smelled the scent of honey in her wet hair and the scent of vanilla on her damp skin. And he smelled her, that unique scent of her blood, the scent that had been on his jacket. Needing more contact with her, he took another step forward, backing her into the wall. 
 
    Rose gasped as he pushed her up against the wall, the front of his body pressing against hers. One of his hands remained in her hair, gently tugging her head back by her hair, so that he could kiss her deeply. His other hand was on her face, his fingers splayed from the top of her neck to the crease behind her ears, holding her face steady as he kissed her senseless. She felt his legs against hers, one between her legs and the other pressing against the outside of her left leg. She felt his hips against hers and the bulge in his jeans pressing on her stomach. She felt his muscular chest and abdomen pressing against her over-sensitized breasts, making her far too aware of the fact that she hadn’t put on a bra after her shower, since she usually didn’t sleep in one. His fingers tugged at the buttons on her shirt, unbuttoning the first, then the second, then the third. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to kiss me again,” Kallias rasped between kisses, his accent thicker than usual. His lips attacked hers again, as if he couldn’t handle the separation. He continued to kiss her, not giving her time to respond. 
 
    When their mouths separated so that they could both draw in a quick breath, Rose managed to reply, “I did, too.” Her fingers clutched at his thin, black T-shirt as they returned to kissing, bruising each other’s lips. When their lips separated again, she breathed, “I thought you didn’t want to kiss me again.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to hers again. “I lied,” he groaned against her lips. 
 
    Her lungs felt constricted, and her skin felt overheated and feverish. His lips felt hard and soft at the same time, leaving her lips feeling oversensitive and sore after every kiss, and the stubble on his jaw left her face raw. But none of this made her want to stop kissing him. Nothing could have made her want that. 
 
    Her heart raced frantically against her chest, and she felt a dull, aching pain between her legs, a need unlike anything she’d ever felt before. She’d never wanted anyone the way she wanted him. As a matter of fact, she’d never wanted anyone before him. Yet, without even trying, he set her body on fire with need. 
 
    Kallias pulled away from her lips and tilted her head back so that he could press his lips to her neck. He kissed the sensitive skin between her jaw and ear and trailed down, kissing her over and over until he reached her neck. Her eyes slid closed, her soft, wet eyelashes fluttering against her cheeks, and her head fell back against the door as his lips scorched her skin. Her mouth fell open, and she couldn’t help but moan softly each time his warm mouth touched her skin. 
 
    The sensual sound of her soft moans filled his ears along with the sound of her rapidly pounding heart, sending heat straight to his groin. He traced the pulsing artery in her neck with his tongue, eliciting another moan from her lips. Her skin tasted sweet and smelled strongly of her vanilla body wash. He could feel the blood pumping through her veins beneath his lips, and the sweet and powerful scent of her blood filled his senses. He grazed his fangs against her neck. 
 
    “Oh. Wow,” she mumbled, surprised by how pleasant it felt. 
 
    He smiled, his lips curving against her skin. His lips found that incredibly sensitive spot on her neck. He began to kiss and suck at the skin there. Rose’s hands tugged at his T-shirt as she groaned and whispered his name. Kallias froze suddenly as an overpowering wave of hunger shot through him, and acting on instinct, he cradled one side of her neck and pressed his fangs to her skin.  
 
    Kallias pulled away suddenly. “Shower. I need a shower.” 
 
    Rose just stood there, leaning against the wall with her shirt halfway unbuttoned, breathing heavily, as he disappeared into the bathroom. 
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    Kallias stepped out of the bathroom, glancing curiously at Rose. She sat on the bed, cross-legged, with her book in her hand, still wearing those pajamas that were so hilariously unflattering that he couldn’t help but find it kind of cute. He shook his head and turned toward the sink set against the wall, adjacent to the bathroom. He turned on the water as he sifted through his bag for a razor. 
 
    Rose looked up and screamed, “Ahh! What are you doing?!” 
 
    His brows furrowed, and he turned around to look at her, raising his eyebrow as he realized that she had both of her hands clasped over her eyes. He glanced bewilderedly at the razor in his hand. “I am shaving,” he said slowly. “What’s wrong? Do you have some kind of phobia to shaving cream?” 
 
    “No. I mean, why are you naked?” she corrected through clenched teeth. 
 
    Kallias frowned at the long white towel that was wrapped firmly around his hips. “I think someone taught you the wrong definition of the word naked.” 
 
    She waved her hand blindly, her eyes still closed. “Towels don’t count!” 
 
    He glanced at the towel and shrugged. “I don’t see why not. They cover what needs to be covered,” he muttered. He turned back toward the mirror. 
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing clothes?” she complained. 
 
    He glanced at her reflection in the mirror, chuckling as he saw that she still had her hands over her eyes. “I don’t wear clothes in the shower. Do you?” 
 
    “No, but I put them on before I leave the bathroom!” she snapped. 
 
    He just laughed. Rose finally dropped her hands. He faced the mirror, his back turned to her, but as he shaved, his eyes, reflected in the mirror, met hers. She blushed and attempted to avert her gaze. She sighed irritably and tossed her book onto the nightstand. She hopped off of the bed and crossed the space between them, joining Kallias near the sink. In the mirror, his scorching gaze never left hers. She crossed her arms and leaned her left shoulder against the wall.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” she asked nervously. 
 
    Kallias held the razor under the water and looked at her. “Do you realize that ninety-nine percent of the things you say begin with, ‘Can I ask you something?’” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “I told you. I’m a curious person.” 
 
    He looked up at the mirror as he began to shave again. “Sure. Ask.” 
 
    Those scars captured her attention again, glowing white against his golden skin under the lights above the mirror. She realized that, under the light, they looked even worse than they had when she’d seen them in that dark building. Deeply carved into his chest and back, she cringed as she considered what could have left them. From as close as she stood to him now, she could see that the tattooed flames hid some of the scars on his neck, shoulders, and back, including a rough scar on his neck that resembled a bite wound and several scars that looked like burns or gashes. But nothing hid the scars that marred his chest and abdomen, the scars that glowed several shades lighter than his golden skin. 
 
    Kallias cleared his throat and gave her a hard stare. “You had a question.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, shifting uneasily. “Uh…did I do something wrong?” 
 
    He stopped shaving and turned to frown at her. “What? When?” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip nervously. “When we were kissing,” she mumbled, her voice sounding a little higher than usual. “I mean, I just assume you probably have a lot of experience with women, and I’m, you know, less experienced, as in much less, much, much less. I think I may have kissed three people, including you, and one of those didn’t really count because it was my best friend in middle school during a game of Truth or Dare, and it was awkward. And…” 
 
    Kallias stopped shaving and raised an eyebrow at her aimless rambling. “Rose!” he interrupted. He chuckled. “Why are you telling me all of this?” 
 
    She stared at her hands, blushing. “I’m just saying that if I did something wrong, you should tell me what it was so that I can fix it. I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    Kallias patted his face dry with a small white towel as he tried to suppress laughter. His lips tugged into a smile. “You didn’t do anything wrong, koukla.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “But you left.” 
 
    He rinsed the razor clean and dropped it in the bag before he turned toward her. “And you automatically assumed that I left because you were…a bad kisser?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It seemed like a logical assumption.” 
 
    “No, it seems like an insecure assumption,” he corrected. He leaned back against the sink, his hands braced on each side of him. His brown eyes darkened as he leveled her with his intense gaze. “Rose, the problem wasn’t that you didn’t kiss well enough,” he laughed, rolling his eyes. “It was that you kissed…a little too well.” He flashed his fangs at her to make sure she understood his meaning. 
 
    “Ohhhhhhh,” she said, dragging out the syllable. “It…affected you?” 
 
    He laughed at her vagueness. “Yeah, Rose, it affected me.” 
 
    Rose watched as he pushed away from the sink and walked over to his duffel bag. He pulled out a pair of black sweatpants. “My blood bothers you.” 
 
    His brows furrowed, but he didn’t look at her. “Obviously.” 
 
    She frowned suspiciously. “Why does it bother you so much?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Because it’s blood.” 
 
    “There has to be more to it than that,” Rose insisted. 
 
    With the pair of sweatpants balled up in his hand, he returned to her. Rose instinctually leaned back as he moved close to her, only to realize that the wall was preventing her from putting space between them. His gaze darkened with lust as he leaned into her. His breath fell against her face. “Yeah, there is more to it, but I already explained this part to you. Hunger and desire are linked. And I would think that after what just happened between us, it would be obvious that I want you. Unfortunately for you, that also means that I want your blood.” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily, trying to ignore the way her body temperature spiked at his words. She forced her lips to form words, despite their reluctance. “I think,” she breathed, “there is another reason, one that you’re hiding from me.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “I need to get dressed,” he said, stepping past her. 
 
    She grabbed his arm to stop him. He turned toward her, his eyes narrowing. “Tell me what you’re hiding from me. I need to know what it is.” 
 
    “Unless you prefer me naked, you should let me get dressed,” he said. 
 
    Rose swallowed, her gaze instinctually shifting toward the towel hanging from his hips. She let go of his arm, and he wordlessly headed into the bathroom, slamming the door closed behind him. When he came out of the bathroom less than a minute later with his black sweatpants hanging from his hips, instead of the towel, Rose hadn’t moved. She stared at him expectantly. “I know that you haven’t been celibate for twenty-five hundred years,” she informed him. 
 
    He shrugged irritably. “And your point is?” 
 
    “My point is,” she explained, “that you’ve had sex with people without losing control of your hunger. You’ve taken things much further than kissing with other women, but with me, you can’t even kiss me without wanting to bite me.” 
 
    He stepped toward her, his body nearly touching hers, and placed his hands on the wall on each side of her head, trapping her there between his body and the wall. He moved his face closer to hers, and he growled, “I always want to bite you, whether I am kissing you or not. It is just part of what I am.” 
 
    Rose swallowed hard. As she stared into his eyes, she realized that she could actually see it: the hunger. It was that flash of darkness she saw in his eyes as they dilated, that dangerous spark. She’d seen it so many times, just as she saw it now. “Something is different about me, and you’re lying to me about it.” 
 
    Kallias dropped his hands and stepped back. “I’m finished with this conversation,” he snarled. He turned around to walk away. “Goodnight, Rose.” 
 
    Rose pushed away from the wall, chasing after him as he headed toward the bed. “Yeah, well, I’m not finished with it! I refuse to act like I’m okay with you lying to me!” She stopped abruptly as he suddenly turned back toward her. 
 
    He looked exhausted, all of the sudden. He sighed, “Rose, please, stop.” 
 
    “Kallias, you’re not the only vampire that has trouble resisting my blood. Every vampire that has attacked me has mentioned something about it. They keep saying that it smells powerful, whatever that means. They tell me it’s irresistible. Please. Don’t you think I need to know why all vampires want to kill me?” 
 
    His shoulders drooped with defeat. “Stop. Please.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. She’d never seen him like this. “You hate dishonesty. I know you do. I can hear it in your voice when you talk about it, when you warn me not to trust people. If you hate lying so much, then why are you lying to me?” 
 
    He looked at her as if she’d just slapped him. “I’m not lying. I’m just…” 
 
    “Lying by omission?” Rose finished for him, raising her eyebrow. “I think you care about me, whether you want to admit it or not, or else you wouldn’t go through all of this trouble to protect me, and I know that I care about you.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Rose,” he interrupted. 
 
    She held up her finger to stop him. “I’m not finished yet. I want to ask you a question, and I want you to be honest with me, for once. If you cared about someone, and then you realized that they were hiding something from you, something that affected you, don’t you think that would bother you?” Rose instantly regretted asking the question when she saw his face contort with pain. 
 
    His entire body tensed, as if he’d been shocked. “Yeah, it did.” 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” she mumbled sympathetically. “I’m sorry. I didn’t…” 
 
    “For what?” he interrupted. “I’m the one lying to you, remember?” 
 
    Rose sighed in frustration. That cold distance was back in his voice and in his eyes, that cruel mask that he always used to hide his pain. Her eyes narrowed at him. “Your telepathic control works on everyone, except me. Everyone, except me, is enthralled every time they look at a vampire because of your…seductive pheromone…or magical allure…or whatever the heck it is. You keep making these weird comments. And that day that Theron tried to…tried to…hurt me,” she stammered, unable to voice the word rape, “he told you that I was not an ordinary human, and the way you looked at me—it was like a light bulb had just come on in your head. You looked at me as if you knew something about me. You looked at me as if you were scared, and I have never seen you scared, Kallias. Basic inductive reasoning says that there’s something wrong with me.” 
 
    To her surprise, that mask of his instantly dissolved, gone as quickly as it had come. “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said, “not in my opinion.” 
 
    “Then, tell me the truth,” she pleaded. 
 
    He sighed in frustration. “Rose, haven’t you ever considered that I might have a good reason for keeping this from you? That I am trying to protect you?” 
 
    “Protect me from what?” she asked. “The truth?” 
 
    He just shrugged, as if he thought that was an acceptable answer. 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “Kallias, let me tell you something,” she snarled. “I am not some pretty little princess who spent her life locked away in a castle and faints at the first sight of danger. I don’t need you to protect me from the truth. I’ve been facing truth my entire life. No, I didn’t grow up in a castle. I grew up in a home that was falling apart, that always had drugs but never any food. I faced the truth that my mom didn’t care about me the first time she let her boyfriend beat me until I was bleeding just for sassing her. I faced the truth when I realized that the only person who ever did care about me at all was going to prison and leaving me all alone. I faced the truth when I found my mother’s dead body in a pile of vomit in our living room floor after it had been decaying for two days. I mean, I knew what happens to the human body when it decays, but you don’t really face the truth of it until you have to look at it. I have never been sheltered from the truth, not once, and guess what? I am still standing. So, you can keep your freaking protection because I don’t need it!” She could barely breathe when she finished her rant. Her heart thudded rapidly against her chest. She didn’t know why she had said all of those things. She had never voiced all of it out loud like that. But the words had just seemed to spill out of her mouth of their own accord. 
 
    For a while, Kallias didn’t speak. He didn’t even look at her. He just stared at the bed, his hand gripping the wooden frame so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. “Is he still alive?” he asked, his voice dark and dangerous. 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange question. “Is who still alive?” 
 
    “The person who hurt you,” he answered evenly. 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I don’t know. Why does it matter?” 
 
    He looked at her, finally, and when he did, Rose took a step back, stunned by the dark rage that flashed in his eyes. “You don’t know because there were others, right? You can’t even remember all of the people who hurt you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “My family didn’t associate with the nicest people,” she said nervously, trying to sound dismissive. “Why does this bother you so much?” 
 
    “Because someone should have protected you,” he answered. 
 
    Her eyes softened. “If it makes you feel better, my brother pulled a gun on one of them once and threatened to kill him if he didn’t leave,” she offered. 
 
    “It doesn’t,” he said quietly. He straightened and released the footboard. “How can you believe in good after the terrible things that have happened to you? How can you believe in light when you’ve experienced nothing but darkness?” 
 
    Rose stared at him for a moment. “Because I refuse to let the darkness of my past define me. I don’t know why people suffer, but I refuse to go through life angry about it. I don’t resent what happened to me because I refuse to let the demons of my past win. I choose who I am. And everything I endured made me the person I am today. It made me stronger. It made me more compassionate. I wouldn’t be able to empathize if I didn’t know how it felt to suffer. I wouldn’t be able to endure what is happening to me right now if I hadn’t endured evil before. And…maybe I endured evil so that I could be the good in someone else’s life.” 
 
    “But how is that good for you?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I want to be the good in someone else’s life,” Rose stated. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, stunned by her answer. He didn’t know what to think of this unusual human. Suffering had changed him, hardened him, but it hadn’t done that to her. His chest felt tight with an unfamiliar emotion, an emotion he refused to acknowledge. He moved closer to her, and without thinking about it, he reached up to push her wet hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ears. His hands lingered on her face. Her skin felt so soft against his. He stared into her bright blue eyes and sighed, “Are you sure that you’re ready to accept this truth? Are you ready to accept that you’re not an ordinary human?” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He stepped back and exhaled slowly as he tried to decide how to explain it. “Theron said that you are not an ordinary human because…you’re not, Rose.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her lips twitching. She tried to suppress it. She did. But she couldn’t. She started giggling uncontrollably. “What am I then? Half-alien? I guess I could be half-alien. I don’t know who my father was, after all. Maybe he was this weird green guy from another galaxy. But I think he must have been a weird green guy with red hair because my mother had this beautiful blonde hair, and I wound up a freaking ginger. I knew my alien father was to blame for this.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “You’re not half-alien.” 
 
    “Oh! I know! Maybe I’m half-Bigfoot!” she continued. “No, I doubt that, actually. If my father was Bigfoot, I would be much hairier, don’t you think?” 
 
    He suppressed a smile. “Can you shut your mouth for just a minute?” 
 
    “Well, I would, but my allergies are acting up tonight. So, I’m kind of breathing through my mouth at the moment,” she said, shrugging apologetically. 
 
    “Do you want me to explain this to you or not?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine. Just don’t be surprised when you have to give me CPR,” she said. 
 
    Kallias laughed. “Okay. So, when you did all of that reading about vampires, did you ever happen to find an explanation of why we crave blood?” 
 
    Rose didn’t answer. She just stood there, staring at him. 
 
    He sighed, “Rose, I asked you a question.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to shut my mouth,” she said defensively. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    She smiled and held up her hands. “Okay. Okay. Yes. Of course I found an explanation. But then I found another. And another. And another. There was never anything conclusive. Every culture had their own theories about it.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “Okay. What were some of the theories?” 
 
    She stared at a painting on the wall that depicted a bubbling creek in the mountains, as she tried to remember everything she’d read about vampires. As she thought about it, she wiggled her toes, feeling the soft carpet beneath her bare feet. “Well,” she said after a few moments, “many cultures believed that vampires needed blood because they were soulless creatures, and they somehow extracted the human’s soul by drinking their blood. Personally, I think that theory is nonsense because even if a soul could be taken through blood consumption, it’s obvious that vampires aren’t soulless. The soul is the personality and the emotions, and you clearly have personality and emotions. You’re not zombies.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Okay. What else?” 
 
    “Many cultures believed that vampires were cursed,” she answered. “The hunger and the need to consume blood was the punishment for cheating death.” 
 
    “Possible,” he commented. “What else?” 
 
    “Some cultures believed that vampires obtained immortality through blood magic,” she suggested, “which would require blood, of course.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know whether I believe in magic or not.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, there was also this one theory that was proposed by some scientists,” she told him. “They suggested that vampires might have a rare anemic disease and that vampires crave blood because of blood’s high iron content.” 
 
    He stepped toward her. He wrapped his hand around her wrist and turned her hand so that her palm faced upward. “It’s not the iron,” he said as he traced the blue vein of her wrist with his thumb. “I smell the iron in your blood, of course, just as I smell the water, the salt, the sugar, the plasma…but those are all just details.” His dark gaze shifted to meet hers. “It’s not what I crave.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Dang. I kind of liked that one. It’s less fantastical.” 
 
    “Were there any others?” he asked, still tracing her veins with his thumb. 
 
    Rose found it extremely difficult to think with him rubbing her wrist like that. “I did find one more. Many ancient religions—including Judaism and Christianity, actually—believed that blood symbolized life. So, many cultures believed that vampires obtained the power of life by consuming blood, and they craved that power because they were dead…or…were supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “I like that one,” he commented softly, still staring at her wrist. “I doubt that is what it is, but I do prefer that theory over the others. It is…closer.” 
 
    “Closer?” she repeated. “Closer to the truth? So, what is the truth?” 
 
    “The truth is that I’m not exactly sure what it is that we crave,” he admitted. “What I do know is that there is some type of power in blood. When we awake as vampires, it is something that we instinctually know. We can smell the power in blood. I don’t know for sure what kind of power it is—the power of life, as you suggested, or something else entirely—but what I do know is that we crave it. It nourishes and empowers us. It heals our injuries and soothes our hunger. But not all blood contains the same amount of power. For example, vampire blood usually smells much more powerful than human blood. And one human may smell more or less powerful than another human, just as one vampire can smell more or less powerful than another vampire. An older vampire usually smells more powerful than a younger vampire, and vampires with psychic abilities smell much more powerful than vampires with no abilities.” He looked at her as he added, “And some humans are born with more powerful blood than others.” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “How does this…power…smell to vampires?” 
 
    “Sweet. Appealing,” he murmured, staring intensely at her. “Like you.” 
 
    “Like me?” she sputtered in surprise. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    His intense, unwavering gaze bore into hers. “I mean that I’ve never smelled blood as powerful as yours. No one, human or vampire, smells like you.” 
 
    “That can’t be right,” she said, blinking in shock. “I mean, you just said that vampire blood smells more powerful than human blood, right? So…” 
 
    “Ordinary human blood,” he interrupted. “Yours isn’t ordinary.” 
 
    “Well, what is it, if it’s not ordinary?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “I haven’t figured that part out yet,” he admitted. He sounded as if he were apologizing for that. “What I do know is that there is something different about your blood. It smells human, but it also smells…more than human.” 
 
    Her face paled. “So, what am I? Just…some kind of freak?” 
 
    His gaze softened, and with his hand still on her wrist, he pulled her closer to him. His free hand reached up to touch her face, his thumb rubbing slow circles on the soft skin of her cheek. “No. No, Rose. Look at me,” he said softly as she started to look down. Her bright blue eyes shifted up to meet his. “Don’t think like that. There is nothing wrong with you. You are different from most humans, but that isn’t necessarily a bad thing. You’re different. Not wrong.” 
 
    His touch comforted her, but not enough to dissolve the sinking ball of dread that had begun to weigh down her chest. “I’m just like everyone else.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” he sighed. “You know that you’re not. Think about it. People that grow up the way you did don’t usually wind up becoming successful adults like you. If they survive, they wind up like your brother. That is ordinary. But you…you’re different. You broke out of that kind of lifestyle completely.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I chose to be different. I chose to break the cycle.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “You chose. That is what makes you different. Most people don’t choose. Their lives are one long equation of cause-and-effect. They become what life makes them. Most people don’t have the willpower to choose.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with my blood?” Rose asked, confused. 
 
    “Don’t you see the common factor?” Kallias asked. “You are too strong-willed to be controlled by the events of your life. You are too strong-willed to be controlled by telepathic control. You are too strong-willed to be controlled by a vampire’s seductive power. The common factor is almost always your willpower.” 
 
    She scowled. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying that my blood smells different, more powerful than anyone else’s, because I’m…stubborn?” 
 
    “I’m saying that your blood smells powerful because your willpower is so powerful that it can’t be controlled, not even by the laws of nature,” he corrected. 
 
    She stared blankly at him, as if he were crazy. “The laws of nature?” 
 
    He sighed, “Rose, how did you get Theron off of you that day?” 
 
    “We’ve already been over this,” she reminded him. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Then, who did?” he prompted. “There was no one else in the room.” 
 
    “Why are you assuming that I did it?” she asked. “You know that’s not possible. You even said that humans aren’t strong enough to fight vampires.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he agreed. “You’re not physically stronger than Theron.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, frowning at him. “Then, it’s settled. I didn’t…” 
 
    “But you are mentally stronger than him,” he added. 
 
    “What did I do? Throw him with my brain?” she scoffed. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t you ever heard of telekinesis?” 
 
    Her smile faded. “You can’t be serious. Telekinesis is not possible.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “You’re a broken record, Rose. First, you thought the existence of vampires was impossible. Then, you were attacked by one. Then, you thought telepathy was impossible. Now, you’re standing in front of a telepathic vampire. When will you stop assuming that you know what is possible?” 
 
    “Those are all more possible than telekinesis,” she insisted. 
 
    “An ancient, telepathic, immortal being is more possible?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said stubbornly. “I mean, there are possible explanations for how vampires could exist, even if we don’t understand them yet. And concerning telepathy, well, anything can happen in the mind. But telekinesis is different. It deals with the physical world, and there are laws that govern the physical world.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, “but you cannot be controlled by those laws.” 
 
    She laughed in disbelief. “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Fine. Then, tell me,” he challenged. “Who threw Theron off of you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, “but it had to have been someone else.” 
 
    “I saw the memory. There was no one else,” Kallias insisted. 
 
    She shrugged. “I can’t have a psychic ability. I’m not a vampire.” 
 
    “Rose, I never said that vampires were the only ones with psychic abilities,” he reminded her. “You even know a human who has a psychic ability.” 
 
    She frowned at that. “Audrey. You know about Audrey’s dreams?” 
 
    “Of course I know,” Kallias said. “I met her. I smelled the power in her blood. It was nothing like yours but still more powerful than most human blood. And even if I hadn’t, you two mentioned one of the dreams right in front of me.” 
 
    “We never mentioned what it was about,” she muttered. 
 
    “I’m a telepath, remember?” he said, smiling. “I read your minds.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “So…were you telepathic when you were human?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” Kallias confirmed hesitantly. “But I had no idea.” 
 
    She frowned in confusion. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “The transformation into a vampire doesn’t create the psychic abilities. It just awakens them,” he explained. “Most humans never know whether or not they have psychic abilities. Their abilities remain latent until death. I am not certain as to why that happens, but I suspect that it’s for your own protection. Humans cannot heal themselves the way vampires can. Any damage you do to your brain could be permanent. I suspect that human brains suppress the psychic abilities to prevent that from happening. But when you awaken as a vampire, you have more power and the ability to heal yourself, so your abilities awaken.” 
 
    “Is there no way of knowing whether or not you have them?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “There are signs. The abilities exist in certain parts of the brain, of course. So, naturally, people who have special abilities usually demonstrate exceptional strength in those areas of the mind. For example, I was intelligent. I enjoyed learning, and I exceled in mental skills. No one understood why I always won when I sparred with my brothers, even though my brothers were older than me and spent more hours training than I did. It drove my father insane. But I won because they were brutes, and I was strategic. I studied my opponents, predicted their moves, and learned how to manipulate them. My mental skills, observation skills, and ability to influence others were all signs that my mind could do something that most minds couldn’t. There were signs with Erik, too. He is an empath, which means he can feel, control, and manipulate emotions with his mind. When Erik was human, he wasn’t like most of the other men of his time. In a time when rape and slave trade were accepted as normal, Erik refused to take part in it because he empathized with the victims. He tended to be overly emotional and sensitive. He was rash, and despite his obsession with sex, he was and still is a romantic. Those are all signs of his empathic abilities.” 
 
    She nodded. “And do you think there are signs in my case?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Kallias assured her, smiling. “There are definitely signs in your case. Your IQ is off the charts, which already suggests that your mind is capable of more than most people’s minds. And as I mentioned before, your determination and willpower are definitely signs of telekinetic abilities.” 
 
    “But if you’re right—which I don’t think you are, by the way—about me having telekinetic abilities, then why did they not remain latent until death like yours did? How could I have used them on Theron?” she challenged. 
 
    He scowled at her continuous denial. “For the same reason that a human mother might suddenly be able to lift a car if her child is trapped beneath it, despite the fact that the human body is usually not capable of that,” he said. 
 
    “Adrenaline? Fight-or-flight?” she guessed. 
 
    “Because it’s necessary,” Kallias provided. “The mind and body are far stronger than we realize, but in most ordinary situations, the human is unable to access that strength because the body is protecting itself. Sure, the human may technically be capable of lifting the car, but to protect the muscles, the human body doesn’t usually allow it. But as you said, in times of an adrenaline overload, the body realizes that there is real danger, and sometimes, it allows you to access it.” 
 
    Rose considered that. “You think that is what happened with Theron?” 
 
    “I think that when Theron attacked you, your life was in danger, and you also were in danger of being raped, which is something that I think you perceive as an even worse threat than death. Your mind does what is necessary to protect you, whether that be suppressing the abilities or awakening them,” he explained. 
 
    “And you think I used these abilities without realizing it?” she asked. 
 
    “Telekinesis is the manipulation of the physical world to your will, to your choice,” he reminded her. “You decided that you wouldn’t let it happen, so it didn’t. You decided that you wanted him off of you, so he was thrown off of you.” 
 
    Rose suddenly started laughing. “I’m sorry,” she giggled, clasping her hand over her mouth in an effort to stifle the laughter. “I just can’t believe that you actually think that I can move things with my mind. That’s absolutely insane.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “I knew you weren’t ready to accept it.” 
 
    She stopped laughing as she noticed him turn and begin to walk away from her, heading toward the sofa. She followed him. “Oh, come on. I’m trying.” 
 
    He turned back toward her. “Look, you asked for the truth, and I gave it to you. If you’re not ready to accept it, then don’t. But I am not going to stay up all day, convincing you. The sun is up, and I need sleep. Goodnight, Rose.” 
 
    “Wait,” Rose pleaded. “Just one more question.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “One more or one billion more?” 
 
    She smiled. “One,” she assured him. “I promise.” 
 
    “Mm,” he grunted sleepily. “Fine. Ask your question.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand what is so different about my blood. If there are other humans with psychic abilities, then shouldn’t they smell just as powerful as I do? Like Audrey? You said she didn’t smell as powerful as me,” Rose said. 
 
    “No one smells as powerful as you,” Kallias reminded her tiredly. “You’re not an ordinary human. I don’t know what else to tell you because I honestly don’t know what you are. And besides, there is a difference in precognition and telekinesis. Precognition is not necessarily common, but it’s not uncommon either. Empathy is uncommon. Telepathy is considered the rarest and most powerful ability that exists…but only by people who don’t know about telekinesis. If telepathy is rare, then telekinesis is practically unheard of.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do other people with telekinetic abilities smell like?” 
 
    Kallias was silent for a moment. “Rose, there is no one else.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. “How do you even know it exists, then?” 
 
    “There is no one else alive with telekinetic abilities,” he amended. “But even the vampires that possessed telekinetic abilities in the past weren’t capable of doing anything like what you did. You threw a vampire across the room with your mind. Your mind carried more force than your body. In the past, vampires with telekinetic abilities could barely knock over a candle with their minds.” 
 
    Rose was stuck on that first part. “Kallias, why aren’t they alive?” 
 
    He watched her warily. “A vampire killed them.” 
 
    “A vampire? Just one?” she asked worriedly. “Who?” 
 
    “Aaron,” he answered. 
 
    “You mentioned him before,” she noted. “The ancient one.” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “He’s the most powerful vampire that I know of.” 
 
    “Why did he kill them?” Rose asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “He considered them a threat. In most cases, an older vampire would win in a fight against a younger vampire. Age is power. But psychic abilities throw off that balance, especially telekinetic abilities. In theory, someone with telekinetic abilities could do practically anything, if they had enough power. No one ever has had enough power for that, of course, but Aaron didn’t want to take any chances. He killed them before they could pose a threat.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “He killed them just in case?” 
 
    “Aaron is a ruthless, power-hungry asshole,” Kallias said simply. 
 
    “Do you think he will try to kill me, too?” Rose asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. Aaron would never consider a human a threat,” Kallias told her. “Besides, he lives in Europe. He probably doesn’t even know you exist.” 
 
    “You don’t think Theron would tell him?” she asked. 
 
    He snorted, “Theron knows better. Aaron has never taken Theron seriously. He would probably rip off Theron’s head just for annoying him.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “He kills people just for annoying him?” 
 
    “Oh. I can see why that worries you,” he said. “You are pretty annoying.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Kallias doubled over, suddenly bursting into a hysterical fit of laughter. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re annoying,” she muttered immaturely. 
 
    When he finally finished laughing, he straightened, still smiling at her. His smile was so wide and genuine that Rose could see the razor sharp fangs that he normally hid so well. She moved closer to him and reached up to touch them, but he recoiled, his smile instantly fading as he grasped her wrist to stop her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked as he held her wrist still. 
 
    She stared up at him. “Don’t hide them from me,” she pleaded softly. 
 
    His brows furrowed, but he slowly and reluctantly let go of her hand. 
 
    Rose wasn’t even sure why she wanted to do this, but for some reason, it was important to her. She reached up and touched his lips. Her thumb rubbed across his soft bottom lip until he opened his mouth. She noticed the way his eyes darkened as he watched her. She ran her finger across his left fang. Aside from its sharpness, it felt just like a canine tooth, but of course, the sharpness wasn’t something that she could ignore. His fangs felt sharper than any blade she’d ever felt. She stared into his eyes, willing him to understand that she accepted this, what he was. She wanted to tell him what he had told her, that he was different, not wrong. Almost like an animal, he closed his eyes and leaned into her hand. 
 
    “Ow!” Rose squealed as she accidentally cut her finger on his fang. 
 
    His hand grasped her wrist again, and she glanced up at him, alarmed. His eyes were dark with hunger, but to her surprise, he seemed in control of it. He pulled her hand to his mouth and closed his mouth around her finger. He sucked gently on the small cut, and then, he swirled his tongue around her finger, his eyes never leaving hers. Her mouth fell open, and her breath came rapidly. 
 
    Kallias released her hand, his lips curving into a slow, seductive smile. 
 
    She just stared at him, her bright blue eyes wide with shock. 
 
    His eyes darted down to her chest. “Your heart is racing.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened. She placed her hand over her chest, as if she could stifle the sound of her rapid pulse with her hand. “Yeah, that’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “I won’t let anyone hurt you, okay?” Kallias said, suddenly serious.  
 
    Rose blinked at him, surprised by the grave sincerity in his voice. His intense, unwavering gaze bore right through her. “Are you sure you can stop it? You said that this Aaron is older than you. And if he can kill Theron as easily as you make it sound, he must be really powerful. If he decides to kill me, then…” 
 
    “If he decides to kill you, then I will kill him,” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    She blinked in shock. “Can you even do that?” 
 
    “I don’t care whether I can or not,” he stated. He moved closer to her, so close that his bare chest brushed against the flannel material of her pajamas. “Rose, I will do whatever I have to do to protect you, even if it means going to war with every vampire in the world. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Not anymore.” 
 
    She swallowed, her heart thudding rapidly against her hand. 
 
    His eyes suddenly fluttered shut, and he staggered. His hand shot out to catch himself against the bedpost, and his long body leaned heavily against it. 
 
    “Kallias?” Rose squeaked, her eyes widening. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Aside from the fact that he was still standing—or leaning, really—he didn’t even look conscious, but he somehow managed to answer her anyway. “Mm,” he grunted unintelligibly. “The sun is weakening me. I need to be asleep.” 
 
    Rose placed her hand on his chest to steady him, but as soon as her palm made contact with his overheated skin, his eyes came open. He looked down at her hand, as if he were wondering why it was there. “Let me help,” Rose said. 
 
    He raised his head and frowned at her. “Help?” he mumbled sleepily. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a one-syllable word. I assumed you knew it,” she quipped as she sidestepped him to get out from between his heavy, unsteady body and the footboard of the bed. She wrapped her hand around his arm and pulled gently. 
 
    “I don’t need help,” he groaned as he stumbled, nearly falling in the floor. 
 
    “Yeah, it looks that way,” she muttered. She continued to try unsuccessfully to pull his heavy body forward. “Come on, big guy. I can’t pull you all by myself,” she said in a strained voice as she nearly fell on top of him. 
 
    “Skata, moro mou,” he cursed, speaking drowsily in Greek, as he caught her against him. His hand lingered on the curve of her back longer than necessary. 
 
    “Let me help you to bed,” she demanded, narrowing her eyes at him. 
 
    He leaned into her, which nearly sent them both sprawling backward into the floor, and sneered, “Will you tuck me in, manoula? Give me a goodnight kiss?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Oh, yeah, that’s mature,” she said sarcastically, rolling her eyes. Her brows furrowed. “And did you really just call me mommy?” 
 
    “I’m twenty-five hundred years old. I don’t need your help,” he grunted. 
 
    He grumpily pushed her away from him and tried to walk on his own. Rose lifted her eyebrows as he stumbled again. She sighed and went to his side, wrapping her hand around his arm. “You walk. I’ll lead,” she offered. 
 
    They had almost reached the bed when Kallias grunted, “No.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “What’s wrong? We’re almost there.” 
 
    He looked down at her. “I said I would sleep on the sofa, remember?” 
 
    “I’m not letting you sleep on the sofa, Kallias,” she muttered. 
 
    He leaned heavily on the bed and grasped her arm before she could walk away from him. “Then, I’m not letting you sleep on the sofa either,” he slurred. 
 
    She sighed. “Fine. We can both sleep in the bed. We are adults. I’m sure it will be fine. I sleep in the same bed with Audrey, after all.” Her brows furrowed as she added, “Granted, Audrey is like a sister to me. And you are not…” She paused, frowning, as Kallias suddenly fell backward. “…like a sister to me.” 
 
    “I would hope not,” he mumbled, one side of his lips twitching upward as he lay on his back. Aside from the twitching of his lips, he looked comatose. 
 
    “You just fell,” Rose pointed out, in case he didn’t notice. 
 
    “Shut up, and get in bed with me,” he murmured. 
 
    She scowled at him, even though his eyes were closed and she knew that he couldn’t see the look she gave him. “Are you always like this during the day?” 
 
    “No,” he slurred. “I am usually asleep during the day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, wincing guiltily as she realized that her questions were what had kept him awake. Her jaw dropped as he suddenly raised his lower body up off of the bed and started tugging his black sweatpants down his lean hips. She quickly clasped her hands over her eyes and shrieked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking off my pants,” he answered as he tossed them in the floor. 
 
    She dropped her hands to glare at him, and her eyes widened as she took in his nearly nude appearance. The only clothing that covered his body at that moment was a pair of thin, black boxers. “Yes, I can see that. But why?” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping in clothes,” he muttered, as if clothes were disgusting. 
 
    “Oh, no. You will wear clothes,” she stated. “You’re not sleeping naked!” 
 
    He shrugged, his eyes still closed. “Fine. I guess I’ll leave on the boxers.” 
 
    She cast a brief glance at the boxers, and her mouth instantly went dry as she realized how they clung to his… She shifted her gaze to the ceiling, blinking as she tried to clear that image from her mind. “Those don’t really help much!” 
 
    He groaned and jerked the blanket over his body. “Get in the damn bed.” 
 
    She glared at him, relieved that the blanket was now covering everything. “Don’t tell me what to do. I will get in bed when I decide that I’m ready for bed.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever. But I’m going to sleep,” he mumbled sleepily. 
 
    Rose had every intention of standing there for a long time afterward, just to prove a point, but as she stood beside the bed, her muscles began to feel heavy and tired, and her eyes burned and watered as she yawned. “Okay, I am ready for bed now,” she announced as she walked around to the other side of the bed. 
 
    She frowned at how much of the bed his long, muscular body covered. She grabbed her pillows and wedged them beside his body. She sighed as she realized that her two pillows barely reached his hips. “I need your pillows.” 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes, scowling at her. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m building a wall,” she explained. “Give me your pillows.” 
 
    He closed his eyes again. “You’re not getting my pillows. Just get in bed.” 
 
    Rose sighed in defeat and grabbed her pillows. She placed them back at the top of the bed. “Fine. But keep your hands and fangs to yourself, okay?” 
 
    He kept his eyes closed, but his lips curved into a smirk. “I’ll try.” 
 
    She pulled the blanket down and crawled into bed, swallowing uneasily as she noticed how close his body was to hers. Even without moving, her arm nearly brushed against his arm. She turned on her side, facing away from him. 
 
    “Turn off the damn light,” Kallias grumbled. “It’s giving me a headache.” 
 
    Rose rolled back toward him and glared at him, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. As she rolled back onto her side, toward the nightstand, to switch off the lamp, she complained, “You know, you’d think that after twenty-five hundred years, you would have learned how to say please, at some point.” 
 
    Rose gasped as she suddenly felt Kallias move behind her. His strong arms circled around her and pulled her back against his front. His body curled around hers, and every inch of it pressed against her. His lips brushed her ear.  
 
    “Please,” he breathed seductively into her ear. 
 
    The combination of his breath in her ear and the low, accented tone of his voice sent heated waves of desire down her spine, leaving her breathless. 
 
    He chuckled and rolled over onto his back, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Rose, on the other hand, had forgotten how to move. She blinked, shocked that he had somehow managed to turn her on with one innocent, little word. She wondered if that were some kind of supernatural power that vampires possessed, but there was no way she was going to humiliate herself by asking him. 
 
    “Light, Rose,” Kallias grunted. 
 
    “Okay, Grumpy,” Rose muttered as she switched off the lamp. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias paused reluctantly on the temple steps and glanced up at the beautiful Temple of Aphrodite. Wide columns stretched before him, as far as he could see, with gorgeous, ornate designs carved into the white stone. He sighed. “Do you really feel this is necessary?” he complained in his Ancient Greek tongue. 
 
    Phoebe turned back toward him, her pale pink peplos swirling around her figure as she turned. She stood several steps above where he’d stopped, so far ahead of him that he actually had to look up at her. She had her long black hair elegantly pinned to the top of her head, leaving her neck bare. Her brown eyes narrowed. “Before we marry, we have to offer the traditional gifts to Aphrodite so that she will bless our marriage with love. You want to marry me, don’t you?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Of course I want to marry you. Why would you even ask that? I just don’t see the point in wasting our day together on these ridiculous traditions. I will love you with or without the imaginary goddess’s blessing.” 
 
    Her brown eyes widened, and she ran down the steps toward him, her sandals clacking against the stone steps. “Don’t speak those things so loudly,” she hissed at him as soon as she reached him. “What if the gods and goddesses hear you? They would curse you for speaking such dishonorable things about them!” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “I imagine that, if the gods and goddesses existed, they would have more important matters to worry about than my skepticism.” 
 
    “Well, I, like most people, believe they do,” Phoebe reminded him. “So, I would appreciate it if, for just one day, you could pretend to care about this.” 
 
    He held up his hands and smiled. “Okay. I’m sorry. I promise to behave.” 
 
    Phoebe giggled and grasped his hand, pulling him behind her as she climbed the steps. When they stepped inside the temple, Kallias blinked in surprise at how dark it seemed. The priestesses in the Temple of Athena, where he taught lessons each day, usually kept the temple well-lit with candles, but for some reason, on that day, at least, Aphrodite’s priestesses seemed to have neglected that task. He followed his fiancée as she led him toward the massive, beautiful statue of Aphrodite in the center of the temple. As they moved further into the temple, it grew darker and darker, but his eyes adjusted to the darkness. 
 
    Kallias froze as he saw two pale blue eyes in the darkness, watching them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Phoebe asked, tugging at his hand. 
 
    “Nothing,” he mumbled and began to walk again, following her. 
 
    As he went through the motions of offering gifts to the goddess, he continued to stare at those pale blue eyes, squinting as he tried to see the person behind the eyes. Aside from the occasional blinking, the eyes watched him the entire time he and Phoebe walked through the temple. Kallias found something very unnerving about those eyes. Human eyes held emotion. One could read the feelings of a person by looking into their eyes, by noticing the spark of anger, the dancing of amusement, the flash of pain, and the darkening of lust. But he saw none of that in those pale eyes. It was as if the person felt no emotion whatsoever. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Phoebe said after spending an hour in the temple. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Of course,” he said distractedly, still frowning at those eyes. 
 
    “The sun is setting,” she added. “Father expects me home by nightfall.” 
 
    He glanced at her, finally, blinking as he realized that he hadn’t been paying attention to her. He placed her hand on her arm and smiled reassuringly. “I’ll have you home before dark. And if not, I will explain it to your father.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “That won’t be necessary,” she blurted nervously. 
 
    He frowned at her strange reaction. “But your father likes me.” 
 
    “But,” she stammered, “he is…busy. You can’t come inside the house.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. “Uh…okay. I guess we should get you home, then.” 
 
    She nodded and started walking toward the front of the temple, her footsteps echoing softly in the dark temple. Kallias and Phoebe had nearly reached the front of the temple when he chanced another look at those pale blue eyes. He froze as he found them directly behind him. The man with the pale blue eyes had emerged from where he’d been hidden and now stood just a few feet behind Kallias, still staring at him with that unnerving, emotionless stare. He stood within the darker part of the temple, most of his body cloaked by the shadows, but Kallias could make out his face now. The man’s long blonde hair and fair skin looked as pale and unusual as his eyes. His white chiton and Aphrodite pendant practically glowed in the darkness, marking him as a priest, but unlike most of the people in service of the gods, this man did not look the least bit joyous or gracious. Instead, he looked disturbingly cold and unfeeling. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Phoebe sighed, turning back toward him. She gasped as she saw the man standing behind them. “Kallias, who is that man?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kallias said. “Have you ever seen him before?” 
 
    “No,” Phoebe whispered. She stared at the man, her eyes wide. “I think I would remember if I had. He is so…attractive, don’t you think? And seductive.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that another man is attractive,” he muttered, scowling. 
 
    She didn’t respond. She just continued to stare at the man that watched them. It was as if she had forgotten where they were, as if she were in a trance. 
 
    “Phoebe?” Kallias said, frowning at her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” she murmured, but she never took her eyes off of the man. 
 
    His brows furrowed, and he turned back toward the man with the pale blue eyes, the man who had yet to stop staring at them. Kallias narrowed his eyes at the shadowy figure. “Who are you, and why are you watching us?” he called. 
 
    His voice echoed through the temple, but the man only showed one sign that he had even heard Kallias: a slight tilting of his lips. He continued to stare. 
 
    Fed up with the strange, creepy stranger, Kallias walked toward the man, entering the shadowy part of the temple. Phoebe let out a nervous squeak but followed him anyway. Kallias expected the man to retreat back to wherever he’d been hiding, but instead, the man stood still as Kallias approached. By that time of the evening, pitch-black darkness cloaked the inner section of the temple. 
 
    Kallias could barely see even an outline of the man’s figure when he reached him, but the man’s pale blue eyes seemed to glow in the darkness. He felt Phoebe’s trembling hand tug at his chiton, pleading with him to go back. 
 
    “Tell me who you are,” Kallias snarled at the man with pale blue eyes. 
 
    “I am Erastos,” the man said, finally, his voice as emotionless as his eyes. 
 
    “Well, Erastos, why are you watching us?” Kallias demanded angrily. 
 
    “I was watching you, Kallias,” Erastos said in that strange voice of his. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “I know many things about you, Kallias of Athens,” Erastos told him. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Kallias said coldly. “Do you mind telling me how?” 
 
    “I know things,” Erastos answered, as if that were a legitimate answer. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “That was even vaguer than the first statement.” 
 
    “How I know what I know is not important right now,” Erastos said. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes. “Fine. I don’t have time to waste dealing with some creepy lunatic that can’t even answer a simple question,” he muttered. He placed his hand on Phoebe’s arm, startling her out of the strange trancelike state she’d fallen into again. “Come on. Let’s get you home before it gets too late.” 
 
    “But you cannot leave yet,” Erastos said. “I must give you something.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “No, thank you. We’re done here.” 
 
    “It is of utmost importance that you take it,” Erastos insisted. 
 
    “What is it?” Phoebe asked curiously. 
 
    Erastos opened his hand, revealing the thing he had been holding in his fist. At first, it looked like a rolled up cloth, but then, Erastos unrolled the cloth with his other hand, revealing a strange, blood-red stone, unlike anything Kallias or Phoebe had ever seen before. The stone looked large and heavy, and jagged edges of the stone jutted out in all directions. “You need to take this, Kallias.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at the strange priest. “Why?” 
 
    Erastos stepped forward and held the stone toward him, wordlessly insisting that Kallias take it out of his hand. Kallias picked up the stone, his brows furrowing, and examined it, carefully turning the weighty stone in his hand. He squinted as he noticed a tiny inscription carved into the stone. In Greek, it read: εκλεκτός, or Eklektos, which, translated into English, could have meant chosen, exquisite, selected, or fated. “Why does it say ‘Eklektos?’” Kallias asked Erastos. 
 
    “Maybe the stone was chosen for something,” Phoebe muttered, leaning over to look at it, “although I can’t imagine what it was chosen for. It’s very ugly.” 
 
    “It says, ‘Eklektos,’ because it belongs to the Eklektos,” Erastos stated. 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “Am I supposed to know what that means?” 
 
    “It means that it belongs to a person called the Eklektos,” Erastos said. 
 
    “Okay,” Kallias said irritably. “So, what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “You are the one who must protect the stone so that you can deliver it to the Eklektos when she comes under your protection,” Erastos explained. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea what you are talking about,” Kallias told him. 
 
    “The Eklektos will become an important person in your life, and you will play an important role in hers,” Erastos added. “When the time comes, she will need the Stone of the Eklektos, the Stone that you hold in your hand right now. You must protect it until the time comes, and then, you must give it to her.” 
 
    Kallias blinked tiredly. “To whom?” 
 
    “The Eklektos,” Erastos said, frowning. “I explained this already.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said irritably. “I am asking you: Who is the Eklektos?” 
 
    “Her name is irrelevant and unimportant at this time. She does not exist yet, but when she does, your lives will intersect,” Erastos explained. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Wow, you are obviously out of your mind. I don’t know how you haven’t gotten kicked out of the temple,” he muttered. He held out the Stone. “Here. Take your stone back. Phoebe and I are going home now.” 
 
    Erastos shook his head firmly, but his eyes remained cold and unfeeling. “You are not listening to me, Kallias of Athens. You must take the Stone of the Eklektos and protect it until it can pass from your hands to the hands of the Eklektos herself. The Stone of the Eklektos is very dangerous. It will unlock limitless power. And if it falls into the wrong hands, many lives will be lost.” 
 
    Kallias scowled and held up the Stone. “It’s just a rock.” 
 
    “No,” Erastos argued. “It is the key to either the destruction or salvation of humanity. You must keep it safe until the night that the Eklektos awakens.” 
 
    Kallias grabbed the strange priest’s hand and shoved the Stone into his hand. “Take your stupid rock. And see a physician because you are insane.” 
 
    “You are choosing the more painful route,” Erastos warned. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes and turned toward Phoebe. “I don’t understand anything he is saying. Let’s just leave before he wastes even more of our time.” 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “I think you should take the Stone, just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case what?” Kallias asked. “In case I meet another crazy person that happens to call herself the Eklektos? Yeah, I think I will pass. Let’s just go.” 
 
    “He said that the Stone is powerful,” Phoebe hissed. “Just take it.” 
 
    “The Stone can’t be powerful, Phoebe. It’s a stone,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Phoebe sighed and turned her gaze toward Erastos. “Could I take it, instead? I will put it somewhere safe inside his home. I am his fiancée.” 
 
    “I know who you are, Phoebe of Corinth,” Erastos told her, his strange, pale blue eyes assessing her coldly. “I know more about you than Kallias does.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “What are you? Some kind of stalker?” 
 
    “No. I do not obtain information in that way,” Erastos answered. 
 
    Phoebe shifted nervously. “So, do you want me to take it to his home?” 
 
    Erastos shifted his cold, emotionless gaze toward Kallias. “I would advise against that. It would be best if it remained in your hands alone, Kallias.” 
 
    “I’m not taking your stupid rock,” Kallias insisted. “I am leaving.” 
 
    Erastos shrugged and walked toward them. He placed the Stone of the Eklektos in Phoebe’s hand. “Although I know that it is pointless to tell you this, I must warn you that the consequences will be tragic if the Stone of the Eklektos does not remain in Kallias’s possession,” he told Phoebe, causing her to squirm nervously as she wondered if the strange priest somehow knew about Theron. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at him. “Are you threatening her?” he snarled. 
 
    Erastos turned toward him. “I am merely warning her. Before you leave, I should remind you that the route you are choosing will bring you suffering.” 
 
    “And I should remind you that you are insane,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “When the time has come, we will meet again, Kallias,” Erastos said. 
 
    “I sure as hell hope not,” Kallias muttered under his breath as he turned to leave the temple. He held his hand out to Phoebe. “Come on. We should go.” 
 
    She nodded and took his hand, clutching the Stone of the Eklektos in the other. But before they left, she spun back toward Erastos one last time and called out, “One more question. What is so important about the Eklektos?” 
 
    The strange priest stared at her, his lips tilting upward. “She will either save the world or destroy it,” he stated. “But without her, humanity is doomed.” 
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 Kindness and Murder 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kallias awoke with two questions on his mind: Why the hell was I dreaming about that stupid stone? And why the hell am I aroused? He groaned tiredly and shifted to stretch, only to realize that there was someone on top of him. Only then did he begin to realize that he could feel her soft curves against his skin, warming him, teasing him. He glanced down to find Rose curled against his side with her arm wrapped around his abdomen and her long legs entangled with his. Her red hair fanned over her face, hiding it from his gaze, but he knew that she was asleep because of the sound of her steady breathing and slowed heart rate. Her bare feet, which he felt against his ankle, felt colder than the rest of her body. He could feel her soft, full lips against his skin, and her breasts squashed against his waist. 
 
    “Oh. Well, that explains it,” Kallias muttered under his breath. 
 
    He noticed that, at some point during the day, while they slept, he had draped his arm casually around her shoulder, and his hand rested comfortably against her back. He stared at her for a while, stunned by the realization that he’d actually slept like this. The last woman that he’d allowed to sleep beside him like this, to cuddle with him like this, had been Phoebe, twenty-five hundred years ago. 
 
    Kallias shifted his legs, absentmindedly trailing his finger up her spine. 
 
    He had only been acting on impulse and hadn’t expected a response from her. But at the sensation of his finger trailing along her spine, she moaned sleepily, and her back arched ever so slightly, which pressed the warm, soft center between her legs against his thigh. His eyes widened. “Damn it, woman,” he groaned, more than a little affected by the feel of her body and that sexy sound she’d made.  
 
    He scowled at the sleeping seductress, blaming her entirely for this. She made a soft murmuring sound in response and snuggled closer to him. He ran his fingers through her soft, auburn waves as he stared at her small hand splayed across his bare abdomen, her fair skin contrasting starkly with his tawny skin. 
 
    Kallias shook her shoulder. “Wake up, Rose. We have to get ready.” 
 
    Rose groaned softly in protest, shifting against him again. 
 
    “Baby, wake up,” he murmured in her ear. 
 
    Her eyes opened, and she blinked slowly as she tried to see in the dark room. As the sleepy fogginess of her mind began to clear, she gradually became aware of his body against her. She patted his stomach, frowning in confusion. 
 
    “Uh…Kallias?” she asked nervously. 
 
    She could hear the suppressed laughter in his voice as he replied, “Yes?” 
 
    Rose remained completely frozen. “Can you turn on the lamp?” 
 
    Kallias stretched his arm out and flipped the switch to turn on the lamp. 
 
    The light burned her eyes at first, but as her eyes adjusted to the light, she realized that she was lying against Kallias, intimately snuggled up to his long, muscular body. She jumped up so fast that her head spun, and she immediately hung her head in her hands and groaned. When the dizziness eased, she decided to stare at one of the paintings on the wall, rather than face him. Unfortunately, Rose felt him sit up behind her, his bare chest brushing against her back, his hand braced on the other side of hers. She heard his low, honeyed laugh in her ear. 
 
    His breath tickled her ear as he leaned into her. “What was that you said last night about wanting me to keep my hands to myself?” he teased in her ear. 
 
    Her blush deepened. At this point, her cheeks felt so hot that Rose briefly pondered the possibility that she might spontaneously combust. She directed her murderous glare at a poor, innocent painting on the wall because glaring at Kallias would require looking at him, and she was far too embarrassed to face that cocky smirk of his. “It was an accident. I clearly thought you were my pillow.” 
 
    He laughed. “You curl up around your pillow like that?” 
 
    She placed her fingers against her cheeks to make sure her face wasn’t actually on fire yet. “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” she snapped. She turned around and narrowed her eyes at him. “Will you please just forget this ever happened?” 
 
    A slow, seductive smirk spread across his face. “Not a chance.” 
 
    Rose growled in frustration and hopped off of the bed, nearly tripping over her actual pillow, which she’d apparently dropped in the floor at some point while they slept. She stormed over to the table and began to sift through her bags, which were scattered across the table. She pulled out a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose saw Kallias crawl off of the bed after her, and she trained her eyes on the table in an effort to avoid looking at his nearly nude body. She could feel his heated gaze on her as he ambled near. She swallowed uneasily as he closed in beside her, his chest brushing her shoulder. 
 
    He leaned in close and murmured in her ear, “Has anyone ever told you that you make these really sexy sounds while you’re sleeping?” 
 
    She blushed. She looked at him, careful to keep her gaze above his waist. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re the most irritating person on the planet?” 
 
    He just continued to stare at her with that amused smirk. “Just you.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him. “You’re still not wearing pants.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” he said, as if there were nothing unusual about his half-nude state. 
 
    She gave him her most disapproving scowl. “Do you have no shame?” 
 
    He just shrugged. “I’m from Ancient Greece.” 
 
    She frowned. “Touché,” she admitted. She gathered her clothes into her arms and stepped around him. She didn’t look at him again until she reached the bathroom door. “I’m getting dressed, and I’d appreciate it if you did the same.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Rose flipped on the bathroom light and stepped inside. She shivered as her bare feet touched the cold tile floor. She walked past the toilet and the shower, stopping in front of the full-length mirror that hung on the wall beside the large bathtub. She blinked at her reflection in the mirror and ran a hand uselessly through her disheveled, auburn waves. She tossed her clothing on the side of the bathtub as she began to undress. As she undressed, she tried not to think about the fact that she’d slept better in Kallias’s arms than she had slept in months. She tried not to think about how comfortable and natural it had felt to curl up against him. And most importantly, she tried not to think about what all of that meant.  
 
    Rose froze with her pajama shirt halfway off, hanging around her arms, as she noticed the reddish-purple bruises on her shoulders and arms. She could almost see Theron’s handprints on her skin. She sighed and dropped the shirt. She ignored her reflection as she pulled on her new clothes. She glanced at her reflection a second time as she brushed her teeth, grimacing at the way her jeans clung to her and the way the black T-shirt looked too loose everywhere, except for her breasts. After spitting out her toothpaste, she brushed her fingers through her hair again before deciding that it didn’t even matter and leaving the bathroom. 
 
    When she stepped out of the bathroom, she found Kallias lounging lazily across one side of the sofa, already dressed in a pair of black jeans and a black button-down shirt that he’d left halfway unbuttoned. He flipped through the channels on the television as he tilted up a beer bottle and downed half of it. 
 
    Rose sat down beside him. “Isn’t it a little early to be drinking?” 
 
    “I didn’t realized humans considered 8:30 P.M. early,” he commented. 
 
    She scowled. “You just woke up. Your 8:30 P.M. is like our 5 or 6 A.M.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. He held out the beer bottle. “Do you want some?” 
 
    She glanced at the half-empty beer bottle. “No, thanks. I don’t drink.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her, then, for the first time since she had left the bathroom. His lips twitched into an amused smile. “You don’t break the law. You don’t drink. And you don’t use profanity. What do you do for fun?” he teased. 
 
    She blushed. “There are plenty of fun things to do that don’t involve criminal activity, intoxication, profanity, or sex,” she muttered indignantly. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Rose, I…uh… I never said anything about sex.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she suddenly clasped her hand over her mouth. “Oh. Oh, goodness,” she mumbled behind her hand. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “What is not what you meant?” 
 
    “That I’m a virgin. I’m not. I mean, I am, but that’s not what I meant. That’s the opposite of what I meant,” she answered in a rush, her face redder than he’d ever seen it. “Not the opposite of virgin, but the opposite of saying it.” 
 
    For several moments, Kallias just sat there, staring blankly at her with a tight-lipped smile, as if he were desperately trying to hold back laughter. 
 
    “Did I just tell you that I’m a virgin?” Rose asked, paling in horror. 
 
    Kallias nodded slowly, his lips twitching upward. “More than once.” 
 
    Rose whimpered and buried her face in the corner of the of the sofa, underneath the cheesy, heart-shaped throw pillows. As if the excruciating humiliation wasn’t bad enough, Kallias finally lost control and burst into laughter. She lifted her head and spun toward him, her eyes narrowing. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he snorted as he continued to laugh. “It’s hilarious.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk,” she snarled at him as she jumped to her feet. 
 
    Kallias suddenly stopped laughing, his brows furrowing as he noticed her storming toward the door. “Rose,” he called worriedly. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Away from you,” she snarled as she pulled open the door. 
 
    Rose gasped as the door suddenly slammed shut. Her back pressed against the door, her body trapped between the door and Kallias. His hands pressed against the door, one hand braced on each side of her head. Rose looked up at him, expecting to find anger in his eyes, but instead, he just looked confused. 
 
    “Was the moving-at-the-speed-of-light-thing necessary?” she grumbled. 
 
    “Why were you trying to leave the room?” he asked. 
 
    “We just went over this,” Rose reminded him. “To get away from you.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “There are windows in the hallway, and it is still daylight outside,” he said worriedly. “I wouldn’t have been able to follow you.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes. That is the point. We just went over this.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “What if Theron knows where we are right now?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t be able to attack me. Windows, remember?” she said. 
 
    Kallias sighed. “Don’t you remember the human woman that tried to shoot you that second night that Theron attacked you? Don’t you think that if he managed to convince her to do that, he could do the same thing now? Don’t you think that if he figured out where you are, he’d have a human attack you the moment you left the hotel room without me? I wouldn’t be able to save you.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to argue, but then, she realized that he was right. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I can’t let you leave the room until it’s dark,” he stated. 
 
    She glared at him. “Don’t you think you should let me decide for myself?” 
 
    To her surprise, he agreed, “Of course that’s what I should do. But I never promised that I would do what I should do. I promised to keep you safe.” 
 
    Rose felt so conflicted. On one hand, she felt rightly angry about what he’d said. On the other hand, something that she’d heard in his voice as he said it softened her. It had sounded like concern or worry or… “Fine. I will stay.” 
 
    He smiled. “Now, please stop acting crazy, and tell me why you’re upset.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Crazy?” she repeated furiously. 
 
    For some reason, he had yet to step away from her, despite the fact that she’d assured him that she wouldn’t leave. He shrugged, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Well, I figured insane was too strong of a word, but if you prefer…” 
 
    “I am not acting crazy,” she interrupted, her voice low with fury. 
 
    He grinned at her. “That’s what crazy people say.” 
 
    “You laughed at me,” she snapped. “I’m upset because you laughed.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Is laughing a crime now?” 
 
    “What is so funny about me being a virgin? Do you think that makes me less of a person?” she snarled. “You’re just like everyone else. You think it’s some kind of joke. Of course, why did I expect anything different from the man who thinks kissing is just physical? You’re too emotionally-stunted to understand.” 
 
    He stepped back. “I’m sorry. I must have missed the memo. Have we reversed roles? Are you the rude asshole now? What does that make me? The one who defines random words in order to prove I know more than you?” 
 
    She crossed her arms, her blue eyes narrowing at him. 
 
    He continued, “You see, the Kudzu plant is defined as a…” 
 
    “This is you not being the rude butthole?” Rose interrupted. 
 
    He stopped midsentence and smiled. “Sorry. Old habits.” 
 
    “For the record, the words I define are not that random,” she muttered. 
 
    He moved closer to her again, and he put his hand beneath her chin, tipping her head back so that she’d meet his gaze. “Listen to me,” he demanded. “I don’t give a shit whether or not you’re a virgin. That is your business. I certainly don’t think it makes you less of a person. I don’t even know where you came up with that bullshit. I didn’t laugh at you because you haven’t had sex. I laughed because you are so damn awkward sometimes that it’s hilarious and cute.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Did you just call me cute?” 
 
    Kallias stepped away from her and leaned back against the wall, beside the counter that happened to have a coffee pot sitting on it that Rose was now eyeing hungrily. With a playful, flirty smile, he trailed his gaze down her body. “I can’t say I’m not a little surprised that you’ve managed to not have sex, though.” 
 
    She stepped forward eagerly, toward the coffee pot. Her hip brushed his as she opened the complimentary coffee packet and started preparing it. She snorted, “You say that like I’ve had a lot of opportunities or something.” 
 
    He stared down at her, amused that she was so entranced by the coffee pot that she’d yet to notice that their bodies were touching. “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” she asked incredulously as she opened a pack of paper coffee cups. “Do I seem like the type of woman that men want to have sex with?” 
 
    Kallias smiled lazily. “I didn’t realize there was a type.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “Well, if there is a type, I’m not it.” 
 
    His smile faded. “Why would you even think that?” 
 
    As she carried the coffee pot to the sink to fill with water, she listed, “Well, first, there is the fact that I’m so awkward that I can barely carry on a conversation, much less make it successfully through a date. Then, there is the fact that my idea of a wild night is finishing a six-hundred-page-book in one night. And finally, there is the problem of my unattractiveness. Does that sum it up?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Why the hell are you so insecure?” 
 
    His sudden irate tone shocked her. She frowned at him, puzzled by his frustration. “Um, well, some psychologists say that insecurity originates from…” 
 
    “Rose,” he interrupted. He sighed. “Stop doing that.” 
 
    She blinked up at him. “Stop doing what?” 
 
    “You hide behind impersonal facts and definitions,” Kallias told her. He stepped closer to her. “I didn’t ask for what the statistics say or what psychologists say. I asked what you think. It’s not them that I want to understand. It’s you.” 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “I don’t know. Do you like that answer?” 
 
    “It’s better. It’s transparent, at least,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    Rose just stared at him for a moment, stunned by his answer. Aside from the low, crackling thunder that rumbled outside and the ambient noise of the television in the background, silence stretched between them for a long moment. 
 
    “And you’re not unattractive, by the way,” Kallias added. “Whoever told you that you were was just trying to hurt you. And he obviously succeeded.” 
 
    She blinked in shock. “Did you see that in my mind?” 
 
    His eyes softened. “No. I just assumed.” 
 
    She returned her attention to the coffee pot as she tried not to think about all of the awful things Ethan had said and done to her when she’d dated him. But it was no use. Her mind had already begun to revive the memories. Her chest felt tight, her breathing labored, as memories flashed through her mind. 
 
    Kallias frowned and placed his hand on her arm, turning her toward him. “Rose, your pulse is racing. What’s wrong? Did I upset you?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    She shook her head and inhaled deeply. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kallias said suddenly, his eyes widening as he stared at her. “Shit.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “What? Why are you saying that?” 
 
    He looked away, still cursing under his breath. “I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Rose said. “You seem a little intelligent.” 
 
    Talking more to himself than to her, he muttered, “No wonder your power awakened when Theron tried to rape you. It wasn’t the first time. You panicked because it was happening again. You were already traumatized. I should have realized. I should have… If I would have known, I would have never…” 
 
    Her skin paled. “You read my mind?” she interrupted. 
 
    Kallias looked at her, his eyes wide with worry and regret. “Rose…” 
 
    “You are so inconsiderate!” she snapped. “Stay out of my head!” 
 
    He reached out for her, wanting to explain or apologize or comfort her or something. But she shrugged away from him and fled to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose closed herself in the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She crossed the bright, white-tiled room and leaned against the large bathtub, wrapping her arms around herself, hugging her chest, as she tried to get her emotions under control. She felt so humiliated. She should have known that he’d read her mind. She should have never let herself start thinking about it again. 
 
    Three short raps at the door drew her attention. 
 
    “Rose, open the door. Please,” Kallias said softly from the other side. 
 
    “Go away,” she yelled—needlessly, since he would have heard a whisper. 
 
    “Please. Just open the door,” he pleaded again, his voice quieter this time. 
 
    “No,” she snapped, hugging herself tighter. “Just go away.” 
 
    The doorknob turned and gave way with a loud crack. The door swung open to reveal Kallias standing uncomfortably in the doorway with the broken doorknob in his hand. He stared at her with a horrified expression, as if he’d found her mortally wounded, rather than just leaning against a bathtub. 
 
    Rose blinked at the broken doorknob. “I actually said go away, not break the door and come inside,” she muttered, “but oh, you know… Close enough.” 
 
    “You’re crying,” he said, as if that were the only explanation needed. 
 
    “What? I am not crying,” she scoffed. But when she ran her hand under her eyes, she felt the wetness. She scowled at her tear-covered hand. “Oh. That.” 
 
    He walked over to her, setting the doorknob on the sink. “Rose…” 
 
    “They’re not tears,” she lied. “I accidentally got toothpaste in my eyes.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “Toothpaste?” 
 
    She winced at her error. “Soap. Soap would have been a better lie.” 
 
    “Or dust,” he said. He tilted his head to the side, sympathetic pain flashing in his eyes. “Come here,” he murmured as he pulled her closer to him. He cradled her face in his hands, brushing the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. “Don’t cry over him. He doesn’t deserve your tears. No one does.” 
 
    Rose stared up at him, into his sincere brown eyes, stunned by how much she just wanted to wrap her arms around his waist and lean her head against his chest. The two sides of her warred against each other, the side that was angry at him and wanted to push him away and the side that wanted to accept the comfort that he offered her. “I don’t usually do this. It just…caught me off guard.” 
 
    “Let me explain. Apologize. Something,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Well, I can’t kick you out now,” she muttered. “You broke the door.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, his fingers absently tracing her neckline, moving soothingly up behind ears and into her hair. “I didn’t do it intentionally. Not this time. As I explained last night, reading conscious thoughts is the simplest of my abilities. It is so easy that sometimes I do it without making a conscious decision to do so. I just wonder what someone’s thinking, and suddenly, I’m in their mind.” 
 
    Rose leaned her head back as she felt her stress melting away. Whatever he was doing with his hand was relaxing her, slowing her painfully rapid heartrate. “I didn’t want anyone to know. Ever. No one knows, except Audrey and Owen.” 
 
    His hands froze suddenly, his fingers still entangled in her hair. She looked up at him, frowning, as she noticed the expression on his face. He looked…hurt. “Did you think that I would think badly of you because of this?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I dated Ethan for a long time. Most women are ready for sex after a certain amount of time, and I just wasn’t. Not with him. It felt wrong.” 
 
    “It felt wrong because he was a manipulative, abusive asshole,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “I figured that out a little late.” 
 
    “Look at me,” Kallias snapped. When she looked up at him, the look in his eyes shocked her. He looked enraged, all of sudden, dangerously enraged, and yet somehow concerned at the same time. “You decide when and if you are ready. It doesn’t matter how long you expected him to wait. He should have waited.” 
 
    “I know. I agree,” she sighed, “but…” 
 
    “No. No buts,” he interrupted, his brows creasing with frustration. “Damn it, Rose. How can you be so kind to others but so cruel to yourself?” 
 
    She chewed on her lip and shrugged as her eyes began to burn again. 
 
    He drew her close again, wrapping his arms around her. “I really am sorry that I read your mind. But maybe it’s good that I did because someone needs to tell you that you’re wrong, that you have to stop believing the things he said. Of course he said it was your fault. Of course he told you that you were unattractive. That’s what people like him do. He did what he did because he wanted to hurt you, just like Theron does the kind of things he does because he wants to hurt people. Rose, you don’t deserve any of the terrible shit that’s happened to you.” 
 
    Rose wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thanks.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “For what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Understanding, I guess.” 
 
    As if they seemed to simultaneously realize that they were embracing each other, they suddenly separated, awkwardly untangling their arms from around each other as they took a step back. Kallias moved several steps back from her, leaning back against the sink as she returned to her place beside the bathtub. 
 
    Suddenly feeling the need to change the tense, sad mood between them, Rose teased, “I can’t believe you’re actually being kind, for once. It’s weird.”  
 
    Kallias didn’t respond to her teasing with one of his usual quips. He didn’t respond at all, actually. It was as if he hadn’t heard her. He stared at the wall, as if he were lost in thought. A crack of thunder suddenly crashed outside. 
 
    “I could kill him, if you want.” 
 
    Rose looked at him, her bright blue eyes wide with shock. “K-kill?” 
 
    He nodded easily, as if they were discussing something normal, like the thunderstorm or the color of the walls, not the murder of her ex-boyfriend. 
 
    “Well, so much for being kind,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Ethan. The one who tried to rape you,” he clarified, apparently mistaking her lack of response for confusion. “Do you want me to kill him?” 
 
    Rose shook her head in disbelief. “Are you being serious right now?” 
 
    “I’ll have to wait until after I deal with Theron, unfortunately, but yes, once this is over and I’m sure you are safe, I will kill Ethan, if you want,” he said. 
 
    She blinked at him. “If I want? You think I want you to murder him?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it murder,” he mused. His lip curled in disgust. “I think slaughter would be a more appropriate term. Like a butcher slaughtering a pig.” 
 
    She frowned. “But he’s not a pig. He’s a human.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Kallias said. 
 
    She sighed, “Kallias, you don’t kill humans. You told me that yourself.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I can make an exception for this one.” 
 
    She sighed in exasperation. “No, Kallias. I do not want you to murder my ex-boyfriend,” she stated, since he obviously expected a legitimate answer to that outrageous question. “Because murder is wrong, in case you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    “What he did to you was wrong,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, and you can’t fight fire with fire,” she told him. 
 
    “I don’t need fire. I have fangs and my hands,” he assured her. 
 
    She scowled. “That’s not what I meant,” she sighed, exhausted with trying to reason with a vampire that apparently only understood about forty percent of the expressions used by modern society. “You can’t right a wrong with a wrong. Two wrongs don’t make a right. Is any of this making sense to you?” 
 
    Thankfully, he nodded this time, apparently familiar with at least one of those expressions. “I know,” he said. Then, to her surprise, he moved closer to her, invading her space again. Rose smelled the clean scent of soap on his skin, the strong scent of aftershave on his face, the peppermint toothpaste on his breath. His brown eyes, dark and dangerous, bore into hers. “But as I have told you before, I’m not afraid to be the bad guy. I don’t want to make a right with two wrongs. I want to wrong a wrong person. You’re good. You’re always worried about doing what’s right. And I love that about you. But understand this: I don’t mind being the bad guy if it means that assholes like him can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, stunned by the sincerity in his voice. Even her older brother Zach had never been this passionate about protecting her. But then, she guessed that was just who Kallias was. He protected people…because he cared about them, no matter how much he liked to pretend he didn't. She sighed, and her voice quieter this time, she reiterated, “I don’t want you to kill him.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. I won’t kill him. I will just hurt him,” Kallias compromised. 
 
    “You’ll hurt him,” she repeated slowly, as if she were not sure she’d heard him correctly. She suddenly started laughing. “You’ll beat up my ex-boyfriend?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to understand why she was laughing. “When I was human, the punishment for attempted rape was castration,” he began ominously. 
 
    Rose immediately stopped laughing, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Since I’m not comfortable with cutting off another man’s balls, punching him in the face until he is unrecognizable will have to do,” he finished. 
 
    She continued to stare at him blankly, completely speechless after that statement. After several moments, she just held up her hands and walked past him, shaking her head in disbelief. She didn't speak until she reached the door of the bathroom. Then, she turned back toward him, an amused smile curving at her lips. “I am going to overlook this insanity. Because that’s what this is, by the way. Insanity,” she muttered, pointing at him. “But I’m going to ignore it, just this once, because I know this is your weird, messed up way of showing me that you care.” 
 
    Kallias followed her out of the bathroom and into the room, watching as she perched herself on top of the bed and sat cross-legged. “So, is that a no?” 
 
    Rose laughed, her bright blue eyes sparkling. “Yes, that’s a no.” 
 
    “Okay, but just so you know, if I happen to encounter him, and my fist accidentally hits his face, it’s not my fault,” he said as he walked toward the fridge. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Well, in that case, I should probably warn you that Ethan’s dad is the best lawyer in the state. He wouldn’t hesitate to sue you.” 
 
    He opened the mini-fridge and grabbed another beer. “Not a problem for me. I imagine it’s difficult to file a lawsuit against someone who doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Good point,” she said, frowning. She eyed the beer bottle with disapproval.  “Uh…should you be drinking another beer before you drive?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What does beer have to do with driving?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “It’s against the law to drink and drive.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s against the law to do half the shit I do.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Well, it’s also dangerous to drive while intoxicated, and I’m not letting you endanger us and other people by getting behind the wheel.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “You’re not going to let me?” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate me,” she said, pointing her finger threateningly. 
 
    He laughed. “Alcohol doesn’t intoxicate vampires, Rose.” 
 
    She frowned. “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “Our metabolism works too fast. It doesn’t even affect us.” 
 
    She scowled suspiciously. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure,” he chuckled. “Don’t you think I would know by now? Blood, on the other hand, can intoxicate us, as you saw at the diner.” 
 
    “So, what is the point in drinking alcohol?” she asked curiously. 
 
    His eyes darkened suddenly, flashing with that spark of hunger, as his gaze drifted down to her neck. “It burns the throat. Only a little, but it’s enough to distract me for just a moment from the constant fire in my throat. The hunger.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said sympathetically. 
 
    He popped the lid off of the bottle. “Your coffee is ready.” 
 
    “Yay!” she sang, hopping off of the bed and dancing over to the counter. 
 
    Kallias leaned against the wall, raising an eyebrow in amusement as she danced happily while stirring her coffee, her hips swaying from side to side. 
 
    She turned with her coffee and almost ran directly into him. She cradled her coffee against her chest, glaring at him. “You almost made me spill it!” 
 
    He laughed, “I didn’t do it. You’re the one off in your own little world.” 
 
    Rose sipped her steaming cup of coffee, humming a classical tune. After several sips of her scalding, magical, caffeine-infused liquid, she suddenly remembered that he was standing there, watching her. “Do you want some?” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow, a smirk playing at his lips. “Not of the coffee.” 
 
    She scowled at the suggestive remark, but only for a moment, because then, the coffee passed through her lips again, melting away her irritation. She walked past him, making her way back to the bed, where she sunk down onto the mattress with her cup cradled in her hands. She glanced back up at him with a euphoric smile. “So…” she trailed off awkwardly. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    His smirk grew. “Are you offering?” he asked, his gaze on her neck. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and her hand flew to her neck, as if her small hand could somehow protect the pulsing carotid artery. “What? No! I just meant…” 
 
    He pushed away from the wall and strode over to the nightstand beside the bed. “Relax. It was a joke,” he chuckled as he picked up the phone. 
 
    “Hilarious,” she muttered, “especially the part that involves killing me.” 
 
    Kallias held the phone between his shoulder and his ear as he thumbed through the phonebook, searching for a number. He flashed a playful grin at her and teased, “Even if I did feed from you, I probably wouldn’t kill you.” 
 
    “You probably wouldn’t kill me,” she repeated. “How comforting.” 
 
    He laughed as he dialed the number that he’d found in the phonebook. 
 
    Rose leaned over the bed to peek at the book. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Ordering us a pizza,” he answered as the phone line rang several times. 
 
    She leaned back against the headboard and smiled playfully at him. “You mean you can eat pizza? I thought vampires were afraid of garlic or something.” 
 
    His brown eyes shifted toward her as he waited for someone to answer his phone call. “Hilarious,” he muttered, mimicking her sarcastic tone perfectly. 
 
    Rose flashed a sarcastic smile at him. Then, she grabbed her novel from the nightstand. She flipped it open to her bookmarked page and started reading. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After she had been reading for a while, Kallias asked, “Did he die?” 
 
    Startled, Rose glanced up at him. He leaned casually against the wall with his arms crossed, watching her read. “What? Who? Did who die?” she sputtered. 
 
    “The protagonist of your book,” he answered. “The last I heard, you were worried because he was going to be skinned alive by some crazy serial killer.” 
 
    She laughed. “Nah. They rarely kill main characters when the books are written in first-person. It’s too awkward. He did lose a finger, though.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s promising,” he joked. 
 
    Rose set the book aside. “So, the garlic thing is a myth, too, huh?” 
 
    “Of course it’s a myth,” he muttered. “Humans have this need to control things. That is how your kind deals with fear. Superstitions were born from that need for control. Humans can’t accept that bad things just happen, so they create myths about four-leaf clovers and rabbit feet and good luck charms, things that make them feel as if they can control what cannot be controlled. Vampires are powerful, horrific creatures. If we want to kill you, we will. Humans can’t stop us. In the past, many human cultures knew of our existence. They rarely got the details right, but they still knew that we were there, in the shadows, waiting to kill them. You can imagine the kind of fear that created. So, in order to cope with that fear, humans needed to believe they could protect themselves from us.” 
 
    She nodded. “Hence the myths.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kallias said. “But I will admit that those myths are usually based on some form of reasoning, even if that reasoning is often misguided. For example, garlic does have a strong, unpleasant scent, and considering vampires have such sensitive olfactory senses, garlic is obviously not a pleasant scent for us. But it certainly doesn’t scare us away or repel us. I do like pizza, after all.” 
 
    “And the myths about crosses and holy water?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Those originated with the Christian church when they hunted vampires during the eighteenth century. They believed vampires were demons, and I guess if that were true, then, perhaps holy water and crosses would repel us,” he said. 
 
    “Vampires obviously aren’t demons,” Rose scoffed. “Demons were fallen angels. Before you were a vampire, you were a human, not an angel. And your human self—your soul, as they say—is still there. It’s just…different.” 
 
    “It’s less than human,” Kallias muttered under his breath. 
 
    He hadn’t meant for Rose to hear that, but she did. Her chest tightened at the bitter loathing laced in his voice. He obviously hated vampires, which, by extension, meant that he hated himself, too. “You’re wrong. You’re not less.” 
 
    He looked at her, surprise lightening his eyes for just a moment before his face returned to that impassive mask. He continued, as if she hadn’t said anything, “A vampire is certainly a different creature from the human, a more animalistic creature and, in many ways, a more advanced creature, but no, we are not demons, if those even exist. The truth is that most of the weaknesses that humans believed that we had were just myths. Except for the sun, of course.” 
 
    She nodded. “I can see how that might have been difficult for people to accept,” she admitted. “It’s actually a pretty terrifying fact when you think about it: that there are powerful, attractive creatures with barely any weaknesses, hiding in the shadows, waiting to kill us, and there is nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    “Exactly. The truth about vampires is that we are not glamorous or weak. We are humans’ worst nightmare in the most brilliant disguise,” Kallias stated. 
 
    Rose stared at him for a moment, stilled by the sense of dread that twisted at her gut. She noticed that his expression had become wary and guarded, as if he were worried that she was afraid of him. She leaned back against the headboard and crossed her arms, smiling wryly. “You don’t sleep in a coffin. Your heart beats. You touch crosses. You eat garlic. And you don’t even speak with a fake Transylvanian accent. I hope you realize that you are ruining my childhood.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Your childhood consisted of corny horror stories?” 
 
    A wistful look passed over her face. “Oh, I have always loved scary stories,” she told him with a smile. “Bram Stoker was like my Dr. Seuss.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrow at her. “No wonder you’re so strange.” 
 
    “I’m strange?” she countered. “You’re one to talk, vampire.” 
 
    Kallias smiled. “Touché,” he chuckled. 
 
    Rose sighed. “Please tell me that you at least have a cape.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Do I look like the kind of person who owns a cape?” 
 
    “If I were a vampire, I’d totally wear a cape so that I could stand on top of a building with my cape blowing in the wind like Dracula or Batman,” she said. 
 
    He snorted, “I imagine this is why people call you a geek, Rose.” 
 
    She grimaced. “I know,” she sighed. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    A smile tugged at his lips. “Good. I like that about you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at the unexpected compliment, but before she could respond to it, four knocks at the door of the hotel room interrupted her. 
 
    Kallias straightened at the sound and sniffed. “It’s the pizza.” 
 
    “Oh,” she sighed. She’d halfway expected it to be another vampire that wanted to kill her. She watched as Kallias pushed away from the wall and strode over to the door. He turned back toward her, his hand still on the doorknob. 
 
    “Get your bags. Quickly,” he urged. “We’ll eat in the car.” 
 
    Her worry returned with a vengeance. “Is something wrong?” she asked. The thunder outside seemed to punctuate her question, filling her with unease. 
 
    “Not yet,” Kallias assured her. “But we shouldn’t stay here any longer.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose watched the downpour of rain that cascaded down the car windows as Kallias drove. She wondered how he could even see through the opaque layer of water that constantly covered the windows. “Can I ask you another question?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. Despite the storm that raged outside the car, he seemed to be completely at ease, one hand relaxed around the steering wheel and the other lying idly on the gearshift. “Rose, you have been asking questions nonstop for the last six hours. How could you possibly have any more questions?” 
 
    “Just one more,” she pleaded, holding up one finger for emphasis. 
 
    “That’s what you said two hours ago,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she flipped open the notebook in her lap and straightened the reading glasses on her nose. Her pen poised above the paper, she asked, “Okay. So, you said you were in England during the 1500s, right?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he grunted noncommittally. 
 
    She frowned at him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I mean that I have been alive for 2,511 years,” he muttered, rolling his eyes at her. “Do you honestly think I know exactly where I was in any given year? After a few centuries, the years—and decades, even—began to blur together.” 
 
    She sighed disappointedly. “Fine. Well, if you were in England during the 1500s like you originally said, my question is: Did you ever meet Shakespeare?” 
 
    “No, Rose. I never met Shakespeare,” Kallias sighed, exasperated. 
 
    She dropped her notebook in her lap and glared at him. “How could you not meet Shakespeare? He was such an important historical figure!” 
 
    As he pulled the car to a stop behind the long line of traffic that was inching slowly along the wet Interstate, he turned to look at her, his eyebrows lifting. “Rose, I read minds. I don’t see the future. How could I have known that some raggedy playwright would become a famous historical figure?” 
 
    “How do you know he was raggedy if you never met him?” she asked. 
 
    “I glimpsed him when I fought a vampire outside his theatre,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes lit up with excitement. “That is so awesome!” 
 
    He laughed. “I didn’t meet Jesus either. You didn’t scold me for that.” 
 
    “That’s because you already told me that you were in Africa during those years,” she reminded him. She flipped back several pages in her notebook and held it up for him. “See? It says right here that you lived in South Africa from 100 B.C. until 20 A.D. So, you couldn’t have possibly met him because you were nowhere near Nazareth, Jerusalem, Rome, or anywhere else that he went.” 
 
    He scowled at her notebook. “You’re writing down everything I say?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I’m a Type A personality.” 
 
    He chuckled at her and turned his gaze back toward the road as the traffic began to move again, still barely crawling across the partially flooded Interstate. 
 
    Rose scribbled something in the notebook and then flipped to another page. “And in the 1600s, you were in France. So, my question about that is…” 
 
    “Rose! You said one more question!” Kallias complained. 
 
    She winced. “Well, yeah, but then I thought of another one.” 
 
    “No,” he said. He snatched the notebook out of her lap and tossed it in the backseat. “You’ve reached your quota of questions for the next century.” 
 
    “But I won’t even be alive a century from now,” she whined. 
 
    He shrugged. “Then, I guess you’re done asking questions.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me from asking questions,” she said stubbornly. 
 
    “Fine. Ask, if you want,” he said easily. “But I won’t answer.” 
 
    She stared straight ahead, glaring at the windshield for several moments. They’d been driving all night, only stopping occasionally at gas stations so that Rose could use the restroom and so that Kallias could fill the backseat with more snacks than she could ever eat. He’d also stopped at several fast food restaurants. Over the past two nights, Rose had realized that after all of his years of being a vampire, Kallias severely overestimated how much food a human needed to eat. 
 
    She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It read: 3:27 A.M. She began to wonder if Kallias had overestimated how far he could drive in a thunderstorm. The sun would rise within the next few hours. “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    “Rose,” he grunted. “That’s a question.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. We are at a place of which I don’t know. Therefore, I hope that the rude, grumpy person, who happens to be sitting next to me right now, will tell me where we are. There. Now, it’s not a question.” 
 
    He grinned. “We just crossed the New York state line.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, surprised. “So what are we doing for the rest of the ride?” 
 
    He teased, “I think I’ve earned the right to question you relentlessly now.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But I’m not as interesting as you are.” 
 
    “I find you extremely interesting,” Kallias stated. 
 
    She blinked in shock. These compliments he kept throwing at her, all of the sudden, were completely blindsiding her. She waited for him to correct himself or add a “but” to that statement, but instead, he acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “You already know me better than anyone else.” 
 
    This time, it was Kallias who looked stunned. He glanced at her. She expected him to respond, but he didn’t, not at that moment, anyway. Instead, he turned his attention back toward the road. Then, after a while, he muttered, so quietly that she wasn’t sure if she’d heard him right, “I know what you mean.” 
 
    Neither one of them spoke for a long time after that. 
 
    Finally, Rose broke the silence. “I need to use your phone.” 
 
    He glanced at her curiously. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I just realized,” she said anxiously, “tomorrow is when Audrey was planning to come home. I need to warn her that Theron knows where we live.” 
 
    He nodded. He shifted to one side so that he could remove his phone from the opposite pants pocket. He held out the phone to her, but when she started to take it from him, he pulled it back. He looked at her, his expression gravely serious. “Just promise me that you won’t tell her where you are.” 
 
    She glared at him. “You can’t tell me what I can and can’t say.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. Find another way to call her, then.” 
 
    “Am I your prisoner now? Are you going to handcuff me?” she snarled. 
 
    A smirk curved at his lips. “Only if you want me to,” he quipped. 
 
    “Not funny,” she muttered. “Kallias, you can’t just order me around.” 
 
    He sighed, a long, exasperated sigh. “Must you always be like this?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently it’s my superpower,” she sassed. 
 
    He suppressed a smile. “I know it seems like I’m just being an ass…” 
 
    “Seems?” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “But I am just trying to keep you alive,” he finished. 
 
    “By not letting me call Audrey?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    He sighed irritably. “I told you that you can call her. I want you to call her, but more than that, I want you to not get yourself killed. Theron knows everything about you. He knows where you live, where you work, where you attend classes… If he knows all of that, don’t you think he also knows about your friends? And if he wants to know where you are, who do you think he’ll ask first?” 
 
    “Audrey is my best friend,” she said. “She’d never tell him where I am.” 
 
    “You are so naïve,” he muttered bitterly. “Under the right circumstances, people will say anything. Even your best friend. Tell me. How long do you think your friend can handle utter agony before she answers a simple question? A few hours, maybe? Most humans don’t even last that long. And Theron won’t even be warming up by then. He will torture her for days, weeks, if necessary.” 
 
    Her throat suddenly felt tight, constricting her airway. “Torture?” 
 
    “You still don’t know what Theron is really like, do you?” he sighed. 
 
    “I know he is evil,” she told him. 
 
    “Evil?” he scoffed. “Evil doesn’t even begin to cover what Theron is. I have met thousands of evil people throughout the years, and none of them have compared to Theron. Even evil people have a reason for what they do. They have a moral code of some kind, a line they won’t cross. They believe what they’re doing is right. Theron is different. He has no moral code. There are no lines he won’t cross. He kills because he enjoys it. He tortures because he likes to cause pain.” 
 
    She swallowed. “He is insane,” she stated. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias agreed. “I don’t know when he became this way. Perhaps the lust for power drove him mad, but I doubt it. I’ve met my fair share of power-hungry vampires, and none of them were as demented as Theron. Perhaps he was born deranged, and some moronic vampire thought it would be a good idea to give him immortality and supernatural strength to go with his insanity.” 
 
    Rose watched him as he talked about Theron, noticing the way his jaw tightened and his knuckles whitened. His voice rung with intensity, agitation, anger, and even worry. She felt a heavy, sinking ball of dread in her stomach. 
 
    “I should have left you that first night. You told me that you didn’t want my help. I should have given you your wish and just walked away. Any sane person would have,” he sighed. He glanced at her, pain flashing in his eyes. “Do you know why I couldn’t leave you? It’s not just that I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I can’t say I haven’t wondered,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Because all I could think about was what Theron might do to you,” he said. His voice sounded strained, as if he were actually hurting. “If you were lucky, he would just kill you. But if you weren’t… I couldn’t let that happen. I didn’t want you to die, of course. Even then. But that? That, I couldn’t let happen.” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt nauseated as her mind began to piece everything together, arriving at a terrible, horrible conclusion. “Kallias, your scars…” 
 
    “Don’t,” he interrupted, his tone tight and final. 
 
    She stared at him, barely able to breathe. “Don’t what?” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to ask. Don’t,” he warned. “I won’t answer.” 
 
    She peered at him hesitantly. If she’d thought he seemed intense before, it was nothing compared to the way he seemed now. He sat rigid in his seat, his arm locked and his grip tight around the wheel, his gaze straight ahead. Her stomach lurched with unease and sympathy. “Do you think he will hurt Audrey?” 
 
    “If she knows where you are, he will jump at the chance,” he confirmed. 
 
    “No. No. I can’t let that happen,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    Kallias looked at her, startled by the fear that he heard in her voice. His eyes darted down to her hands, which lay entangled in her lap. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at her hands to confirm, that yes, they were indeed trembling. “Of course I’m shaking. Am I supposed to be calm after what you just told me?” she exclaimed. “I’d rather die than let him hurt someone I care about!” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s the truth,” she stated, more calmly than before. 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” he muttered. He held the phone out to her again. “If you tell her where you are, you’ll give Theron a reason to hurt her. He will do whatever he has to do in order to find you, so if you tell her, you’ll put both of you in danger. Do you understand why I don’t want you to tell her?” 
 
    Rose nodded and took the phone from him. “Yeah. I understand now.” 
 
    “Tell her not to return to your apartment until all of this is over, not for anything, not even for a moment. One moment is all he needs,” Kallias added. 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “Okay.” 
 
    She dialed the number and placed the phone to her ear, hoping Audrey was awake. By the fifth ring, Rose assumed that Audrey had already fallen asleep. 
 
    “Umm… Hello?” answered a female voice, cutting the sixth ring short. 
 
    “Audrey!” she said quickly. “It’s Rose.” 
 
    “Oh! Rose!” she laughed. “I was worried you were a telemarketer.” 
 
    “At this time of the night?” Rose asked. 
 
    “I don’t think they sleep,” Audrey said. “Did you leave the country?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What? No. Why?” 
 
    “The number you called from has a foreign area code,” Audrey said. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “It’s not foreign, Audrey. It’s just out-of-state.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, same thing,” Audrey said dismissively. “So, where are you?” 
 
    “Uh…” Rose paused, glancing hesitantly at Kallias. “I’m with Kallias.” 
 
    That succeeded in steering Audrey’s mind away from the question. Audrey squealed into the line, “Holy bologna! You’re sleeping with him?!” 
 
    “There is nothing holy about bologna,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Audrey continued as if she hadn’t heard Rose’s off-hand remark, “I can’t believe you are actually having sex with him! I mean, I knew you were into him, but I never thought you’d actually… Well, I always figured you’d die a virgin.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Wait… What? Audrey, I’m not having sex with Kallias.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, raising an eyebrow in amusement. 
 
    Audrey was silent for a moment. “But it’s almost four in the morning.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Rose asked. 
 
    “What else would you be doing with a man at this hour?” she asked. 
 
    “Lots of things. Lots of non-sexual things,” Rose muttered indignantly. 
 
    “Dang it. You really are going to die a virgin,” Audrey complained. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “So, why are you with Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “His name is Kallias. And I’m with him because…” she trailed off. 
 
    “Because?” Audrey prompted impatiently. 
 
    “Because…” Rose sighed, “he is taking me somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Uh…Rose…” Audrey said suddenly, a disapproving note in her voice. “Do you remember when I ran off to Vegas with that guy in the prison costume, and you went on and on about how you didn’t think that was a wise thing to do?” 
 
    “It was a mime costume, not a prison costume,” Rose sighed. 
 
    “Whatever,” Audrey said. “You told me he might be an axe murderer.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I didn’t jump straight to axe murderer,” Rose objected. 
 
    “You said I didn’t know him well enough,” Audrey continued. 
 
    “You didn’t even know his name. You still don’t,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, well, now you’re doing it,” Audrey said irritably. 
 
    “I’m going to Vegas with a fake mime?” Rose asked. 
 
    Audrey sighed, “You’re trusting someone you don’t know anything about. You just met him a few nights ago. Rose, he could be anything!” 
 
    Rose looked at Kallias. “I know exactly what he is.” 
 
    “Fine,” Audrey said. “At least tell me where you are, just in case.” 
 
    Kallias shot a concerned look at Rose as he overheard Audrey. 
 
    Rose just stared back at him warily. “I can’t tell you,” she told Audrey. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Audrey snapped.  
 
    Rose sighed into the phone. “It’s dangerous for you to know. If I tell you where I am, Theron might hurt you. I can’t let that happen. Please understand.” 
 
    Audrey huffed. “Rose Melanie Foster, if you don’t tell me, I will…” 
 
    “Use my full name again?” Rose teased. 
 
    “I will hunt you down, woman,” Audrey threatened. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you. It’s too dangerous,” she said seriously. 
 
    Audrey blew out a frustrated breath. “When will you be back?” 
 
    “I’m don’t know yet. Once Theron is…dealt with, I suppose,” she answered uneasily. “And speaking of going home, that’s why I called. Theron knows where I live, Audrey, which means he knows where you live. You can’t go home. He broke into the apartment once already, and he might go back for you.” 
 
    Audrey inhaled sharply. “It happened,” she realized. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed. “But I’m all right. He didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    Silence filled the line for a moment. “Did he…” Audrey trailed off. 
 
    “Did he what?” Rose prompted. 
 
    “Nothing. Don’t worry about it,” Audrey said a little too quickly. 
 
    Rose paled. “You knew,” she accused. “You saw him try to… You saw.” 
 
    She heard Audrey breathe a sigh of relief. “Try? So, he didn’t succeed?” 
 
    Her stomach turned. “Why didn’t you tell me?!” 
 
    “How could I?” Audrey sounded sad and breathless. “It was so terrible.” 
 
    “You should have warned me,” Rose insisted. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rose. I don’t expect you to understand,” Audrey muttered. 
 
    Rose heard a hint of pain in her friend’s voice, and her anger melted. It wasn’t Audrey’s fault, after all. “It’s all right,” she sighed. “Just…please, promise me that you won’t go home. Stay out of town for just a little longer. Stay safe.” 
 
    “I promise. Don’t worry about me. I have plenty of places I can stay,” Audrey told her. “Are you sure that you can trust Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at the ridiculous nickname. “Yes, I’m sure.” 
 
    Audrey yawned. “Well, I should probably go. Henry’s waiting for me.” 
 
    “Henry? Your ex-boyfriend from high school?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he still lives next door to my grandparents,” Audrey said. 
 
    “With his parents?” Rose laughed. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Audrey said. “Anyway, we’ve been catching up and stuff.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “And stuff?” 
 
    Audrey cackled loudly, “Why else would I be awake right now?” 
 
    Rose sighed. “Sixty years from now, you’ll be an old woman, sitting in your rocking chair, reflecting on your life, and you’ll think, ‘What on earth did I do with my first thirty years of life?’ And then, you’ll remember, ‘Oh. That.’” 
 
    Audrey laughed. “A girl’s gotta sow her wild oats, Rose.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Not me.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t have any wild oats. Your oats are all organic and wholegrain,” Audrey said, her disgust for the healthy food almost audible. 
 
    “My oats are not organic and wholegrain!” Rose objected. She didn’t realize how strange her declaration had sounded until Kallias started laughing. 
 
    Audrey snorted. “Goodnight, Nerd.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Goodnight, Weirdo.” 
 
    She ended the call and handed the phone back to Kallias. She scowled at him as he returned the phone to his pocket. “Were you listening the entire time?” 
 
    “I can’t help it. Sensitive hearing.” He tapped his ear with his forefinger. 
 
    “Great,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “That’s not embarrassing at all.” 
 
    He grinned. “If it makes you feel any better, I agree with you. You do have a bit of a wild side, buried underneath that cautious, anal-retentive exterior.” 
 
    She twisted in her seat to glare at him. “Anal-retentive?!” 
 
    He just offered her an infectious, wolfish grin. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose, feeling somewhere between baffled and amused. “Why on earth would you think that I have a wild side?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    He shrugged. “You crave adventurous stories that excite and scare you.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” she asked, confused. 
 
    He smiled. “It proves that you have a thirst for adventure, for things that get your adrenaline pumping. And then, of course, there is the way you kiss…” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What do you mean? How do I kiss?” 
 
    He laughed at her panicked tone. His gaze darted toward her lips, and his voice lowered, became more accented, more seductive. “Like you’re on fire.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m not wild,” she sputtered. “Everyone knows I’m not.” 
 
    “People only see what you let them see,” Kallias told her. “You hide that part of yourself: your passion and your fire. I think that you’re afraid of it.” 
 
    Rose felt an eerie chill travel through her veins, as if something deep inside of her agreed with that statement, as if Kallias knew more about her than she knew about herself. She looked away, deciding to focus on the rain, instead. 
 
    As they merged lanes, their vehicle joining a few others on a new, smoothly paved street, Rose noticed the faint outline of a lit skyline in the distance, blurred by the rain cascading down the windows. She leaned closer to the window, squinting as she tried to see through the blurry layer of water. 
 
    Kallias answered the question she hadn’t asked yet. “New York City.” 
 
    She glanced at him, her lips curving in amusement. She wondered how often he did that: answering thoughts before they were spoken. He didn’t even seem to realize that he’d done anything out of the ordinary. She leaned back, relaxing in her seat, the soft leather of the seat cooling her skin. “So, when we get to your house, what should I expect? Like…how many vampires are we talking?” 
 
    His eyes darted briefly toward her, his brows furrowing. “Vampires?” 
 
    “Do you live with one of those creepy covens?” she asked. 
 
    He snorted, “Vampires don’t have covens, Rose.” 
 
    “Packs?” she guessed. 
 
    “No,” he said, shooting her a disapproving scowl. 
 
    “So, none of you live in groups or anything?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Groups, yes,” he clarified. “There are many vampires that live together in extremely large groups, but we call those groups colonies, not covens or packs.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said with a grimace. “That sounds so normal.” 
 
    Kallias laughed at her disgusted tone. “It sounds normal, perhaps, but if you set foot in one, you’d change your mind about it. Vampires that live in human society, like I do, tend to act more human than vampires that live in colonies.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief. “You think that you act human?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Compared to them, I do.” 
 
    “So, then, you’re not part of one?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “Erik and I live at the house alone. Geoff and Emma have their own place. Erik lived in a colony, though, back when I first met him.” 
 
    “How long have you and Erik known each other?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Kallias frowned thoughtfully. “I believe it was sometime around 800 AD when I met him. So, I suppose that would mean…about twelve hundred years?” 
 
    “Wow. Most countries can’t even stay together that long,” she muttered. 
 
    Kallias snorted at that. He pulled into the outermost lane to take the exit. 
 
    Rose noticed that the streets had started to become increasingly darker again, the streetlights fewer and farther between. “So, how did you meet him?” 
 
    He frowned. “Well, I…tried to kill him.” 
 
    “That’s always a great way to make friends,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    He glanced at the mirror as he shifted lanes. “Erik had earned quite the reputation in his early years,” he sighed. “Hell, even I had heard of the infamous Erik Olafsson, and I kept to myself back then. Well, I guess I still do, really.” 
 
    “A reputation for what?” she asked warily. “Killing?” 
 
    “Erik has always been a man of insatiable appetites,” Kallias explained hesitantly, “whether that be his appetite for alcohol, sex, or…well…blood.” 
 
    She nodded. “Right. So, killing. He was well known for killing.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he hesitated. “It’s true that Erik killed so many people that even humans began to notice. Human women had begun to refer to him as the Angel of Death because every woman that went with him wound up dead. And of course, no one would assume that someone with his charm and attractiveness was some kind of monster. Still, although the killing is what made me take notice of him, it wasn’t what gave him such an infamous reputation among vampires.” 
 
    She frowned curiously. “Then, what did?” 
 
    He paused reluctantly. “His unique method of torture.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Torture? Your friend tortured people?” 
 
    He sighed, “You don’t know the whole story. It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, deciding to hear him out. “What was unique about it?” 
 
    “I have already told you that Erik is an empath. What I didn’t mention is that he is an exceptionally powerful one. His ability to manipulate emotions goes beyond anything you can imagine. His power still pales in comparison to that of a telepath. But that doesn’t make him any less dangerous,” Kallias explained. 
 
    “How could empathy be dangerous?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “When I say empathy, I’m not referring to the character trait, the kind of empathy that you have. I am referring to the supernatural ability, the ability to create and manipulate emotions. That is what Erik can do,” he clarified. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “but what does that have to do with torture?” 
 
    Kallias swallowed, flexing his fingers to force his grip around the wheel to relax. “Physical torture is… Well, it is horrible, terrible…” he said, stumbling over his words, “but emotional torture is, in many ways, worse. You see, Erik can create miserable emotions, as well as the pleasant ones. He can project happiness, or he can project terror. At least when you are tortured physically, there is still a small chance of retaining your dignity. You can refuse to show your pain. You can refuse to cry. But even monsters cry if they’re tormented with pure terror.” 
 
    “Well, this makes me feel tons better about meeting him,” she muttered. 
 
    “Obviously, he made quite a few enemies because of this,” he continued. “If vampires weren’t so afraid of him, and of Alana, of course, someone probably would have killed him long before the day I decided to go after him. Even I was hesitant to go after him, but I couldn’t ignore the number of people that he killed. Too many human women were dying. I had to do something to stop it.” 
 
    “Who is Alana?” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “She was his lover,” he answered. “I’ll get to her in a minute.” 
 
    She nodded. “So, you decided to kill him?” 
 
    “I didn’t see another way,” he said, shrugging. “When I found him, he was sitting on the hillside with two corpses lying in the grass behind him, two women that he’d killed earlier that night. I didn’t think I had a choice at that point. I couldn’t look at those women whose lives had been taken so soon and do nothing. I assumed that Erik was just like most vampires: evil and murderous. I thought we were all the same. I had yet to even accept that I was different.” 
 
    She frowned. “But he was different?” she guessed. 
 
    Kallias scowled at the memory. “He was weeping. I didn’t realize it at first, and when I did, it just confused me. He was a grown man, a monster, and he was weeping. I had been expecting a fight. I thought that there was a good chance that he might even kill me. I was starved, after all, and he’d fed…and fed again…and fed again… But he didn’t even fight. He knelt before me, like a criminal that had been sentenced. He told me to kill him, that he wanted to die.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “And you couldn’t kill him like that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “I can’t kill anyone like that. It’s not who I am. Besides, I could hear his thoughts, and I realized that I’d been wrong in my assumptions about him. I had assumed that he was like Theron, that he tortured to gain power or because he was insane, that he murdered because he enjoyed killing them. But that wasn’t true. He did all of that because he had no choice.” 
 
    “There is always a choice,” Rose argued. 
 
    He glanced at her. “No, you don’t understand. You are making the same assumptions that I did. I don’t mean that he thought that he had no choice. I mean that he literally had no choice. He was under the control of a telepath.” 
 
    “A telepath?” she repeated. “There is someone else like you?” 
 
    He scowled. “Please don’t compare me to Alana.” 
 
    “Alana,” she said, nodding. “His girlfriend. She is a telepath?” 
 
    “Was,” he corrected. “She’s dead now. But yes, Alana was a telepath, and Erik loved her. She was the vampire that turned him. She controlled him.” 
 
    Rose was horrified. “His girlfriend forced him to do those things?” 
 
    He shrugged. “There is much about Alana that even I do not understand. I know that despite the fact that she controlled Erik and forced him to do her bidding, Erik still sympathized with her. He still loved her. He told me that he understood why she did what she did. He understood her problems, her pain. The curse of being an empath, I suppose. Anyway, I have never actually enjoyed killing. I enjoy fighting but not killing. If I can find a way around it, I take it.” 
 
    “And you did?” Rose assumed. 
 
    “I am a telepath, just like Alana. All I needed to do was break her control over his free will, and then, he was free of her,” Kallias explained. “So, I did. And Erik didn’t even realize that it was possible to resist blood, so I taught him how. It took a while, but eventually, he completely weaned himself off of blood.” 
 
    She grinned. “And then you married him and lived happily ever after.” 
 
    He grimaced in disgust. “Now, what kind of person goes and says something like that?” he complained. “I’m going to have nightmares now.” 
 
    Her head fell back against the leather seat as she laughed, her smile reaching every part of her face. Kallias caught himself glancing at her just to see that smile, to see the way it beautifully brightened her features. He clenched his jaw and shifted his gaze back to the road, frustrated by how much she affected him. He didn’t understand what she was doing to him. 
 
    After a while, long after she’d stopped laughing, she said, “You’ve saved people: Erik, me, other humans… Yet, you still don’t see the good in yourself.” 
 
    “Erik saved himself. I just gave him the chance to do it,” Kallias said uncomfortably. “And you… Well, you saved me, too, remember?” 
 
    Rose snorted, “Not quite as gallantly.” 
 
    He looked at her. “You helped a starved vampire, knowing that it could cost you your life. That seems courageous to me. Foolish…but also courageous.” 
 
    She stared at him, her lips curling at the edges into a surprised smile. 
 
    They turned sharply onto a roughly paved road that was so dark that even with the headlights illuminating the road ahead of them, Rose could still barely see. It had been growing increasingly darker for quite some time. The moon gleamed in the sky, peeking through the clouds and casting a blue glow over the surroundings, but a young forest lined each side of this particular road, creating a canopy of leaves over the car that blocked the light of the moon. The road curved between the trees, swerving and winding through the dark woods. 
 
    “Well, this looks like a nice place…to be murdered,” she muttered dryly. 
 
    He chuckled, “It looks ominous, I know, but believe it or not, it’s safer within these woods than it is in the urban areas. The plant and animal life in these woods will mask your scent. Theron will have a harder time tracking you here.” 
 
    “I bet that’s what you tell all the girls before you murder them,” she said. 
 
    Kallias laughed, amused by her strange sense of humor. The trees began to veer farther away from each other as the woods gave way to an opening of grass. At first, Rose could see nothing but grass and the paved road in front of them, but then, as the car slowed to a stop between a black motorcycle and a red car, the headlights illuminated a two-story stone house directly in front of them. 
 
    “That’s your house?” she asked. When he nodded, she said, “It’s big.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “I suppose so.” 
 
    From the white light cast by the headlights of the car, she could see that the house was made up of a combination of dark gray and light gray stones with an oversized, darkly-stained wooden front door. Rose vaguely recognized the style. It looked similar to many of the historical homes from the 1700s and 1800s, but something seemed different about this home. It looked very strange. 
 
    She laughed when she realized what it was. “No windows?” 
 
    “Sunlight kills me, so it’s safer without them,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “But your house looks freaking weird without windows,” she laughed. 
 
    He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Come on. Let’s get inside.” 
 
    Rose nodded, but as she turned, she noticed the gleam of the red car outside her window. She scowled as she noticed its flattened, sleek style. “Oh, for goodness sakes, please tell me that’s not a Ferrari,” she complained, grimacing. 
 
    He pulled the keys from the ignition. “I told you that Erik’s car makes mine look practical,” he laughed. He opened his door and climbed out of the car. 
 
    The driver’s door closed with a thud, and the light cut off. Rose froze, blinking at the darkness. She heard the trunk open and bags shifting. She reached out, blindly grasping for her door handle, but before she could find it, the door suddenly opened, nearly causing her to fall out sideways into the grass. She felt a warm hand on her shoulder, steadying her. It was Kallias’s hand. She recognized his touch somehow, as if her skin had memorized the grooves of his hand. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why are you still in the car?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    She glared blindly into the darkness, not sure whether she was actually glaring at him or at a random tree or bush. “I can’t see, genius,” she said irritably. 
 
    Kallias glanced around, noticing for the first time that there was no light outside whatsoever, no light from the moon and stars, no light from the car, and no light from the windowless house. “Oh,” he mumbled. He reached into the car and grasped her wrist. He helped her out of the car. “Come on. There you go.” 
 
    Rose started walking toward where she remembered seeing the house. 
 
    “There’s a car there,” he said at the exact same moment she ran into it. 
 
    “Dang it,” she grunted as she stumbled back. She might have fallen on the ground if Kallias had not been right behind her. His hands came up to grasp her elbows as her back crashed against his chest, her butt against his legs. She shivered as his breath fell against her ear. “How did the stupid car get in the way?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the car’s fault. It didn’t move. You’re the one who decided to venture off by yourself,” Kallias chuckled, his words vibrating against her ear. He placed her back on her feet. He took her by the arm. “Come on. I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Great. I can’t even walk without your help,” she complained. 
 
    He laughed, and she shivered as his breath tickled her ear. He led her through the grass, his body brushing against hers. “I could just carry you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that would be much more dignifying,” she snarled. 
 
    “Step up,” he warned, his voice so close to her ear that it startled her.  
 
    His hands pressed against both of her arms, his body behind hers, as he guided her up the steps. Despite the cool, crisp air, she felt overheated because of their combined body heat. Well, she was blaming it on the body heat, anyway. There may or may not have been other things making her feel overheated. 
 
    “Why don’t you have porch lights?” she complained. 
 
    “Porch?” he repeated with a scowl, as if she were speaking another language. Then, he nodded. “Oh, like a veranda? Yeah. I don’t have one of those.” 
 
    “And no lights either, apparently,” she added bitterly. 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t worry. There are lights inside.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” she muttered. “I don’t want to fall into any coffins.” 
 
    Kallias snorted at her. She felt his hand tighten around her arm as he pulled her to a stop before she could run into the door. He lifted her hand and placed it on the doorknob. “There is the door. Go on inside, and I’ll get the bags.” 
 
    As soon as he left her, she suddenly felt the cold chill in the air and the unease of the darkness. She decided that she should hurry inside. She turned the doorknob and stepped inside, the hardwood floors clunking beneath her tennis shoes. She sighed in relief when she saw that there were lights. The soft golden glow of torch-like lamps along the wall illuminated the foyer. Her gaze settled first upon the plain walls that lacked posters or pictures or personalization. 
 
    But then, as she scanned the foyer, her eyes settled upon the stairs, a steep set of stairs that were made of thick, dark hardwood. Her eyes widened as she saw what was lying on top of those stairs… 
 
    Rose screamed and ran, slamming the door behind her. 
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    Almost as soon as she slammed the door closed, she felt Kallias suddenly beside her again. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” he asked worriedly. His hands skimmed her arms and her neck as he searched for injuries. When she felt his hands near her chest, she brushed them aside, glaring in his general direction. He froze, scowling at her. “What happened? You screamed.” 
 
    She just stood there, blinking in the total darkness. 
 
    He shook her. “Rose! Tell me what’s wrong!” 
 
    “I just saw something I didn’t want to see. That’s all,” she mumbled. 
 
    “What do you mean that’s all?” he snarled. “I thought something had happened to you. You didn’t even scream like that when Theron tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Something did happen!” she said. “My eyes are scarred for life now!” 
 
    “What the hell are you…” he trailed off, blinking at the door. Then, as he understood, he suddenly threw his head back and started laughing hysterically. 
 
    Rose glared at him as she impatiently waited for him to finish laughing. Well, actually, she was glaring at a large pine tree ten feet to his right, but Kallias assumed that the glare was meant for him. “Why are you laughing?” she snapped. 
 
    He grinned, choking back another fit of laughter. “I see you met Erik.” 
 
    She blanched. She heard Kallias turn the doorknob only a moment before the golden light from the house flooded the steps outside. She scrambled after him as he stepped inside. “Wait! You really don’t want to go in there right now…” she trailed off as she stopped just inside the doorway, blinking in shock. 
 
    A man stood at the bottom of the stairs, pulling on a pair of black leather pants. The black clothing contrasted starkly with his fair skin. He looked to be a couple of inches shorter than Kallias, which meant that he would still tower over most people. His shoulders and hips were narrow, but his muscles were perfectly defined, despite his slender frame. A large, intricate dragon tattoo covered his torso, starting near his right collarbone and ending near his left hip. It was a standard European dragon, winged and standing on four legs. The dragon was solid black with electric blue eyes, and it breathed blue flames. His hair fell messily around his face in thick blonde waves, obscuring his bright green eyes. Like all vampires, the man looked eerily perfect, as if he’d been painted or sculpted. 
 
    “There was a woman. A naked woman. They were naked,” Rose stated. 
 
    “Oh, did you want to see her again? Naked?” asked a lilting voice. 
 
    Rose recognized that strangely accented voice from their awkward phone conversation. She scowled at the blonde vampire. One corner of his lips curved upward into a teasing smirk, and his bright green eyes studied her, sparkling with amusement. “No. That’s not at all what I was asking,” she muttered, frowning. 
 
    “She is in an upstairs bathroom, probably cleaning up,” Kallias answered absently, as if it were totally normal for him to know that. He sighed at the blonde vampire. “The stairs, Erik? You have a bedroom…with a door…that locks.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “We were headed there. We just didn’t make it that far.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes, as if he’d heard that answer before.  
 
    “Besides, having sex in the bed gets boring after a while,” Erik continued as he snatched his discarded black shirt off of the wooden stairway railing. 
 
    “It’s never boring if you do it right,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “Says the guy who hasn’t brought a woman home in decades,” Erik said. 
 
    Rose scowled at them. “Are you two really bickering about sex?” 
 
    The two vampires fell silent and looked at her, their expressions blank. Rose nearly laughed because the sight reminded her of two dejected children who had just been scolded by their mother for fighting over a box of cereal. 
 
    Erik flashed Rose a charming smile, no doubt the same smile he used on every single woman he encountered. “You must be Kallias’s lover. Rose, isn’t it?” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “No, I must not be his lover…since you know, there’s no actual reason for you to assume that I am,” she corrected sassily. “Also, I think the term that most people use in this time period is girlfriend.” 
 
    Erik threw his head back and laughed loudly. “I like you already.” 
 
    Rose shot Kallias a worried, questioning look.  
 
    Kallias leaned toward her and explained, “Erik has this thing for spunky women. So, when you sass him, you’re basically just encouraging him.” 
 
    “Crap,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Erik stepped forward and extended his hand. “I am Erik Olafsson. It is a pleasure to meet you,” he said, his voice lilting and soft, with practiced courtesy. 
 
    Rose stared down at his proffered hand, her eyes widening in horror as she realized that he intended for her to shake hands with him. “I am not touching that hand,” she informed him with a grimace. “I don’t know where it’s been.” 
 
    Erik glanced down at his hand and nodded. “Fair point.” 
 
    “I think the problem is that you do know where it’s been,” Kallias teased. 
 
    Rose covered her ears. “Ugh! No! I’m trying to forget what I saw!” 
 
    Erik frowned at her. “What’s the big deal? It was just sex, and we were practically finished anyway. Well, I was finished. She was still…well, you saw.” 
 
    Rose glared at Erik who, unlike Kallias, actually looked taken aback by her outrage. “What do you mean by just sex?” she exclaimed. “Sex is a big deal!” 
 
    His green eyes studied her curiously. “You’re a virgin.” 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “You told him?” 
 
    Kallias winced at her mistake. “No.” 
 
    “It was just a guess,” Erik said, grinning. “But thank you for confirming.” 
 
    Her face reddened. “Crap,” she said again. 
 
    “How can you be a virgin at your age?” Erik asked incredulously. 
 
    “At my age?” she repeated, her tone clipped. Her eyes narrowed at the obnoxious, blonde vampire. “I’m twenty-three years old, not eighty!” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Twenty-three is pretty old. I was two years younger than you when I died, and I had already slept with hundreds of women by then.” 
 
    “You realize you’re not really the standard of normal, right?” Kallias said. 
 
    “My sex life is none of your business,” Rose snapped. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Don’t you mean your lack of sex life?” 
 
    “Either way, it’s none of your business,” she said between clenched teeth. 
 
    Erik took her completely by surprise when he suddenly leaned in and sniffed her, as if she were a candle or some kind of scratch-and-sniff sticker.  
 
    She pulled back. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    “You’ve never been attacked by a vampire before?” he asked, frowning as if he found that difficult to believe. “Before Theron attacked you, I mean.” 
 
    “No,” she said slowly, her brows furrowed. “Why?” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes darkening. “Because your blood is appealing.” 
 
    Rose scowled worriedly at the blonde vampire. “Kallias, could you please tell your friend to stop staring at me like I’m Thanksgiving dinner?” 
 
    Erik grinned. “More like a Thanksgiving feast.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Kallias,” she whined. 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias said flatly. “Cool it.” 
 
    “Traitor,” Erik pouted. 
 
    “She lives in a small town. You know that small towns aren’t exactly the ideal places for vampires to live. People start to recognize us too easily, notice what we do, notice that we don’t age…” Kallias said in answer to Erik’s question. “Most vampires aren’t reckless enough to take that kind of a chance. I doubt she’d ever even encountered a vampire before Theron took interest in her.” 
 
    Erik nodded thoughtfully. “Have you ever traveled?” he asked Rose. 
 
    “Just for study trips,” Rose said. “I’ve been to Greece twice already.” 
 
    “I’m sure she encountered at least one vampire while in Greece,” Erik said to Kallias. “I can’t imagine that any vampire would willingly pass up the chance to taste her. I know I wouldn’t have…back when I fed on humans.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “Are you suggesting that someone has protected her?” 
 
    “I’m only suggesting that, for some reason, no one touched her until Theron, which is shocking, considering how appetizing she smells,” Erik stated. 
 
    “Hey, I’m right here,” Rose said, waving her hands wildly. “You know…the person you’re discussing like she’s one of the five main food groups?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Technically, you’re the only food group for us, so…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Kallias warned, staring pointedly at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Almost on cue, a small, brunette woman descended the stairs, her black heels clacking against each wooden step. Her choppy brown hair hung around her chin. She wore a red, silk shirt that formed to her figure and a short, black skirt that barely reached her thighs. She stopped just inches from Erik, flashing a flirty smile at him. The top of her head barely reached his upper arms. “Hey,” she said. 
 
    Erik flashed that charming smile at her. “Hello, gorgeous.” 
 
    The woman’s hazel eyes darted toward Kallias and widened. Her gaze lustfully traveled up and down the length of his body. “Oh. And…hey…” 
 
    “What? One’s not enough for you?” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    All six eyes in the room suddenly shifted toward her. The woman looked irritated. Erik looked amused. And Kallias simply looked curious. 
 
    Rose blushed. “I…uh… I don’t know why I said that.” 
 
    The woman glared at her. “You’re the woman that walked in on us.” 
 
    Her blush deepened, and she fidgeted nervously. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias called, gesturing impatiently toward the female. 
 
    “But…” he whined, glancing back and forth between the angry woman and Rose. He sighed disappointedly, “Come on, babe. Let me drive you home.” 
 
    The woman glanced back at him, that bright, flirty smile returning to her face. “If you want, I could call in to work and tell them that I’m sick,” she offered, trailing her fingers across his chest. “Then, we could spend all day together.” 
 
    Erik didn’t show the slightest bit of unease. He wrapped his hand around hers and brought it to his mouth. He kissed the back of her hand and smiled. “I would love that, but unfortunately, there’s something I must do during the day.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes impatiently. “Yes, and that day starts very soon.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said, his eyes widening in alarm. He motioned toward the door with a tilt of his head. “Let me get you home. I’m afraid we’ll have to hurry.” 
 
    “You’re not going to introduce me to your friends?” the woman asked. 
 
    “What part of hurry does she not understand?” Kallias complained rudely. 
 
    Erik seemed equally peeved, but he didn’t voice his frustration. He gestured toward them. “This is Kallias, my best friend. And that is Rose, his lover.” 
 
    Rose sighed irritably, “Stop calling me that. I am not his lover.” 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell them my name?” the woman asked him. 
 
    Erik looked at her, his face suddenly blank. “Er…yeah…” he stammered. “Guys, this is a beautiful woman called…er…” He glanced at Kallias. 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “Anne. Her name is Anne. Now, take her home.” 
 
    The woman frowned at him. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “Erik told me your name when we first arrived,” Kallias lied. 
 
    Erik mouthed, “Thank you,” to Kallias while the woman wasn’t looking. 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said. She adjusted her purse on her shoulder and smiled shyly at Erik. “For a minute, I was worried that you’d forgotten my name.” 
 
    Erik scratched his head, mussing his wavy blonde hair. “No. No. Never,” he said, wincing a little. He pulled her toward the door. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    After they left, pulling the front door closed behind them, Rose scowled at Kallias. “He had sex with her, and he didn’t even know her name?” 
 
    “That’s Erik for you,” Kallias muttered, shrugging. He gathered the bags into his hands and headed toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll show you around.” 
 
    Rose followed him up the stairway, their footsteps echoing against the thick hardwood floors. He slowed his steps, letting her fall into step beside him. 
 
    He studied her curiously. “Why did you say that to the woman?” 
 
    She shifted her gaze toward the floor. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    One corner of his lips lifted. “You just…seemed a little jealous.” 
 
    Rose felt like someone had just thrown her face in a furnace. “What? I wasn’t jealous. That’s ridiculous. Why would I be jealous? I wasn’t jealous.” 
 
    He chuckled at her rapid, high-pitched rambling. “Oh.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” she insisted. “I don’t know why I said that, but I wasn’t jealous.” 
 
    He laughed. “Okay. If you say so.” 
 
    Embarrassment burning in her cheeks, Rose stared at the floor, watching her shoes hit the hardwood, because it was easier than looking at him at the moment. Her long red hair fell around her face, obscuring him from her peripheral vision. She pulled nervously at her T-shirt, suddenly aware of how frazzled she looked after the car ride. Just like the walls in the foyer, the walls on either side of them were built of stone and empty of any decoration. The stone and hardwood reminded Rose of a rental cabin, comfortable yet impersonal. 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Not long,” Kallias answered. “Maybe a century or so.” 
 
    “Not long?” she scoffed. She laughed. “You do realize that is longer than I will even live, right? Even if I reach my projected life expectancy. But of course, with all these vampires trying to kill me, I’ll probably be dead by tomorrow.” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and turned toward her, his tall, muscular body suddenly blocking her way. “Why do you make jokes about things like that?” 
 
    She frowned at him, stunned by the raw, unknown emotions she saw in his brown eyes. She could see anger in his expression, but something else, too, something more. “I don’t know. I guess…because it’s easier than being afraid.” 
 
    His eyes flickered with a hint of emotion again before he looked away. He turned and continued to walk toward the end of the hallway with Rose trailing closely behind him. She considered stopping him and demanding that he tell her what was bothering him, but she knew that he’d never answer her. The walls that Kallias had built up around his emotions would take a long time to break down. 
 
    At the end of the upstairs hallway, there were three wooden doors, two directly across from each other and another one at the farthest end of the hallway, between the other two doors. He shouldered open the door along the right wall. 
 
    “This will be your room,” he said as he dropped the bags on the floor. 
 
    Rose followed him into the room. She froze in the doorway, gaping at the sheer size of the room. This one bedroom was two or three times the size of her entire apartment. A large canopy-style bed covered in blue quilts set in the center of the room. Against the farthest wall, where one might expect to see a window, was an oversized, dark, wooden desk. Dressers lined the rest of the wall. 
 
    Noticing her silence, he looked at her. “If you don’t like it, I can…” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine. Of course it’s fine,” she assured him. “It’s just…big.” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked obliviously. “I suppose it is the largest guest room in the house. It’s the same size as my room and Erik’s room.” He pointed toward a slender wooden door across from the bed. “And it has its own bathroom.” 
 
    She looked at the door, blinking in surprise. “Wow. I’ve never had my own bathroom before. I’m not sure I even know what to do with it,” she joked. 
 
    She straightened as she felt the zipper of his leather jacket brush against her elbow, followed by the warmth of his body brushing against her back.  
 
    His lips tilted in a teasing smile as he said, closer to her ear than necessary, “Well, if you take off your clothes, I could show you how the bathtub works.” 
 
    She started laughing. “Nice try.” 
 
    He grinned. “I thought it was one of my most charming lines yet.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. So charming,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    As he watched her laugh, Kallias once again found himself enthralled by her bright, playful smile. Without thinking, Kallias lifted his hand to trace her lips, the soft, full lips that were curved in the most beautiful smile he’d ever seen. She froze as his fingers brushed against her mouth, and her bright blue eyes darkened and fluttered closed as he traced the curve of her mouth. Kallias remembered all too well how perfectly those lips had molded to his own lips, how soft and warm they had felt against his mouth. When her sparkling azure eyes reopened, wide and curious, he sighed and reluctantly stepped back, putting space between them. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “My room is right next to yours, and Erik’s room is the one across from yours,” he said suddenly, breaking the tense silence. His voice sounded breathless. “If you need me, just come to my room.” 
 
    Rose blinked up at him, still trying to recover from the sensation of his touch on her lips. She remembered passing other doors along each side of the hallway as they’d come to this one. “How many rooms does this house have?” 
 
    “Bedrooms? Seven, I think,” he said, running his hand through his hair. 
 
    “Why so many? Do you bring a lot of humans home?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Never,” Kallias said, staring at her. “You’re the only one.” 
 
    Rose fell silent for several moments, just watching him curiously. 
 
    A wide smile suddenly curved at his lips, so wide that she thought she glimpsed the flash of his fangs. His brown eyes danced with excitement. “Come. There is another room I’d like to show you. I think you will really like this one.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said as she followed him back out into the hallway. 
 
    He grinned at her again and then led the way down the stairs. He opened one of the doors in the foyer, revealing that it opened into another hallway. Fewer doors lined this hall, with one on the end, next to the door to the foyer and a one just a few feet past the foyer. As they continued down the hallway, Kallias slapped one door with his palm as they passed and said, “That’s another bathroom.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the door that they’d already passed, nearly jogging to keep up with his brisk pace. “Slow down! And what about the other two rooms?” 
 
    “Kitchen and living room,” he said, as if those rooms weren’t important. 
 
    The end of the downstairs hallway seemed to descend into steps, perhaps leading to a basement, but Rose couldn’t see far enough to know for sure. Aside from that, there was only one other door along that hallway, an oversized wooden door that apparently led into a very large room, at least half the width of the house. 
 
    Kallias stopped in front of the door and leaned against it, as if he were hiding what was inside the room. He smiled excitedly at her. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Although an excited Kallias was certainly an amusing sight, the curiosity was killing her. “Are you trying to kill me with anticipation? Because there are easier ways. What is it? A room full of unimaginable amounts of coffee?” 
 
    His smile faded. “Uh, no. We keep the coffee in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Dang, I had my fingers crossed for a coffee swimming pool,” she said. 
 
    His lips twitched. “I’m sure you will find this just as pleasing.” 
 
    Rose waved her hand impatiently. “I can die of old age, you know.” 
 
    He scowled at that. Then, sighing, he leaned against the door, allowing his weight to push open the heavy, oversized door. He held the door open and gestured for her to go ahead. Rose froze in the doorway, her jaw dropping in awe. 
 
    After watching her stand there for several moments with her mouth ajar, Kallias leaned toward her, his lips near her ear, and said, “You can go inside.” 
 
    “You have a lot of books,” she said. The understatement of the century. 
 
    “I have been alive for a lot of years,” he said. Another understatement. 
 
    She’d thought the guest room was huge, but this library made the guest room look like a closet. The room was almost half of the size of the house, nearly the size of a small gymnasium. Like the other rooms in the house, the floors were dark hardwoods, and the small percentage of the walls that had been left bare were stone. However, unlike the other rooms, these walls were mostly obscured by floor-to-ceiling bookcases that covered three of the four walls in the room, each bookcase full of countless books. In the center of the room, the only part of the room left empty, three black leather sofas set catty-cornered to each other. 
 
    Kallias leaned against the wall and crossed his arms as he watched her. Her bright blue eyes looked wide and round as she gawked at the library. Her red hair flowed down her back, brighter than usual against her black shirt. While her loose-fitting T-shirt hid most of her upper body, her blue jeans hugged her hips. He couldn’t stop staring at her. “So, do you like it?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    She looked at him as if he were stupid. “It’s a library. Of course I like it.” 
 
    He laughed and pushed away from the wall. He strode toward her. He stopped behind her, his front brushing against her back, his lips near her ear. “It looks like I can impress you, after all,” he teased, a flirty smile curving at his lips. 
 
    As Rose leaned her head back to look up at him, she found herself leaning back against him, her back pressing hard against his front. His arms came up around her stomach, almost instinctually, and suddenly, it felt as if they were a normal couple, comfortably embracing each other. “This is yours?” she asked. 
 
    He snorted, “Well, it’s certainly not Erik’s. He despises reading.” 
 
    “I’m surprised,” she admitted. “I didn’t expect you to have a library.” 
 
    He let go of her and stepped around her, heading toward a nearby bookcase. He frowned at her. “Why does that surprise you? Do I seem illiterate?” 
 
    She followed him, still wearing that cute smile that affected him so much. “I just find it hard to picture big, tough Kallias curled up on the couch with a book.” 
 
    He turned toward her, smiling. He raised an eyebrow at her, challenging her. “What do you think I did when I was human? As a profession, I mean.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “How would I know?” 
 
    “Ah, come on,” he chided with a playful smirk pulling at his lips. “You know Greek history. You’re intelligent. Make an educated guess. Humor me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the challenge. “Fine,” she sighed. “Soldier?” 
 
    His smirk widened, as if he’d just beaten her in a game. “Wrong.” 
 
    “Aww,” she pouted. “I was close, though, right?” 
 
    He shrugged. “My father and my brothers were military.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Okay. So, what did you do, then?” 
 
    His brows furrowed, as if he were trying to figure out how to explain it. “I…uh… I learned, and I taught. I was similar to a modern professor, I suppose.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You were a Greek philosopher?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “which involved vigorous reading, by the way.” 
 
    “Like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle?!” she squeaked. 
 
    He scowled at her. “I wasn’t famous, Rose. I mean, the job description was similar, but that’s like comparing an amateur songwriter to Bach or Mozart.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still,” she said, her eyebrows lifting. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Why is this so shocking to you? Do I not seem intelligent?” he asked. 
 
    She giggled, “No, you seem very intelligent. You just don’t seem nerdy.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “What threw you off? Was it my irresistible sexiness?” 
 
    Rose burst into hysterical laughter. She laughed so hard that it made her stomach sore. “No, I think it was the muscles, actually,” she teased back. 
 
    He chuckled. “Is that what made you guess that I was a soldier?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I mean, you seem really skilled in combat.” 
 
    He nodded. “My father had me training with a blunt sword before I could talk. And of course, I’ve had plenty of time to perfect my skills since then.” 
 
    “Also,” she said, suddenly serious, “you’re fearless. And kind. And brave. And protective. And selfless. Qualities that I imagine would be important in war.” 
 
    He froze, obviously caught off guard by her response. “You’re mistaken,” he stated, shifting his gaze toward the floor. “I am not kind or selfless.” 
 
    Kallias heard her soft footsteps before she reached him. She stopped, standing before him with that defiant spark in her blue eyes. He watched her in shock as she reached up and took his face in her hands, pulling him closer to her. 
 
    “I’m not going to give up, no matter how many times you say things like that,” Rose insisted. “I will make you see the good in yourself, if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, stunned by her actions and declaration. He reached up, covering her hands with his. He dragged her hands down to his chest. 
 
    Rose watched him, the way his brown eyes seemed to simultaneously darken with desire and soften with affection. She felt his heart thudding against her palms, and she felt her own heart pounding against her chest. Then, acting on impulse, she gripped his shirt and pulled him closer. She lifted herself onto her toes and pressed her lips to his, earning a surprised groan from his mouth. 
 
    With a soft growl, Kallias pulled away sharply. His eyes flashed with dark hunger and lust, and he took a step forward, backing her into a bookshelf, like a predator pursuing his prey. The difference was that, in this instance, Rose, the prey, wanted him to catch her. His lips lifted into a dangerous, seductive smile. 
 
    Kallias pressed her against the solid part of the bookcase as he claimed her lips with his. He grasped her hands and pinned them on each side of her head as he kissed her hungrily and passionately. Rose moaned and pressed herself closer to him, tightening her hands around his. She whimpered when he pulled away from her lips. He chuckled softly at her reaction as he pressed his lips to the sensitive skin between her ear and her neck. She gasped at the sensation of his warm lips on her neck. He kissed her neck again, lower this time, and then again, trailing his lips lower until he reached the most sensitive place on her neck. Heat consumed her body, boiling the blood in her veins and setting fire to her skin. 
 
    Kallias nibbled and licked her neck, listening to her quiet, breathless moans, her rapid pulse, and the sound of her blood coursing rapidly through her veins. Her scent overwhelmed his senses, the soft scents of vanilla and honey along with the sweet, powerful scent of her blood. He grazed his fangs against her skin, watching as chill bumps swept across her fair skin in response. 
 
    As Rose felt his sharp fangs on her neck, she suddenly realized that some part of her actually wanted him to bite her. The dangerous desire came crawling out from some dark part of her mind that she didn’t even know existed. 
 
    But when Kallias pulled away from her neck and pressed his lips to hers again, that strange, dark thought fled from her mind, replaced by only one desire: him. He let go of her hands, one of his hands entangling in her soft auburn hair and the other hand grasping her hip, pulling her lower body flush against his. 
 
    He buried his face in the curve of her neck, breathing heavily, inhaling her appealing scent. He pressed his mouth against her neck. “Se thelo,” he groaned, murmuring the Greek words into her skin, not expecting her to understand them. 
 
    But she did understand. “I want you, too,” she whispered breathlessly. 
 
    His lips attacked hers again, as if he could consume her with a kiss. She kissed him back, matching his passion and hunger with her own. Her hands fumbled clumsily with the buttons of his shirt. She felt him groan against her lips the moment her hands found his bare chest. His hand moved along her hip, his fingers trailing down to her thighs and then moving toward the center of her legs. 
 
    “Gamoto,” Kallias cursed. He pulled away from her abruptly. 
 
    Not expecting him to step back, Rose stumbled forward away from the bookcase, but Kallias’s hand caught her elbow before she could fall. Still panting for breath, she frowned at him, worried that she’d done something wrong. 
 
    He glared toward the doorway. “What the hell are you doing, Erik?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock and followed his gaze to find Erik standing in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe, watching them with an amused smirk. 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder. “Just enjoying the show.” 
 
    Rose felt her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “You’re disgusting,” she said. She’d intended to sound angry, but her voice still sounded breathless. 
 
    Erik clasped his hand over his chest. “Ouch. You’ve wounded me.” 
 
    “Wounding you. That sounds like a good idea, actually,” Kallias mused. 
 
    Erik raised both hands in surrender. “Whoa. Calm down. It’s not my fault you two decided to have sex in the library, of all places. No, seriously. Why here? This is the least arousing room to ever exist. Also, I think it’s a bit hypocritical, considering the way you acted about Amy and I having a little fun on the stairs.” 
 
    “Anne,” Kallias corrected. “Erik, her name was Anne.” 
 
    “We were not having sex!” Rose squeaked, her blush deepening. 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “From what I saw, that’s where it was headed.” 
 
    “You act like you didn’t know this was a bad time,” Kallias grumbled to Erik. “I know that you knew what was happening. You would have felt it.” 
 
    “What the heck do you mean by that?” Rose asked Kallias. 
 
    Erik answered her before Kallias could. “He means that I could feel your emotions. Desire is an emotion, babe.” His lips curved into a sickeningly smug smirk. “You know…that emotion that you were feeling so overwhelmingly?” 
 
    “I don’t think this could get any more embarrassing,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her and offered her a wary, apologetic smile. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t say that. He will take it as a challenge.” 
 
    Erik pushed away from the doorframe and walked into the room. He smirked at Kallias. “So, is this what you meant by just protecting her?” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at his friend. “I am protecting her.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Erik snorted, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. “Ah, come on. Don’t look at me like that. You know I like to gloat when I’m right.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Kallias. “What does he mean? Right about what?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered. He directed his next words at Erik. “So, did you have an actual reason for coming in here at such an inappropriate time?” 
 
    “Aside from the fact that you’re a creepy pervert,” Rose added. 
 
    Erik grinned in response to her insult. “Hey, what you call perverted was considered normal when I was human,” he said, shrugging nonchalantly. 
 
    “Erik, you were never considered normal,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Erik laughed and shrugged. He strode over to one of the leather sofas and perched himself on the arm of the sofa. “Actually, I did need to talk to you.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. He buttoned his shirt as he walked over to the sofa. 
 
    Rose blushed at the reminder of how eagerly she’d unbuttoned his shirt. She noticed Erik glance at her and grin, and her blush deepened as she realized he must have sensed her embarrassment. He winked at her, confirming her fear. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Kallias asked, turning back toward her. 
 
    “I was actually thinking about standing here and dying of embarrassment. I prefer to die near books and not near perverted, empathic vampires,” she said. 
 
    Erik laughed. “I don’t think she likes me,” he said to Kallias. 
 
    Kallias sank down onto the sofa across from Erik. “I don’t blame her.” 
 
    “So, I talked to Geoff and Emma. They said they’d help,” Erik told Kallias. “Geoff, of course, expressed his doubts. He thinks she’s a lost cause.” 
 
    “She is not a lost cause,” Kallias stated, his voice firm and harsh. 
 
    Erik raised his hands. “I didn’t say it. He did. Don’t kill the messenger. You know how Geoff is. He’s always trying to be rational. He has nothing against her. He hasn’t met her. But even you have to admit the odds aren’t in her favor.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about the odds,” Kallias said. “I won’t let her die.” 
 
    A strange look passed over Erik’s face. A mixture of surprise and curiosity, Rose thought. Erik raised his eyebrow at Kallias, as if carrying on a silent conversation with him. Rose scowled at them, frustrated that she was being left out of the telepathic conversation that they were obviously having. 
 
    She walked over to them and crossed her arms. “I’m a lost cause?” 
 
    Erik looked up at her, seeming to suddenly remember that she was there. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Kallias stated. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you,” she told Kallias. She looked at Erik. “I asked him.” 
 
    Erik looked taken aback. “No, you’re not,” he said, agreeing with Kallias. Then, he shrugged. “Or yes, you are. I don’t know. My abilities are empathic, not precognitive. Geoff thinks that you are, but Geoff was a scientist when he was human. He sees everything in black and white…facts and numbers…” 
 
    She shrugged. “Then, he’s right. You can’t argue with statistics.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Erik challenged. “I don’t care about numbers and facts. Statistics treat everyone as if they’re the same, but everyone’s not the same. People feel differently. Emotions change things. I’d trust feelings over facts any day.” 
 
    “That sounds like a really irrational line of thinking,” Rose commented. 
 
    He shrugged. “I am an empath. Emotions aren’t known for rationality.” 
 
    “It’s true. He is the most irrational person I’ve ever met,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    Erik just chuckled at Kallias’s remark. Then, he returned his gaze to Rose, shifting his body toward her. “Think about it this way. All of the experts in the world might say that you can’t do something, but with the right motivation, if you feel strongly enough about it, you just might prove them wrong. Likewise, without the right emotion, there’s a chance that you’ll fail. People do crazy, impossible things for the ones they love all of the time. Because of what they feel.” 
 
    Rose considered that. “Why does your friend think that I’m a lost cause?” 
 
    Kallias frowned worriedly at Erik. “Erik, don’t.” 
 
    Erik scowled at him. “You know that thing that you do when you get all overprotective of people you care about? You’re doing it again. There are countless vampires who want to kill her, one of which happens to be a sadistic psychopath. Trying to protect her from being afraid is pointless, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’m not… I just…” Kallias stammered, actually at a loss for words, for once. He glanced at Rose and sighed, “Fine. Tell her what she wants to know.” 
 
    Erik looked at her. He gestured toward the sofa. “Sit down.” 
 
    Rose hugged herself and shook her head. She felt too anxious to sit down, too worried about Erik’s answer. “No, thanks. I’m okay with standing.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes and stood. “Well, I’m not. See, I’m not usually an anxious person, and you’re anxious, which means I’m anxious because I feel what you feel. And I don’t like feeling anxious.” He grabbed her arm in the middle of his speech and dragged her toward the sofa. He pushed her down beside Kallias. 
 
    She glared at the blonde vampire. “Just who do you think you are?” 
 
    He grinned. “Erik Olafsson. We already went over this, didn’t we?” 
 
    Then, to her surprise, Erik leaned forward and placed his hand on her shoulder. Before she could ask him what he was doing, she felt a strange wave of serenity wash over her, slowing her heartbeat and calming her anxiety. For a moment or two, she vaguely wondered if she’d been drugged with a sedative or something, but then, she realized that she didn’t feel sleepy. She just felt…calm. 
 
    Erik sighed in relief. “That’s better.” 
 
    “What did you just do to me?” Rose snapped. 
 
    “Damn, your emotions are nearly as unstable as mine,” Erik complained. “I just calmed you, and you’re already pissed. Are you always like this?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “I’m not emotionally unstable,” she muttered. She turned back toward Erik. “And…you calmed me? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Erik sat down on the sofa that set opposite them. “That is how my abilities work. I control your emotions. I can either manipulate your current state, or I can create emotions and project them. In your case, I calmed your anxiety.” 
 
    “Do you have to touch the person to do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really,” he answered. “Physical contact just helps me control it.” 
 
    “If he didn’t touch you, he could accidentally manipulate the emotions of everyone in a five-mile radius,” Kallias said. “He doesn’t have great control.” 
 
    “Hey, asshole, you have no room to talk,” Erik countered. “At least I don’t carry on conversations with people’s thoughts without even realizing it.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help it. She suddenly started giggling. When she noticed Kallias scowling at her, she covered her mouth with her hand in an effort to stop herself from laughing. “Sorry. It’s just…he’s right. You do that. A lot, actually.” 
 
    “Did she just say I’m right?” Erik asked. “I need to write that down.” 
 
    “Wait. Five-mile radius? You’re joking, right?” Rose asked, stunned. 
 
    “It only happened once,” Erik said. “My emotions were a little unstable.” 
 
    “Your emotions are always a little unstable,” Kallias pointed out. 
 
    “My emotions were a lot unstable,” Erik amended. 
 
    Rose stared at him in shock. “Uh…right. So…why am I a lost cause?” 
 
    “You’re not,” Kallias stated again, staring at the floor. 
 
    “Because Theron is ancient, and he’s determined to kill you,” Erik said. 
 
    Kallias glared at him. “Theron isn’t a problem. I will kill him myself.” 
 
    Erik scowled at him. “You keep saying that, and yet, he is still alive.” 
 
    “I told you. I’ve been distracted,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “And you will continue to be distracted, as long as she is alive,” Erik said, jabbing his finger toward Rose. “That is how emotions work. They can empower you and make you stronger, but they can also weaken you and distract you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. She glanced at Kallias, but he shifted away from her gaze. 
 
    “Besides, even if you weren’t distracted, he is still older than you, which means, physically, he’s stronger. On top of that, you’re starved,” Erik added. “The advantage that your telepathic abilities give you is negated by the fact that he feeds, and you don’t. You might as well be centuries younger than him.” 
 
    Rose thought about that. “What would happen if he weren’t starving?” 
 
    Kallias scowled suspiciously at her. “Why does it matter? I am.” 
 
    “Oh, calm down. It’s just a question,” she muttered. “I’m curious.” 
 
    “Hypothetically, it would even the odds,” Kallias admitted warily. “But I don’t see why it matters because I am starving, and I don’t intend to change that.” 
 
    “It would do more than even the odds,” Erik interjected. “He is a telepath. Theron cannot compete with telepathy in one-on-one combat, not if Kallias has fed. But we’re not dealing with one-on-one combat. Theron has other vampires helping him, apparently, and most likely, there are more of them than there are of us. And the odds of us being able to defeat all of them aren’t great.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kallias. “Why didn’t you tell me this?” 
 
    Kallias kept his gaze on the floor. “I’m not afraid of numbers.” 
 
    “You should be!” she snapped. “Did you honestly expect me to be okay with you risking your life for me? With all of you possibly dying for me?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think it will really matter if you are okay with it, if we all wind up dying,” Erik said nonchalantly, “because you will be dead, too. So…” 
 
    They both frowned at him. “How is that helpful?” Kallias asked him. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I was just trying to say something comforting.” 
 
    “You should probably stick with your supernatural ability,” Rose said. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Yeah, probably,” he agreed. 
 
    Kallias turned toward her, his knee brushing her thigh as he turned. “It doesn’t matter if you are okay with it. Risking my life is my choice, not yours.” 
 
    “It’s my choice whether I let you protect me,” she argued. “I could leave.” 
 
    Erik snorted. “And do what? Hitchhike?” 
 
    Rose turned and narrowed her eyes at Erik. 
 
    Erik cringed. “She’s going to kill someone with that glare one day.” 
 
    “If you leave, I will just follow you,” Kallias told her. 
 
    “Even if I tell you not to?” Rose asked angrily. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his gaze intense. “I can’t let you die.” 
 
    She studied him for several moments. “Well, maybe I can’t let you die either. Have you considered that? How is my life more valuable than yours?” 
 
    “Because my life is stolen. I should have died long ago,” Kallias explained. “You have a life to live. You have infinite possibilities ahead of you.” 
 
    “They’re hardly infinite,” Rose scoffed. “And none of that matters. The point is that I don’t want any of you to risk your lives for me. So, don’t.” 
 
    “I will be fine,” Kallias insisted. “And what they do is their choice.” 
 
    Rose frowned and looked at Erik. “Your choice is no, right?” 
 
    “What?” Erik laughed, as if that were absurd. “My choice is hell yes.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “I don’t understand why any of you would do this.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, this will be one hell of a battle, which means it will be the most fun I’ve had in a while,” Erik explained. “And second…this is what we do. Every time I go up against a vampire in order to save a human, I am risking my life. And not once has that ever stopped me…or any of us, for that matter.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose prodded. 
 
    “Because Kallias did it for twelve hundred years by himself, and he was so overwhelmed that he actually forgot how to get women,” Erik joked. 
 
    Kallias stared at him blankly. 
 
    “But why?” Rose insisted, scowling. “You must have a real reason.” 
 
    All of the humor suddenly faded from Erik’s face. “How many lives do you think someone has to save in order to ease the guilt of taking so many?” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “I don’t know,” she admitted. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Erik said. “I haven’t reached that number yet.” 
 
    Rose stared at him for a long time, her chest suddenly tight with sympathy. Should she feel sympathy for someone who murdered people? She didn’t know. She couldn’t help it, though. This had always been her problem. She sympathized with everyone, even those that others refused to pity. These two men were vampires, brutal, violent vampires, but to her, they were still people, damaged and hurting. How could she not believe there was still good in them? 
 
    Erik shifted uncomfortably. “I can feel your…uh…pity. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled awkwardly. She turned her gaze toward Kallias. “What about you? Why do you do it? Is it a redemption thing for you, too?” 
 
    He just stared back at her. “No.” 
 
    “What would he need redemption for?” Erik scoffed. “He has been starving himself since the beginning. He’s almost as boring as you are, virgin.” 
 
    Rose chose to ignore the immature vampire. “Then, why?” she asked Kallias. “If you don’t want to be evil, just don’t kill humans. You don’t have to risk your life by fighting other vampires. You’re not killing humans. They are.” 
 
    “What, then?” Kallias asked. “Stay home and pretend it’s not happening? Do nothing when I have the power to stop it? How is that any less evil?” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.’ Edmund Burke,” she quoted. “So, that’s what it is, then. You became a vampire, but you didn’t lose your sense of ethics. You’re just trying to be good in the only way you know, as what you are.” 
 
    His jaw tightened, but he said nothing. He just stared at the floor. 
 
    “You’ve done your good with me,” Rose said. “Just hand me over to Theron. I can’t let anyone die for me. I’m just one person. I’m not worth it.” 
 
    He shifted toward her so fast that it startled her, causing her to fall sideways on the couch, catching herself on her hands before she fell all the way onto her back. His face was suddenly so near hers that she could have kissed him, just as they were, without moving, except he didn’t exactly look open to the idea of kissing right now. His brown eyes were dark and narrowed with anger, his face tight with barely controlled rage. He seemed beautiful and terrifying all at once. 
 
    “Do. Not. Say. That,” Kallias said in a soft growl, enunciating each word. 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered, stunned by his strange behavior. 
 
    “You are worth it,” he said, even softer this time. “Don’t say you’re not.” 
 
    Rose just stared up at him, not sure how to respond. His entire body faced hers, and he leaned toward her, practically on top of her, so close that his lips brushed hers. He never broke eye contact with her or moved away from her. He just stayed there, close to her, staring into her eyes. His anger seemed to have evaporated, replaced by an emotion that seemed more intense, more vulnerable. 
 
    “Leave, Erik,” he said without looking away from her. 
 
    “Yep. Got it,” Erik said a moment before they heard the door close. 
 
    Rose felt as if the intensity of his gaze had somehow managed to stop her heart. Everything felt frozen, transfixed. Part of her was afraid of the intensity, of the emotions that she felt for him and of the ones she suspected he might feel for her. That part of her wanted to look away, to pretend she didn’t feel what she was feeling. But the other part of her, the bolder part of her, refused to look away. 
 
    Kallias braced his hands on the arm of the sofa behind her, his knees now resting between her legs, his body hovering over hers. “I know that what I’m saying pisses you off, and I don’t care,” he said softly, almost apologetically. “Because I won’t let you die. I can’t. Because I would rather see you angry than see you dead. I promised that I would protect you, and that is what I will do.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose asked breathlessly. “Why do you care so much?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. He lifted his hand to touch her face. 
 
    She shivered as his fingers brushed against her cheek. “I’m trying to argue with you, but all I want to do right now is kiss you,” she said without thinking. She blushed, shocked that she had voiced that embarrassing thought out loud. 
 
    His lips curved slowly into a smile. “Then, why aren’t you kissing me?” 
 
    Rose leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. His fingers trailed down along her jaw as he returned the kiss. Unlike the previous kisses that they’d shared, this kiss began slow and tender. Rose still felt that intense, all-consuming passion between them, but it was restrained, buried underneath another emotion, a scary, vulnerable emotion that she didn’t want to analyze too much. His tongue caressed hers gently and seductively, turning her entire body to putty. She moaned and wrapped her arms around his neck, which was, in hindsight, not a great idea, considering those arms had been holding her up, but she wasn’t thinking clearly at the moment. She fell backward onto the couch, lying fully on her back. 
 
    Kallias chuckled at her as she fell back, the soft sound vibrating against her lips, but to his credit, he still managed to not break the kiss. He braced one hand on the other side of her to hold his weight, and he leaned down, still kissing her. He moved to rest his body fully between her legs, and Rose gasped as she felt him press against her. She moved her hands to his hair and kissed him harder. 
 
    Kallias groaned against her lips and deepened the kiss, his lips molding to hers with so much passion and force that they left her lips feeling sensitive and bruised. He pulled away from her lips, and tilted her head back, trailing his lips down her neck as he did before, lingering at the most sensitive spots. Her breath came in short pants as he kissed her neck. Kallias found the spot he’d teased earlier, the skin just above her carotid artery. He heard the blood coursing through the artery, felt it pulsing rapidly beneath his lips. Its sweet, powerful scent intoxicated his senses. He could almost taste it. He grazed his fangs against her neck. 
 
    She moaned at the intense sensation of those incredibly sharp teeth. 
 
    As he began to lose control of his hunger, he pressed his fangs to her skin and applied the gentlest of pressure. His stomach and throat burned. His hunger-crazed mind reminded him that it would be so easy to sink his fangs into her neck and taste her, consume her, bond with her… He could already feel the skin beginning to give way under the sharp fangs. “Shit!” he gasped, pulling back. 
 
    Rose stared up at him as she tried to catch her breath. He had his head turned to the side, away from her, and his eyes closed. His skin looked paler than she’d ever seen it, sickly pale. He panted heavily, his fangs bared, like an animal. 
 
    Pressing her palms against the couch, she lifted herself, not quite sitting because he was still hovering over her, but not lying down either. “Is it hunger?” 
 
    His eyes snapped open, and he turned his head to look at her. Because she’d raised herself into a half-sitting position, their faces were close again, almost touching. Rose nearly gasped as she saw the wild and feral darkness in his eyes. An instinctual tremor traveled down her spine, warning her of danger. 
 
    His head tilted to the side as he stared at her hungrily. “It is so difficult to control it with you,” he admitted, his voice low and husky, more heavily accented that usual. He moved his head to her neck, his nose and lips nudging sensually at her neck as he inhaled her scent. He grazed his fangs against her neck. 
 
    “Would it hurt?” she breathed. “If you fed from me?” 
 
    “No,” he murmured against her neck. He trailed his lips upward. His lips brushed the shell of her ear as he whispered, “You would be writhing in pleasure.” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat at those words, followed by a tremor of overheated longing that traveled through every limb of her body like a shockwave, finding its destination at her center. Instinctually, she tried to clench her thighs together, but it was impossible with his body lying between her legs. “I should be terrified,” she stated. But she wasn’t. Terror was the opposite of what she felt. 
 
    “Yes, you should be,” he agreed, his voice no more than a soft growl that vibrated against her skin. “You have no idea how much I want to taste you.” 
 
    Rose moaned as his tongue traced the pulse of her artery. “You won’t.” 
 
    He grazed his fangs against the skin again. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because you would never hurt me,” she answered confidently. 
 
    He pulled back. “I would never…could never hurt you.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her chest tightening at the raw honesty visible in his brown eyes. She realized that, at this moment, she was seeing him in the most vulnerable state she’d ever seen him. His skin looked pale from hunger. Although he held himself over her easily enough, she noticed that he was shaking, his lips trembling ever so slightly. And he was being so honest, so vulnerably honest. 
 
    The foreign longing that ached in her chest, the one she’d been ignoring for days, only increased as she saw this side of him. She shouldn’t feel what she was feeling. She didn’t want to feel it, but it was becoming harder and harder to deny that she was falling for him, much too quickly and much too hard. 
 
    Kallias lifted himself onto his knees and moved off of her. He moved to sit on the other corner of the sofa, as far away from her as he could get without leaving the sofa. He hung his face in his trembling hands as he tried to regain control of the painful, overwhelming hunger that surged through his veins. 
 
    Rose leaned forward. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    His voice muffled by his hands, he said, “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    After several moments of tense silence, Kallias lifted his head from his hands and looked at her. The dangerous, feral spark of hunger was gone from his eyes, replaced by pain that twisted at every feature of his face. “I’m sorry, Rose.” 
 
    She shook her head, a gentle smile curving at her lips. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he muttered, looking away. 
 
    Rose sighed, “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He laughed softly, “Yes, for the billionth time.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she muttered, suppressing a smile. “I’m just curious… If all of your family were military, what made you decide to become a Philosopher?” 
 
    He rested his elbows on his knees, clasping his large, rough hands together, as he stared thoughtfully at the floor. He shrugged his shoulders. “Above all else, my father believed in strength. As a man of politics, he believed that a people demonstrated their strength over another people with an intimidating military. As an individual, he believed that an individual demonstrated their strength over another individual with brute strength. People like my father are cruel and walk all over people they believe to be weaker than themselves. My brothers followed in his footsteps. They were all unkind brutes. But I was always different from them. I was intelligent. I enjoyed learning and debating ideas. My father thought that made me weak, but he never understood that it was that very thing that made me so much more skilled at combat than any of them. They relied solely on brute strength, and I relied heavily on strategy. I believed you were the most effective when you used your mind and your body.” 
 
    “If you were a better fighter, why choose a different career?” she asked. 
 
    He sighed and looked at her. “Because I saw what it did to my father, what it would eventually do to my brothers. They believed that brute strength could solve anything. They were basically bullies, preying on anyone weaker than them. I hated it,” he said through clenched teeth, “the way my father would abuse people and treat them as if they were less of a human. I didn’t want to become like him. I didn’t want to become a brutal, violent, abusive monster like him, like my brothers. So, I chose a career that involved no violence. I always had a great admiration for those who dedicated their lives to learning and teaching. So, that’s what I did. I thought by doing that, I could be different and better than them.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “You wanted to break the cycle.” 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “I was such a naïve fool. Look at me. I am more of a monster than my father ever was. I thought I could escape it, but…I can’t.” 
 
    Rose leaned forward and looked him directly in the eyes. “That is not true. Despite the fact that you’re a vampire, you choose not to prey on those weaker than you. You choose not to hurt others. Every night, you choose to fight your demons. You choose to be different. So, you are different from them.” 
 
    He stared at her, stunned by her words, confused by how they made him feel. With this woman, this human, he felt things that he hadn’t felt in a long time, and that was bad. Very bad. “What are you doing to me?” he breathed. 
 
    Rose frowned, confused by the strange question. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered, standing up and walking away from her. 
 
    Disappointed that he was pulling away from her again, Rose stood and followed him, determined to keep talking to him, to keep trying to understand him. He stopped at a bookcase near the door and pulled out a book that appeared to be written in Spanish. He began thumbing through it. She stood in front of him and crossed her arms stubbornly. “Do you know why I love to read?” 
 
    He looked at her curiously. “Because it’s entertaining?” he guessed. 
 
    “Because anything can happen in books,” Rose corrected. “I fell in love with reading when I was a child. My life was so terrible, so full of despair that it didn’t even seem worth living. Things were never going to get better. No one was ever going to love me or care about me. Who wants to live like that? When you begin thinking like that, giving up seems like a good option. But then, I started reading, and I started believing.” She smiled and continued, “In books, you can overcome anything. Good can defeat evil. People can change. Life can get better. The good guys can slay monsters and save the world. A little girl can grow up in the worst of circumstances and still not become bitter or cruel because of it. Love can win, and hate can be extinguished. Books taught me to believe in things.” 
 
    “You were reading fiction,” he sighed. “You can’t apply that to real life.” 
 
    “You can learn things from fiction,” she argued. “Hope, light, faith…” 
 
    “I stopped believing in those things a long time ago,” he muttered. 
 
    Her arms fell to her side, and her face twisted with sympathetic pain. “Kallias, everyone needs to believe in something. Don’t you believe in anything?” 
 
    He returned the book to the bookcase and stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said. “I believe in you.” He turned and walked out of the room, leaving her standing in the middle of the library, stunned by his answer. 
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    The pen fell from her hand and hit the desk with a sharp clang. Her hand remained poised over the notebook, frozen the way it had been before she had read that last line. She stared at the scrolls, not really seeing them, a cold wave of dread washing over her, as she realized what this meant. This was bad. Really bad. 
 
    Rose shoved the scrolls aside, no longer taking care to be gentle with the ancient documents. She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, but it did nothing to dull the throbbing headache that had been bothering her for hours, no doubt caused by the lack of sleep and the tedious hours that she had spent translating those terrible scrolls. Her stomach turned with nausea, but she figured that the sick feeling in her gut had less to do with the headache and more to do with the deep sense of dread building inside of her. 
 
    No doubt, Kallias would kill her for this, if Theron didn’t kill her first. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” asked a tired, familiar voice behind her. 
 
    Startled, Rose spun around in the office chair so quickly that she nearly tipped it over. Kallias stood in the doorway, leaning tiredly against the doorframe. A pair of black sweatpants hung low around his hips. He hadn’t bothered to put on a shirt, leaving his muscular torso bare to her gaze. His hair hung around his face, disheveled, as if he’d just gotten out of bed. Looking at him, a stranger might have thought he looked perfect, more attractive than any movie star or model, but Rose, on the other hand, noticed the slight differences in his appearance, the things that told her that he at least felt less “perfect” than usual. His skin looked paler than usual, and just beneath his deep brown eyes, the skin had turned purple. 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “You look…tired.” 
 
    He slumped heavily against the door. “I’m supposed to be sleeping.” 
 
    She scowled at his posture, worried that he would fall. “Why aren’t you?” 
 
    “I hear you awake,” he murmured. “Your heart beat…your breathing…” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose sighed. “I tried to stay quiet. I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    He rubbed his hand across his face, as if he could wipe off the tiredness. “You didn’t wake me. My body wants to sleep during the day, whether there is noise or not. It isn’t the noise. It’s you. I can’t sleep knowing you’re awake.” 
 
    She blinked, shocked that he had admitted something like that so openly. He was apparently more forthcoming about his emotions when he was half-comatose from sun-induced drowsiness. “I needed to get some work finished.” 
 
    “You’re upset about something,” he argued sleepily. “What happened?” 
 
    Rose turned to cast a nervous glance at the old, cracked parchment scrolls piled in the corner of the desk. She sighed as she tried to muster up enough courage to speak. “I need to tell you something. And you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    That seemed to shake him out of his semi-comatose state for a moment. He placed his hand on the doorframe and pushed himself to stand in a more upright position. His heavy-lidded, brown eyes studied her for a moment, and then he shuffled toward her, obviously too weak to be up walking around. He slumped onto the edge of her bed and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. He rubbed his face tiredly again and then looked up, directly into her eyes. 
 
    “What is it, Rose?” he asked, his voice already rough with irritation. 
 
    She swallowed nervously as it suddenly occurred to her that she probably should have waited until nightfall, when he was more himself. “I was in Greece a couple of weeks ago, before any of this started, for a short study abroad trip. During the tour, this strange man approached me.” 
 
    Kallias rubbed each side of his head with his thumbs. “Who was he?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no clue,” Rose admitted. “He never even told me his name. He just pulled me aside and gave me this really old, stone box. He told me that the contents belonged to me, whatever that meant. He also told me not to tell anyone about it. He said that people would die if it fell into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “What was in the box?” Kallias asked impatiently. 
 
    “I was just getting to that,” she grumbled, shooting a peeved look at the sleepy vampire. “There were these ancient scrolls inside, written in a really ancient dialect of Greek. I started trying to translate it that same night at the hotel, but it wasn’t an easy task. I can translate Modern Greek easily, but Ancient Greek is a whole different ballgame. And these scrolls were really ancient. I consulted every book and database available to me, and there were still words that I couldn’t find. And then, there were words that I did find, but they didn’t make sense in the context of the sentence. It was like they were the wrong words, but they weren’t.” 
 
    He nodded, his face slumped against one of his hands. “Ancient Greek is complicated. If one letter is written wrong, it can change the entire word. You were probably looking at misspelled words. You should’ve just brought it to me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed. “I should have done a lot of things that I didn’t do.” 
 
    Kallias straightened. “What is it, Rose? What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I know why Theron is after me,” she admitted. 
 
    His eyes narrowed dangerously. “You told me that you didn’t know.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” she exclaimed. Then, she cringed. “Not for sure, anyway.” 
 
    Kallias growled, “Rose…” 
 
    “Just let me explain,” she interrupted. “I didn’t intentionally lie to you.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said, his voice dangerously low. 
 
    Rose gulped. “The scrolls were written by a woman. I think they were like a diary or journal. But, you see, Theron was pretty much all she talked about.” 
 
    He leaned forward, toward her. “How long have you known this?” 
 
    “The Theron part?” she squeaked. She winced. “Um…a while?” 
 
    A low, frightening, animalistic growl sounded from his throat. His hands suddenly gripped each arm of the office chair, and his face was so close to hers that she could feel his breath. His brown eyes were dark with a feral kind of rage, a rage that raised every hair on her body. A red flush colored his skin, as if he’d had a sudden rush of adrenaline, and judging by how much more awake he seemed now, she figured that he probably had. His razor-sharp fangs gleamed dangerously in the lamplight. “Why did you not tell me this before?” he snarled. 
 
    Rose leaned against the back of the chair, her eyes wide. Everything about his stance reminded her of a dangerous, feral animal. A sudden, loud crack drew her attention to the arms of the chair. She frowned as she realized that they were cracking under his white-knuckled grip. “I didn’t know it was important,” she said, careful to keep her tone even. “The scrolls are about her sex life, for goodness sakes. She goes on and on about her sexual encounters with Theron. Why she felt the need to describe her sex life in descriptive detail, I have no idea. I mean, seriously, why would anyone want to write about Theron…” 
 
    “Get to the point,” he snapped, interrupting her rambling. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that he had her trapped in the chair and was obviously not himself at the moment, she narrowed her eyes at him. “What is your freaking problem?” she snapped. “Did you catch rabies or something?” 
 
    His expression remained cold and steely, his eyes dark. “I am not a dog. I am a vampire,” he snarled. He tilted his head, eyeing her with a predatory gaze. “Or have you forgotten that fact? That I can kill you anytime I choose?” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. “Are you trying to intimidate me right now?” She crossed her arms, but as she did, her forearms brushed his bare chest because of their closeness, which, unfortunately, caused her to blush, taking a little bit of the edge off of her attempt to appear as tough as possible. “I didn’t know that there was anything important in those scrolls until about a minute before you showed up in my doorway. That was when I finished translating the last half of the last scroll. That’s when she finally mentioned it, the thing that Theron wants.” 
 
    He pulled back, his hands still braced on each side of her. “What is it?” 
 
    Rose chewed on her bottom lip nervously. “The other thing in the box.” 
 
    His gaze hardened again. “There was something else?” he growled. 
 
    “Uh…yeah…” she stammered, wringing her hands. “A stone. Have you ever heard of something called…well, in English, I suppose it would be called the Stone of the…Chosen…or Destined…or Exquisite…or…? Ugh, never mind. Let’s just stick with the Greek word: Eklektos. The Stone of the Eklektos.” 
 
    His face suddenly became ghostly pale, all of the anger fading from his face. The chair let out a squeak of protest as he released it and stepped back. 
 
    She frowned. “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume that’s a yes?” 
 
    “What did the scrolls say about it?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at her. 
 
    “Not much,” she sighed. “The woman just mentioned that after she told Theron about the Stone of the Eklektos, he became obsessed with it.” 
 
    He seemed to stop breathing, all of the sudden. “What?” 
 
    Her brows furrowed at his strange reaction. “Uh…I said that the…” 
 
    “I know what you said,” he muttered. “The woman told him about it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered slowly, confused by his behavior. “Why?” 
 
    “Give me the scrolls,” he said suddenly, holding out his hand. 
 
    Nodding, Rose spun around in the office chair and gathered the ancient documents in her hands. She held them out to him, watching him with a puzzled frown. He took them from her and sat down on the edge of the bed, scowling at the Ancient Greek words on the parchment. He seemed cold and distant. 
 
    “Do you want my notebook?” she offered. “It’s where I translated it.” 
 
    He didn’t even look at her. He just held out his hand. “I need a pen, too.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the desk, looking for the pen she’d just been using. 
 
    “Behind your ear,” Kallias said without looking at her. 
 
    Rose grabbed the pen that she’d wedged between her ear and her messy ponytail and handed it to him. He took it without looking and began writing in her notebook. She watched him curiously. “Let me just warn you,” she said, even though he was already reading it. “It’s graphic. The woman goes into descriptive detail about her romance with Theron. She must have really liked being with him to talk about it that much, which is kind of revolting when you think about the fact that it was Theron. I mean, why would anyone feel so strongly about him? She knew he killed people, and she still loved him. He treated her like a slave, and she…” She stopped as she realized that he was still reading the scrolls and writing in her notebook, not paying attention to her. “Sorry. I guess I’m rambling again.” 
 
    He stood up suddenly and walked over to her. He dropped the notebook in her hands. Between her notes, he’d scribbled in his own notes and corrections. “Some of the words that you couldn’t find were idioms and slang words that became obsolete a few years after this was written. I could have saved you a lot of time and stress if you had just given me those scrolls a long time ago.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the notebook, stunned that he’d translated the first scroll so quickly. It had taken her several sleepless nights to translate what he’d translated within seconds. She pointed at one word that he’d corrected. “How did you get this word? I admit that it makes more sense this way…because it made absolutely no sense the way I translated it, but that word clearly means sun.” 
 
    “Technically,” he agreed. “But it’s not what she meant. She misspelled it.” 
 
    Rose looked at him, frowning in confusion. His expression was callous and cold, as if he had no feelings whatsoever. “But how can you know that?” 
 
    “Because she always spelled it that way,” he answered. 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “Wait. What?” she sputtered. 
 
    He shrugged. “I taught her to read and write. I know how she wrote.” 
 
    She glanced down at the scrolls, her brows furrowing, as she tried to process what he was saying. “You know who wrote this? But how? How could you know who wrote it? She never said her name. She just talks about Theron.” 
 
    “I know my own wife’s handwriting,” he stated. 
 
    Rose froze, her fingers still clutching one of the scrolls. She looked up at him, her blue eyes widening in shock. He stood there, watching her with his steely, emotionless gaze. It bothered her to see him that way. She would have preferred his rage over this. “Your wife?” she repeated dumbly, at a complete loss for words. She looked at the scrolls, staring at them in horror. “But… Oh my word.” 
 
    “I tried to teach her the correct spelling, but she never listened,” he said. 
 
    “Your wife wrote this,” Rose said again, her voice pained and hollow. 
 
    “Her father never thought she needed literacy skills. He didn’t think women needed to know how to read and write,” he continued, as if they were discussing something mundane, like the weather. “But hey, if I had not gone against his wishes and taught her to read and write, she could have never written all of those scrolls about how amazing of a time she had screwing around on me.” His tone had turned bitter now. “That would have been such a tragedy.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her heart tight with sympathy. “If I had known, I…” 
 
    “What?” he interrupted. “You would have kept lying to me?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his cruel guess. “I never meant to lie to you.” 
 
    He leveled her with a cool, unfeeling glare. “Fuck you, Rose.” 
 
    Kallias turned and left the room without another word or glance toward her. She sat there for a moment in stunned shock before she jumped up and went after him. She heard a crash before she reached the doorway to his bedroom. 
 
    He’d left the door open, and she came to a stop in his doorway, taking in the appearance of his room in a quick glance. It looked similar to the guest room, except it was darker and a tad messier. Only one lamp lit the room, a small, dim lamp on his nightstand. In the center of the room was an oversized four-poster wrought iron bed that looked like a piece of furniture taken directly out of the Gothic period. Black satin linens covered the mattress. The dressers and nightstands were built of a combination of wrought iron and black-stained wood. There was a weapon cabinet on the wall and daggers scattered across the dressers. 
 
    She noticed Kallias leaning against the wall that was opposite the doorway, his back turned to her, his hands braced on the wall on each side of him. One of the stones in the wall looked cracked and stained with blood. Her eyes widened as she realized that must have been the loud noise that she’d heard. 
 
    She glared at the back of his head, not caring whether or not he could see her. “You know what? You are the one who told me not to trust you!” she snarled. “And that man warned me not to tell anyone about that stupid box. He said people could die if I breathed a word about it to anyone, that people would die if it fell into the wrong hands. I’d just met you. I didn’t know if I could…” 
 
    “Rose,” he interrupted. “What the hell are you doing in here?” 
 
    She ignored his interruption. “I should have told you about the scrolls and Stone. Yes, I’ll admit that,” she continued, “but you don’t get to treat me like this just because I screwed up. I know that you’re hurting, but you are…” 
 
    “Rose,” he growled again. He turned to face her. “Why are you in here?” 
 
    She stopped talking because, at that moment, her gaze was drawn to his hand, which was dripping blood onto the hardwood floor. His knuckles were cracked open from the stone, and his hand didn’t appear to be healing. His hands clenched and unclenched repeatedly, as if he were trying to control the animalistic rage coursing through him. He stared her down, his gaze dark with fury, and even in the low lighting of the room, she could see the dangerous gleam of fangs. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “You told me to come to your room if I needed you,” she reminded him. She spread out her arms and smiled. “Well, here I am.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase this,” he growled, his eyes narrowing. “Get. Out.” 
 
    “But I’m not finished talking,” she complained. 
 
    “Get. Out,” he repeated, enunciating each word harshly. 
 
    “See, this is your problem,” she said, pointing at him. “You don’t deal with your problems. You just sweep them under the rug. You can’t solve a problem by running away from it. You have to face it and fix it. Everyone knows that sweeping things under the rug just causes bugs or rodents or…something…” she trailed off, frowning. “I think I messed that analogy up somewhere.” 
 
    She never saw him move. One moment, he’d been standing near the bloodstained stone wall across the room from her, and the next, her back hit the wall behind her as he shoved her back and pinned her there, his hands clasped around her wrists and his body against hers. He leaned down so that his face was nearly touching hers, his razor sharp fangs nearly brushing against her lips. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” he said, his breath coming in harsh pants, all of the sudden. “I am not telling you to get out of my room because I want to run away from a problem. I am telling you to get out so that I won’t kill you.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. She could feel his hands trembling around her wrists, just as they had done when he was fighting his hunger in the library, just hours before. “No offense, but I think murder would be an overreaction.” 
 
    “You really don’t get it, do you?” he asked. His voice sounded strangled, as if he were choking. “I’m a vampire. An animal. I feel emotions on a level that humans cannot possibly even understand. I feel rage like an animal.” He moved his face to hers and hissed, “When you piss off an animal, the animal bites.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Well, actually, some animals scratch…” 
 
    “Damn it, Rose. Listen to me,” he gasped. His voice suddenly sounded broken and desperate. His hands tightened around her wrist. “The sun is weakening me. I can’t control myself right now. Please. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Her gaze softened. “And that’s why I know that you won’t.” 
 
    Rage, fear, and pain warred inside of him, threatening to take control, and he was too tired, too weak, and too hungry to fight it. “How do you know?” he asked. He put his hand on her neck. “It would be so easy to kill you. I could snap your neck just by closing my hand.” He leaned in close to her, so close that the scent of her blood overwhelmed his senses. His lips brushed hers as he whispered, “Or better yet, I could sink my fangs into your neck and devour you…finally sate this damn hunger for you that I’ve been fighting since we met.” 
 
    She swallowed. His fingers drummed against her neck while his thumb traced her artery, sending jolts of desire coursing through her body like electricity. She didn’t know how she was able to feel so angry with him and yet still feel desire for him at the same time, but she couldn’t help it. Being near him set her body on fire. And despite his words and the anger that was so intense that it caused his entire body to shake, his touch on her neck remained gentle somehow. 
 
    She looked boldly into his dark eyes and stated, “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “You should be,” he said, his voice quiet and sad. 
 
    “I’m not. Do you know why?” she asked. When he gave her a puzzled look, she continued, “Because I see through this. Kallias, you are the bravest person I’ve ever met, but you are terrified of letting someone hurt you. And you’re even more terrified of hurting someone else. So, you push people away. You’re rude, intimidating, cruel, whatever you have to be, in order to keep people from getting too close to you. You think as long as they hate you, they’re safe, and you’re safe. It’s a defense mechanism, a misguided attempt to protect yourself and others. I may not be an empath or telepath, but I can still see through you.” 
 
    He suddenly let go of her and stepped back, as if he’d been burned. “Just leave, Rose,” he sighed in defeat, his eyes on the floor. “Go back to your room.” 
 
    Rose watched as he turned to walk toward the bed in the center of the room. He suddenly staggered and reached out to grasp the bed-frame for support. His skin looked ashen. She crossed the room and reached out to take his arm so that she could help him to bed, but he snatched his arm away from her. 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” he snarled at her as he staggered again. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh, stop being so stubborn, and let me help you.” 
 
    He braced his hand on the footboard. “I’m fine. Just leave.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “We need to talk about this, Kallias.” 
 
    Kallias walked around the bed, a little more steadily now, and slumped down onto the mattress. He looked at her. “Why? What is the point?” 
 
    She shrugged. “There is a process. You fight. You talk. And then, you make up,” she explained, listing the steps on her fingers. “Problems don’t just go away on their own. You have to deal with them. That’s how relationships work.” 
 
    “Relationship?” he repeated, his voice sharp. He arched an eyebrow and laughed bitterly, “Is that what you think this is? You think that we are together?” 
 
    Rose scowled at his sneering tone. “You’re doing it again.” 
 
    His eyes hard and cruel, not betraying any of his emotions, he continued, “Did you actually think you were my lover or something? My girlfriend? Did you think that I would fall in love with you? That I would fall in love with a human?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I never assumed anything would happen.” 
 
    “Of course it won’t,” he spat. “Because I am a vampire, and you are a human. Our lives don’t fit. Even if I were interested in you, it would never work.” 
 
    “You kiss me a lot for someone not interested,” she countered. 
 
    “Besides,” he added, “I’m a monster. I’m not capable of love.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I don’t believe that, not even a little bit.” 
 
    His fists clenched the sheets, and his tone turned harsh again. “And if I were in a relationship with anyone, it wouldn’t be with a liar like you,” he snarled. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “A liar? I am not a liar! I hid one thing from you, Kallias. One. And I had a reason. I’m not saying it was right, but I did have a reason.” 
 
    “You’re just like her,” Kallias muttered under his breath. He wasn’t looking at her anymore. “Lying about Theron and that damn Stone.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed murderously. “Did you just compare me to your dead wife?” She laughed in disbelief. “You know what? I was willing to overlook how much of a crazy jerk you’re being because I know you’re hurting. I know you’re hurting really, really badly. How could you not be? Thousands of years ago, someone broke your heart, and you never healed. You never healed because you didn’t deal with it. You buried your pain, instead of letting yourself feel it. You let it harden you. See, that’s the thing about wounds. You can’t just ignore them and expect them to go away. Mind over matter is a dangerous game when it comes to wounds. Because when you ignore a wound, it doesn’t heal. It festers. And your wound has been festering for a long, long time. And now something has come along and reopened it. So, yeah, I get it. The pain is unbearable right now, and you don’t know how to deal with it. On top of that, you are a vampire, so you feel everything in extremes, and you can’t control your emotions. And on top of all of that, you are also awake during the day, which apparently weakens your mind as well as your body, or at least it seems to, from what I can see.” 
 
    He watched her as she yelled at him, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “I know you’re angry at me for not telling you about the scrolls and the Stone, but I’m not the only reason you’re angry. A lot of this anger existed long before I was even born,” Rose continued, her tone growing angrier by the minute. She thrust her hands out on either side of her. “But you know what? I let you take your anger out on me because I knew you needed someone to help you deal with this pain. And you do need someone, by the way, whether you want to admit it or not. All of this, I can forgive because you are hurting, and I can see that.” 
 
    A strange red glow flashed in her blue eyes, like a spark of fire. 
 
    Kallias blinked, assuming that he was just seeing things, hallucinating because he was awake during the day. In the split second that it took him to reopen his eyes, that fiery red glow that he’d seen in her eyes disappeared. 
 
    “But don’t you dare compare me to your wife!” she snarled, oblivious to what he’d seen in her eyes. “Not now. Not after I know what she did to you. That is too far. Because, Kallias, I would never hurt you like that.” She shook her head at him, rage burning in her eyes. “So, you know what? Screw you, too.” 
 
    Rose spun on her heels and marched toward the door. She’d almost reached the door when he suddenly appeared in front of her, blocking her way. His eyes were dark, and his skin looked flushed again. Then, slowly, he pushed her up against the wall. For a moment, she wondered if he’d lost control again. 
 
    “You tell me to leave, and then, you stop me when I try?” she asked. 
 
    “You should leave,” he said breathlessly, “but…” 
 
    One corner of her lips curved encouragingly. “But?” 
 
    His brows furrowed, and his lips curved downward into a worried frown, as if he didn’t understand his own thoughts and feelings. He leaned into her, his head touching hers, as he confessed, “But I don’t think that I want you to leave.” 
 
    “Then I won’t,” she told him, her voice soft and breathless. 
 
    Neither of them knew who moved first. It was as if they both moved at once, their bodies in sync somehow. Suddenly, their lips met, their heads tilting at just the right angles for their lips to meld comfortably together, as if their lips had been designed to fit that way. He cupped her face with his hands, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Their bodies pressed together, and with him only in sweatpants and her only in pajamas, it felt much more erotic than usual. As their tongues clashed and danced together, the desire surged between them, mixing with anger, hunger, and something else, something deeper than all of that. 
 
    “I thought you were angry with me,” Rose gasped between kisses. 
 
    He didn’t even pull away from her lips as he grunted, “I am.” 
 
    After several more moments of making out, Rose managed to ask in a half-voice-half-moan, “Then, why are you kissing me?” 
 
    He chuckled against her lips. “I don’t know. Shut up.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly and pressed her lips against his again…because even though her mind reminded her that they should be talking, instead of kissing, her body disagreed. And if she were completely honest, her mind disagreed as well. Probably the only thing that her mind, body, and soul did agree on at the moment was the fact that kissing him felt right, and also, it felt really, really good. 
 
    His body pressed hers harder into the wall, and his hand found her hair, his fingers tangling in the soft, red strands and tugging back, angling her head for a deeper kiss. His other hand grasped her hip, his fingers brushing against the bare skin of her hip, his touch feverish, as he held her tightly to him. 
 
    Her hands trailed down from his neck to his chest, her fingers trailing along the flames on his skin and then along the ridges of his muscles. The smoothness of his skin contrasted with the rough, coarse scars that she felt all over his chest. His sharp fangs brushed against her tongue as they kissed, but it didn’t bother her. There were so many problems, so many reasons that a human and a vampire shouldn’t be together, but when they kissed, all of that disappeared. Nothing mattered, except for him and the emotions that coursed through her. 
 
    Rose gasped as he suddenly lifted her off of the floor, his hands beneath her thighs, supporting her weight. Without thinking, she wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her to the bed, his lips still pressing relentlessly against hers. He dropped her onto the bed, her body sinking into the soft mattress. 
 
    Kallias crawled onto the bed with her. His movements seemed so predatory and animalistic as he moved to hold himself over her. He lowered his head to her neck and pressed his lips against the sensitive skin of her neck as his fingers began to smoothly and easily unbutton her flannel pajama shirt. His lips moved lower, following his hands, as he continued to unbutton her shirt, his lips pressing against her shoulder and then against her collarbone. Kallias suddenly pulled back to look at her, his breath coming in harsh pants. He crawled off of her and moved to sit at the edge of his bed. “I can’t do this,” he breathed. 
 
    Rose sat up, blushing as she pulled her shirt closed over her breasts. His back was turned to her, and his face hung in his hands. “Is it your hunger?” 
 
    Kallias turned around to look at her, and almost as if they had a will of their own, his eyes trailed down toward the opening in her shirt, darkening with lust and hunger. “I am hungry, yes,” he murmured, “but it’s more than that.” 
 
    She stared at him curiously. “What is it?” 
 
    He sighed, “We both know where that was leading, and you’ve never… It would be your first time. And it shouldn’t be like this. You deserve better.” 
 
    She frowned, hearing the words that he didn’t say almost as easily as she heard the ones he did. “Better than angry sex?” she asked. “Or better than you?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Both.” 
 
    “Don’t I deserve what I want?” she asked. “Because you are what I want.” 
 
    He exhaled sharply, as if her words caused him pain. “I don’t understand you. Can’t you see that I’m not good for you? That should be obvious, especially now, after I lost control like that, after the things I said…” His expression twisted. 
 
    Her chest tightened at the painful regret she heard in his voice. She crawled toward him, buttoning her shirt closed again over her skin. She moved to sit next to him, and then, she wrapped her arms around his right arm and leaned her head against his shoulder. He closed his eyes, soothed by her touch. 
 
    “Why did you say that you could forgive all of that?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Because…I forgive you, idiot,” Rose laughed. “Obviously.” 
 
    “No, no, you can’t do that,” he argued. “What the hell, Rose?” 
 
    “Uh, I think it’s my decision to make, thank you very much,” she sassed. 
 
    “Why?” he asked in disbelief, as if she’d just told him she was planning on shooting herself to find out if she could survive. “I don’t deserve forgiveness.” 
 
    She laughed, “No one deserves forgiveness, silly. That’s the point.” 
 
    Kallias watched for several moments. “I don’t understand you.” 
 
    “I told you,” Rose said. “You can’t push me away. I’m too stubborn.” 
 
    “Rose,” he sighed. “When all of this is over, you and I won’t…” 
 
    Pain twisted at her chest. “Could we just…not talk about that yet?” 
 
    He stared at her for a long time and then nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
 
    Then, Kallias surprised her by resting his head against hers. She glanced at him. He looked so exhausted, so sickly. His skin seemed too pale for someone with such a dark complexion, and the deep, sunken circles under his eyes looked too dark. His face in her hair, he inhaled deeply, breathing in her scent. 
 
    “You’re nothing like Phoebe. I shouldn’t have said that,” he murmured. 
 
    She sighed, “I’m sure she wasn’t all bad.” 
 
    “No, she wasn’t,” he admitted. “But still…” 
 
    “You have less self-control during the day, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “The sun weakens my mind and my body. Our bodies run on basic instincts during the day: the need for rest and…well…the need to feed,” he said. “My true nature shows during the day, and my true nature is that of a monster. Do you see that now? Whatever good you think you see in me isn’t real.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “The fact that you fought so hard not to give in to those instincts today, despite the fact that I unwittingly chose the worst possible time to come clean, is proof that the good that I think I see in you is real.” 
 
    “I could have hurt you, Rose,” he argued. “I was afraid that I would.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” she said. “I guess I believe in you more than you do.” 
 
    “I guess so,” he said. He glanced at her. “Do you want to sleep with me?” 
 
    Rose jerked upright, blushing, as she sputtered, “What? But you said…” 
 
    Kallias broke into a huge grin, his smile so wide that she could see his fangs, and he began to laugh. Rose just sat there, staring up at him in shock, because of his strange and sudden question, of course, but also because this was the first time that she’d seen him smile since the night before. 
 
    “Sleep, Rose. Just sleep. Not sex,” Kallias clarified, still laughing at her. “I just wanted to know if you wanted to sleep in my bed today…with me.” 
 
    “Oh!” Rose said, blushing profusely. “I…um…misunderstood.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, still smiling. “I noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she answered after a moment. “I think I would like that.” 
 
    He stood and flashed a playful grin at her. “Which one? Sex or sleep?” 
 
    “Oh, this side of you is back. How nice,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    He chuckled and then pulled off his sweatpants right in front of her. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What are you doing?” she complained. 
 
    “We went over this yesterday,” he said. “I don’t sleep in clothes.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with clothes,” she muttered as she tried to avert her gaze from the silk boxers that barely covered him. “At least they cover stuff.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a good thing?” he teased. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    He laughed and climbed into bed behind her, pulling the sheets over him. “If you’d come in here earlier, you would’ve seen that I normally sleep nude.” 
 
    “I really didn’t need to know that,” she muttered, blushing. 
 
    “Come, moro mou. Get in bed before I pass out,” he murmured sleepily. 
 
    Rose turned to look at him, surprised to find that his eyes were already closed, and he appeared to be asleep already. She crawled further into bed to lie down next to him, careful to stay on the other side of the bed, away from him. 
 
    “Get over here,” he grumbled, holding his arm out for her. 
 
    Rose stared at him, a surprised smile forming at the edges of her lips. She obliged him, curling up against his side and draping her arm over his stomach. 
 
    His arm curled around her back, pulling her closer, as he began to drift off to sleep. He buried his face in her soft, silky hair, and murmured, so sleepily that his words were slurred and strangely accented, “Goodnight, agapi mou.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, not sure that she’d heard him right. He had called her Greek endearments often, ever since she’d met him, but he had never called her My Love before. She looked up at him, but he’d already fallen to sleep. 
 
    She sighed, deciding that it didn’t matter. Many people used the word love without meaning it, but even as she told herself that, she doubted that Kallias was the type to do that. Strangely enough, despite the fact that she’d spent all morning trying to fall asleep in the guest room and had failed each and every time, in his room, lying in his arms, she quickly and easily drifted into a comfortable sleep. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When Rose awoke, she felt warm, really warm, and comfortable. She blinked, hoping that her eyes would adjust to the darkness, but they didn’t. At some point, someone had cut off the lamp, plunging the room into total darkness. She frowned as she realized that she had a very long body wrapped around her. She was lying on her side, her arm and pillow under her head, and the body, which she knew was Kallias, lay behind her, curled around her, his face buried in the crook of her neck, his legs tangled with hers, and his arms imprisoning her in a tight hold. She tried to move to reach for the lamp, but his hold on her allowed no such movement. And trying to wiggle out of it only caused her to become more aware of the fact that his groin was pressing very obviously against her back. 
 
    She immediately stopped moving. “Umm…Kallias?” 
 
    He groaned, a groan of protest, against her neck, and the sensation of his voice and breath against her neck raised chills on her skin. She flushed. 
 
    “Um…Kallias? Could you wake up?” she stammered, even though she knew that he was probably sleeping too deeply to even hear her. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. This is comfortable…and I mean really, really comfortable…but it’s also…um… Yeah, never mind… Also, I have this thing called a bladder…” 
 
    Her conversation with the comatose vampire was interrupted by a knock at the door. She jumped, startled by the sound, and frowned worriedly at the door. 
 
    “Relax. It’s just Erik,” Kallias said in her ear, his voice low and husky. 
 
    Rose froze, blushing. “How long have you been awake?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” he slurred. “Long enough to find out that you have a bladder.” His lips curved lazily against her ear. “Such sexy talk to wake up to.” 
 
    She scowled at his sarcasm. “I wasn’t kidding. I really do have to pee.” 
 
    The bedroom door opened, and the dim light from the torch lamps in the hallway flooded the room. Even though the light was dim, Rose winced as it momentarily blinded her, so drastically different from the total darkness that had cloaked the room a moment ago. Kallias groaned miserably and buried his face in her hair, which caused his warm breath to fall against her neck, raising chills. 
 
    Erik leaned against the doorframe, dressed again in black leather pants and in a long-sleeved black T-shirt. “Damn, what happened while I was asleep?” 
 
    Rose blushed deeply, suddenly aware of how they must have looked to him, tangled up together like that. She tried to remove Kallias’s arms from around her. “Nothing. Nothing happened. What are you talking about?” she said a little too quickly, still prying at Kallias’s arms. He grunted and reluctantly released her. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Uh-huh. It definitely looks like nothing happened.” 
 
    Kallias rolled onto his back and groaned, “You’re an ass, Erik.” 
 
    Erik suddenly frowned at the wall. “Is that your blood on the wall?” 
 
    “Long story,” Kallias grunted, his eyes still closed. 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said. “Well, I just came to tell you that breakfast is ready.” 
 
    “Breakfast?” Rose repeated with a frown. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s breakfast for us nocturnal creatures,” Erik clarified. “It’s about 8:30.” 
 
    She sat up in bed, the sheets falling around her hips. “Wow. That late?” 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “What the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    Rose glanced at her pajamas and then looked back up, narrowing her eyes at him. “Would you people quit insulting my pajamas? They’re not that bad!” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “They’re pretty bad. Are they a form of birth control?” 
 
    She glared at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Erik, shut up before she throws the lamp at you,” Kallias said drowsily. 
 
    Rose glanced at the lamp thoughtfully, considering it. She looked back at the blonde vampire. “They’re comfortable, okay? Comfortable and warm.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “So are naked bodies.” 
 
    She grimaced at him. “You’re a pervert.” 
 
    “Ha,” he snorted. He winked. “Babe, you have no idea.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Yeah, I’m thankful for that, actually.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “I’ll see you two lovebirds downstairs.” 
 
    He turned and headed back down the hallway, toward the stairway, leaving the bedroom door standing wide open. After he left, Rose glanced down at Kallias, expecting to find him asleep again. She sucked in her breath sharply when she instead met his dark, lustful gaze. A small, lecherous smirk tugged at his lips as he stared at her, and she felt her cheeks grow hot as her entire body reacted to that look. “Stop looking at me like that,” she squeaked. 
 
    His smile widened. “Like what?” he asked huskily. 
 
    “I need to shower,” Rose announced as she crawled out of bed, trying to ignore what that seductive stare did to her. “And pee. But not in that order.” 
 
    Kallias laughed at her nervous rambling. “The towels are in the closet.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. See you downstairs,” Rose stammered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias agreed, stealing one last glance at her as she left. 
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    Rose froze at the bottom of the stairs, casting a puzzled glance around the foyer. She frowned at each of the four doors, wondering which one led to the kitchen. She remembered that the door at the end led to the hallway, but she had no clue where the other doors led. “Note to self: Next time you stay in a mansion with vampires while other vampires are trying to kill you, ask for a better tour, so that you at least know where the freaking kitchen is,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    “Or…you could just follow the scent of bacon,” said a voice behind her. 
 
    Startled, she jumped at the sudden voice and spun around to find Erik standing in a doorway along the left wall. He watched her with a smirk as he chewed on a slice of bacon. Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you sneak up on me?” 
 
    He stuffed the rest of the bacon into his mouth. “I’m a creature of darkness, babe. Sneaking is kind of our thing,” he mumbled with his mouth full of bacon. “Follow me. I will show you how to find the kitchen in this mansion.” 
 
    She scowled at his mocking tone. “It feels like a mansion,” she muttered as she walked over to him. “Also, I’m not your babe. Quit calling me that.” 
 
    He grinned. “Do you want me to call you a dirtier name?” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “I want you to call me Rose.” 
 
    “That’s not very creative,” he complained. 
 
    “Neither is calling everyone with female genitalia by the same pet name,” she countered, “but you don’t seem to have a problem with that.” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “Female genitalia? Who the hell calls it that?” 
 
    “Um…lots of people,” she muttered. “Science books, for one.” 
 
    He scratched his head. “I’m starting to understand why you’re a virgin.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Kitchen. Please.” 
 
    Erik chuckled and motioned for her to follow him with the tilt of his head. She followed him into a kitchen that was easily larger than her entire apartment. Like the rest of the home, the floors were hardwood, and the walls were made up of large, gray stones. The kitchen looked strange because some of the appliances, such as the stainless steel appliances, looked modern and possibly even brand-new, but other contents of the kitchen, such as the chimney stove that probably hadn’t been used in decades, appeared to be at least a century old. 
 
    “Wow,” she mumbled. She glanced over at the long dining room table that spanned across half the room. “Is every room in this house massive?” 
 
    Erik made his way over to the long counter in the center of the room and snatched another piece of bacon off of the wooden platter. “You think this kitchen is massive?” he scoffed as he bit off a piece of the bacon. “You should’ve seen the kitchens in the Norse mead halls. This is a little small, if you ask me.” 
 
    Rose turned to frown at him. “Norse? You lived during the Viking age?” 
 
    He seemed offended by the question. “Lived during? I am a Viking.” 
 
    She gaped at him, her eyes bright with excitement. “Seriously?” 
 
    He smiled smugly, clearly pleased by her reaction. “Not just any Viking either,” he bragged. “I was a powerful Norse warrior and the son of a chieftain. If I had not died when I did, I would have become the leader of my village.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the immature vampire. “That’s a scary thought.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “Yeah, I probably would have gotten everyone killed.” 
 
    “Erik Olafsson,” she repeated. “Of course. That is a Norse name.” 
 
    “Say it again,” he teased, smirking. “I like it when you say my name.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Ugh. Do you ever stop?” 
 
    He tossed another piece of bacon into his mouth. “Not really. No.” 
 
    Rose suddenly glanced around, panicking, as she scanned the counters. 
 
    Erik frowned as he sensed her anxiety. “What is it? What do you need?” 
 
    “Coffee,” she said, her face pale. “I need coffee.” 
 
    Without turning around, he lifted his hand and flipped open a cabinet above his head. A coffee can and a box of herbal tea set next to an old coffee pot. 
 
    Her bright blue eyes lightened with pure bliss. “Yes! Oh my word, yes! You’re my best friend now!” she squealed excitedly as she shoved him out of the way so that she could grab the coffee from the cabinet. “Well, not really. I already have a best friend. And also, I kind of can’t stand you. No offense.” 
 
    He shrugged, munching on another piece of bacon. “None taken.” 
 
    Rose opened the coffee can. “Where is Kallias? Has he come down yet?” 
 
    Erik glanced up toward the ceiling as he listened to the sounds coming from upstairs. “Unless he left the water running, I think he’s still in the shower.” 
 
    “You can hear the water?” she asked. “From all the way down here?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, nodding easily, as he grabbed yet another piece of bacon. 
 
    She grimaced as something occurred to her. “You don’t have sex while Kallias is in the house, do you? Because it seems like that would be awkward.” 
 
    He snorted, “You make a big deal about strangest things. Kallias isn’t a prude. He was Ancient Greek, for Odin’s sake. His people were perverts. They had sex in the middle of the streets, and they had sex twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “That isn’t even remotely accurate.” 
 
    Erik continued, as if he hadn’t heard her, lost in whatever fantasy story he’d come up with in his head.  “I heard that their women would have sex in public so that any onlooker could watch. I would’ve loved to be alive for that.” 
 
    She blinked in shock. “Can you hand me two knives, please?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. He pulled open a drawer beside him and pulled out two knifes. He held them out with the handles facing her. “Why do you need them?” 
 
    Without missing a beat, she said, “Because I need to shove both of them into my ears so that I never have to hear you say anything like that ever again.” 
 
    He stared at her for several moments, obviously stunned. He tossed the knives back in the drawer. “You know what your problem is? You’re a prude.” 
 
    “I am not a prude!” Rose objected. Her long red hair fell over her shoulder as she leaned over the coffee can to scoop out her coffee. “It only seems that way to you because you are a crude, pigheaded, barbaric pervert.” 
 
    Erik smiled as if she’d just handed him an award. “Thank you.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him as she prepared her coffee. 
 
    “For a vampire, you’re moving awfully slow tonight,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Realizing that Erik must have been talking to Kallias, Rose turned to look toward the doorway. Kallias stood in the doorway, dressed in a black T-shirt and a pair of black jeans. His drenched hair hung around his face, dripping water onto his clothes. Even his skin still looked wet, as if he’d just hopped out of the shower. 
 
    Kallias crossed the room and slumped tiredly onto one of the bar stools. “I didn’t fall asleep until three in the afternoon. You’re lucky I even got up.” 
 
    “Damn, it doesn’t take that long to have sex,” Erik joked, grabbing another piece of bacon. “Foreplay and all, I’d say maybe an hour, at the longest.” 
 
    Rose spun around, almost spilling the water. “We didn’t have sex!” 
 
    “He knows that,” Kallias sighed. “He’s trying to get a reaction from you.” 
 
    Erik grinned at her and amended, “Trying and succeeding.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him and then poured the water in the coffeemaker. 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking, though, as vampires, we have limitless stamina,” Kallias said conversationally. “If we didn’t want to stop after an hour…” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She spun back toward them. “Don’t you two ever have normal conversations?! Don’t you ever just talk about the weather, or new discoveries in science and archeology, or the possibility of extraterrestrial life?” 
 
    Kallias stopped and looked at her, his lips curving into an amused smile. “Sometimes we discuss efficient ways to behead an enemy. Does that count?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, frowning. “No, it doesn’t count.” 
 
    “How is it normal to discuss aliens and whatever else you said?” Erik said. 
 
    “Science and archeology?” she asked. “Those are interesting topics.” 
 
    “Maybe for a virgin,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Erik. Behave.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” Erik muttered grumpily. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rose asked. “Because you could’ve fooled me.” 
 
    Erik turned around and looked at her. He lifted an eyebrow, his lips curving. He suddenly started laughing and glanced at Kallias. “Can we keep her?” 
 
    Rose glared at the back of his head. “I’m a human, not a puppy.”                    
 
    Kallias finished chewing a bite of food and then looked down at the scrambled eggs on his plate, his lips drawn down in a pouty frown. “It needs salt.” 
 
    “Well, next time, wake up earlier, and make them yourself,” Erik said, but as he said that, he stood up and grabbed the saltshaker from the stove. 
 
    Erik placed the saltshaker on the bar counter, but when Kallias reached for it, Erik covered it with his hand. “No. Wait,” he told Kallias. He turned toward Rose, his lips curving into a scheming smile. “I want you to give it to him.” 
 
    Still standing in front of the coffeemaker, waiting for her coffee to finish, Rose just frowned at him. She stepped forward apprehensively and started to grab the saltshaker from the counter, but Erik grasped her wrist before she could. 
 
    She glared at the hand wrapped around her wrist. “What the heck?” 
 
    “Don’t use your hand,” Erik said. “Use your mind.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her eyes widening. “What?” 
 
    Kallias leaned across the counter and snatched up the saltshaker so forcefully that the sound drew their attention. “Stop being an ass, Erik,” he snarled as he slumped back down onto the stool. “She’s a person, not a weapon.” 
 
    Erik flashed an unapologetic smile at her and released her wrist. He leaned toward Kallias, resting his arms on the surface of the counter. “Just think about it. If she really can move things with her mind, she could be useful. She could be the advantage we need. And if we do wind up in a battle with Theron and who-knows-how-many other vampires, we will definitely need that advantage.” 
 
    Kallias looked up at Erik for the first time since he’d sat down, and even Erik straightened nervously as he saw the dark fury in Kallias’s eyes. “Useful?” he growled. “She is here so that we can protect her, not so that we can use her.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik said in a careful tone. “I agreed to help you protect her. I won’t break my word. I just think that we should explore this…opportunity.” 
 
    “Might I remind you again that she is a person,” Kallias growled, “not an opportunity. And we have no idea what would happen if she used her abilities.” 
 
    “Would you two quit talking about me like I’m not here?” Rose snapped. 
 
    They both turned to look at her, their expressions blank. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kallias mumbled. He returned his attention to his food. 
 
    She turned toward Erik who looked significantly less remorseful than Kallias did. She crossed her arms. “What was the thing with the saltshaker?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I want to see you do it. Telekinesis.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Yeah, there’s two problems with that. First, I’m not a circus monkey. And second,” she sighed, losing a little of her resolve, “I can’t.” 
 
    Erik frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Because I don’t know how. And because…I’m not even sure if I believe that I have an ability. It still sounds too unbelievable to me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t smell so powerful if you didn’t,” Erik stated simply. 
 
    “I just can’t accept that I have some kind of superpower,” she laughed. 
 
    Erik sighed, “Well, maybe if you tried and actually…” 
 
    “Leave her alone, Erik,” Kallias said again. 
 
    Erik suddenly looked at him, his brows furrowing. His head tilted slightly to the side, and his lips twitched as he stared at Kallias, as if he’d suddenly realized something interesting. Then, the strange expression disappeared, replaced by his usual cocky smirk. “Ah. Now, I get it,” he said with an amused smile. He turned toward Rose and whispered, “Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    Then, he strolled out of the room, whistling an unfamiliar, happy tune. 
 
    Rose frowned in the direction he’d gone. “What was that about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Kallias grunted as he continued to wolf down his food. He seemed to be stabbing his fork into the food harder than necessary, so hard that Rose feared for the plate. When he looked up and noticed that she was still stubbornly waiting for an answer, he sighed, “Erik reads too much into things.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Rose asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that he’s wrong.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue and insist that he tell her, but then, it occurred to her that she would probably have more luck if she asked Erik, instead. She poured her coffee and then hopped onto the barstool across from him. 
 
    Kallias gestured toward the food. “Do you like bacon and eggs?” 
 
    Rose started to tell him that she usually skipped breakfast, but as she looked at the food, her stomach rumbled hungrily. She nodded. She reached out for the plate, but instead of giving it to her, he started scooping food into the plate for her. Too much food, she quickly realized. “Okay, okay! That’s enough!” she squeaked, snatching the plate from his hand before the food overflowed from the sides. “What are you trying to do? Fatten me up before you eat me?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “That’s…not how it works.” 
 
    She giggled at his seriousness as she picked up a fork and began to eat. 
 
    He watched her for a moment. “Rose, I have to go out tonight.” 
 
    She looked at him, her fork still in her mouth. “Out?” 
 
    “It’s what I always do,” he explained, shrugging. “I go out and try to stop a few vampires from making meals out of humans. There are a lot of vampires in big cities like this one. But I have a more immediate reason to go out tonight.” 
 
    “Theron?” Rose guessed as she took a sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias sighed. “I’m the only one who knows his scent. I don’t know if he followed us, but if he did, I need to find him before he finds you.” 
 
    Rose set her coffee cup down. “Okay. I’ll get that dagger you loaned me.” 
 
    He reached across the counter and grabbed her hand before she could stand up. “Rose, you misunderstand. I am leaving. You are staying here.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I can’t take you out there around vampires that will try to kill you,” he sighed. His fingers rubbed her wrist affectionately. “This is where you are safest.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked harshly. “Where are you safest?” 
 
    His brows furrowed, as if the question confused him. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It matters to me!” she said. She froze, shocked that she’d said that. 
 
    His jaw tightened. “It shouldn’t matter to you,” he stated. He looked away and sighed, “I am safest when you’re not around to distract me.” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes narrowing. “Oh,” she said sharply. She jerked her hand out of his and stood up. She flashed a sarcastic smile at him and calmly stated, “Well, in that case, let’s just hope that Theron finds me here tonight and kills me. Then, I won’t be around to distract you anymore. Problem solved.” 
 
    Rose turned to leave the kitchen with every intention of locking herself in the library for the rest of the night, but before she could take even the first step, she gasped as she found Kallias suddenly standing in front of her. 
 
    Kallias placed his hands on the counter, trapping her between the countertop and his body. Rather than finding anger in those deep brown eyes of his, Rose found sadness, instead, sadness that pulled at every feature of his face. He leaned closer to her, his lips brushing hers. “Don’t say shit like that.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to react to the pain in his voice. She wasn’t used to seeing this vulnerability in him. “You’re the one who said I was a distraction.” 
 
    “You do distract me,” he confessed quietly, “because…I don’t want anything to happen to you. I need to know that you’re safe, that you’re here.” 
 
    She stared up at him, stunned by his honesty. “But how do you know I’ll be safe here?” she asked after a few moments. “If there is anything that I’ve learned from reading hundreds of horror novels, it’s that being alone usually ends badly. And you’re suggesting that you go out alone and that I stay here alone.” 
 
    “I never said that you would be alone,” Kallias corrected. 
 
    Rose scowled. “What?” 
 
    “Erik will stay here with you,” he told her. 
 
    “Um…no. Absolutely not,” she said quickly, shaking her head. 
 
    “Erik will do what?” asked the voice of aforementioned person. 
 
    Kallias and Rose both glanced toward the doorway. Erik stood there with an incredibly huge mixing bowl cradled in one arm and a spoon in his other hand. 
 
    Kallias stepped away from Rose and turned toward Erik. “I’m the only one who can track Theron by scent, so I have to go out there and find him.” 
 
    Erik shoved a spoonful of something pink into his mouth. “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, I need you to stay here with Rose,” Kallias added. 
 
    He pulled the spoon out of his mouth. “Yeah. Okay.” 
 
    “I don’t need a babysitter,” Rose complained angrily. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief because I would not be a good babysitter,” Erik commented as he continued to eat whatever was in the bowl. “Once, when I was human, my mother asked me to babysit my sister. I nearly killed her. But come on. How was I supposed to know that newborn babies couldn’t eat wild boar?” 
 
    Rose stared at the blonde vampire, her eyes wide with horror. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “He’s not a babysitter. Think of him as…a bodyguard.” 
 
    “Now, that, I can do,” Erik said. “Much less hazardous job.” 
 
    “I’m not staying here with him,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Ah, come on. I’m the fun one,” Erik whined. 
 
    “If you’re that uncomfortable with it, I can call Emma,” Kallias offered. 
 
    Rose glanced thoughtfully at Erik as an idea suddenly occurred to her. “Actually, no. I think I’ll be fine with Erik,” she told Kallias, nodding confidently. 
 
    Kallias smiled. “Okay. Good.” 
 
    Erik slumped into one of the wooden chairs at the dining room table and set the bowl of mushy, pink, strawberry-scented dessert on the table. 
 
    Rose frowned as she saw the contents of the bowl. “Is that ice cream?” 
 
    “Yeah. You want some?” Erik asked. He held out the spoon. 
 
    She scowled at the proffered spoon that had literally just been in his mouth. “Uh, no thanks,” she said with a grimace. “How much ice cream is that?” 
 
    Erik shrugged and took another bite. “About…a gallon and a half.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You’re going to put yourself into a diabetic coma.” 
 
    Erik snorted. “Vampire, remember?” he said, flashing his fangs at her. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said, still scowling at the obscene amount of ice cream. 
 
    “Where did you even get all of that?” Kallias asked. “There hasn’t been any ice cream in the freezer in months, not since those five gallons disappeared.” 
 
    “Oh, those didn’t disappear,” Erik said as he took another bite. 
 
    They both just stared at him expectantly, waiting for the rest of that story. 
 
    He glanced up at them. “I put the five gallons of ice cream in that deep freezer in my room,” he explained, “where I keep all of my sex-related desserts.” 
 
    Rose looked at Kallias. “On second thought…don’t leave me with him.” 
 
    “Erik, do you see what you’ve done?” Kallias sighed. 
 
    “What? I don’t know what she’s so worried about,” Erik muttered defensively. “It’s not like I said I was going to use the desserts on her.” 
 
    “Can this conversation get any more inappropriate?” Rose complained. 
 
    “Yes,” Erik answered seriously. 
 
    Kallias ran his hand through his hair, the exasperation visible in his expression. He glared at Erik. “If you make her uncomfortable, I’ll kick your ass.” 
 
    Erik waved his hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ll behave.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose sighed and closed her book, letting it fall onto her stomach. She stared at the ceiling as she lounged on the leather sofa, trying to decide whether to find another book to read or to find Erik, instead, and ask him about what happened earlier. Her curiosity won. She set the book aside and left the library. 
 
    She found Erik in the living room. He sat on the sofa in front of the TV with his legs stretched out, his boots propped on the coffee table. Another massive bowl sat in his lap, overflowing with popcorn, as he watched television. 
 
    “I was afraid you’d never leave that library,” Erik complained. 
 
    She sunk down on the sofa next to him. “Oh, yeah, because watching television is so much more productive,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    He held out the bowl of popcorn. “Want some popcorn?” 
 
    “You have no concept of germs, do you?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Nope,” he said, grinning. 
 
    She sighed, glancing at the television. “I have a question.” 
 
    Erik shoved a handful of popcorn in his mouth. “Questions are boring.” 
 
    She sighed and stood up to leave. “Fine. Never mind.” 
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute,” Erik called. “You have my attention. What is it?” 
 
    Rose turned back toward him. “Earlier, when you gave Kallias that strange look, he said that you read too much into things, that you were wrong.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “Of course he did.” 
 
    “I want to know what that was about,” she added. 
 
    Erik leaned forward and sighed, scratching his clean-shaven chin. “Kallias heard my thoughts. If he were comfortable with you knowing my…observation…he would have told you. He’s my best friend, Rose.” 
 
    She sighed guiltily, “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “What I will tell you,” he said, his green eyes shifting to meet her gaze, “is that Kallias protects the people he cares about. He may act like an asshole sometimes, but the truth is that he doesn’t like to see people hurt. Protecting you is how Kallias shows that he cares. Sure, he’ll get between a vampire and a random human to protect the innocent human every night, but that kind of protectiveness goes no further than physical protection. It is when he begins to protect someone emotionally that you know he has really begun to care for the person.” 
 
    Rose stared at him as she processed what he was telling her. Her mind flashed back to how he’d defended her earlier, insisted that she was a person, not a weapon or an opportunity. “Are you saying that you think he cares about me?” 
 
    He snorted, “If that were all I was saying, I’d only be stating the obvious.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to understand this gibberish you’re speaking?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed and leaned back against the back of the sofa, propping up his legs on the coffee table again. “Sorry, babe. You will have to figure out the rest on your own,” he said, winking at her. He patted the spot next to him. “Sit down, and watch something with me. Watching television by myself is boring.” 
 
    “Is everything boring to you?” she laughed. 
 
    “No, not everything,” Erik said, his eyes on the TV screen. “Sex is fun.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I really should have expected that answer.” 
 
    He waved the remote control. “What do you want to watch?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’d rather just read.” 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Erik whined. “We don’t have to watch TV. We can do whatever you want. It is insulting that you prefer that boring library over me.” 
 
    “There is nothing boring about a library,” Rose informed him. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Erik muttered. “Surely there is something else you want to do. We can do whatever you want. I’m the fun one, remember?” 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “I have another question. Hypothetically, if I did have telekinetic abilities, do you really think that I could use them to fight Theron?” 
 
    “I think, at the very least, you could hurt him a little,” Erik answered. 
 
    “Because…I hate feeling helpless,” she added in explanation. “I’m not a damsel in distress, and I don’t like depending on people. I like to fight my own battles. If there is any way for me to fight Theron, I would like to know how.” 
 
    Erik studied her curiously. “What exactly are you asking me, Rose?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that I believe you about me having a psychic ability,” she sighed, “but if I do have telekinetic abilities, will you show me how to use them?” 
 
    Erik leaned forward and set the bowl of popcorn on the table in front of him. He rested his elbows on his knees. “I’m an empath, Rose. My abilities deal with emotions, the heart, or the…soul, really. Telekinesis deals with the physical plane of existence. The body. My ability is drastically different from yours.” 
 
    She nodded disappointedly. “Okay. I understand,” she sighed. She turned to walk back to the library and gasped as she walked directly into someone. She placed her hand over her chest, feeling her racing pulse beneath her palm. She looked up at Erik, her eyes widening in shock. “I didn’t even see you move!” 
 
    Erik grinned. “I’m good at what I do.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, really? Well, in that case, why don’t you show me how good you are at moving out of my way?” she muttered irritably. 
 
    “You misunderstood me. I never said I wouldn’t try to help you,” he said. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, blinking in surprise. She chewed on her lip. “I mean, this is all just hypothetical, still. I don’t believe in telekinesis, much less that I could…” 
 
    “Move that glass,” Erik interrupted, gesturing toward a glass on the table. 
 
    Rose frowned and turned to look at the glass. It was a small, square glass, full of a brownish-amber liquid. “I must be insane to even be considering this.” 
 
    He leaned closer, close enough that she smelled the whiskey and popcorn on his breath. “You will never know how powerful you are, if you don’t try.” 
 
    She sighed and walked toward the coffee table, where the glass set, a ring of water around it. “Now what?” She waved her hand in the air sarcastically, mimicking a storybook witch. “Move, glass! Abracadabra and other silly words!” 
 
    Erik laughed at her sarcasm and moved to stand behind her. “If you want it to work, you have to take it seriously. Look at the glass, and will it to move.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” Rose muttered sarcastically. She inhaled deeply and stared at the glass. She concentrated on it, imagined it moving, everything…but nothing worked. Finally, she threw her hands up in defeat. “See? Nothing is happening. I told you. I don’t have freaking psychic…” 
 
    She froze as Erik placed his hands her shoulders. Before she could ask what he was doing, an intense, icy, spine-chilling wave of terror worked its way through her body, setting her nerves on edge and sending her pulse skyrocketing. Her entire body trembled so intensely that it felt as if she were convulsing. Her lungs felt constricted. Her stomach lurched. She felt as if she were dying. As she began to scream, the sound of shattering glass echoed through the room. 
 
    Erik suddenly released her and stepped back. Rose doubled over, her head between her legs, as she tried to get control of her rapid, shallow breathing before she passed out. Her entire body throbbed in time with her rapid pulse. 
 
    She spun toward him, spots still dancing before her eyes. She leveled him with a murderous glare. “What the heck was that?” she yelled, her voice cracking. 
 
    He stared at the floor, avoiding her gaze. “Terror.” 
 
    “Why would you do that to me?” Rose asked, her hands still trembling. 
 
    “I just wanted to see if it would work,” he answered quietly. 
 
    “You made me feel that as a freaking experiment?!!!” she snarled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. He held out his hands. “Let me calm you.” 
 
    “Are you insane? Like actually insane?” Rose snapped. She backed away from him. “I’m not going to let you touch me again, not after that! I’m not stupid!” 
 
    Erik dropped his hands. “But at least now, you know it’s real.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean? No, I don’t. It didn’t work.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, his lips curving into an amused smile. He pointed at the coffee table. “Then, how do you explain what happened to the glass?” 
 
    Rose turned around. Her eyes widened as she realized that the glass was gone. The only sign that it had ever been on the table was the thin ring of water where it had been sitting. “That’s not possible,” she mumbled. “Where is it?” 
 
    He grinned and pointed at the opposite wall. “Keep looking.” 
 
    Her face paled as she noticed the wet spot on the wall. She glanced down at the floor beneath it to find what was left of the glass: hundreds of tiny, broken fragments. “That’s not possible. I didn’t do that. I couldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Erik stated easily. “You must have been terrified when you threw Theron across the room. So, I acted on a hunch and recreated the emotion. I know it felt like torture, but…you needed to see yourself do this.” 
 
    She turned toward him, her eyes still wide. “Is it possible to control it?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Power is always difficult to control.” 
 
    “But you can control yours, and Kallias can control his,” Rose argued. 
 
    “It took me decades to learn to control my power, and it took Kallias centuries to gain control of his,” Erik explained. “The more power someone has, the harder it is to control. And you possess more power than either of us.” 
 
    She scoffed at that. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Believe what you will, but I know what power smells like.” 
 
    “Do it again,” Rose said, turning toward him. “The terror thing.” 
 
    His jaw dropped. “Are you crazy?! I just tortured you, and now, you are asking me to do it again?! What next? Do you want me to cause a heart attack?” 
 
    “I hate feeling helpless,” she said again. “I want to be able to fight him.” 
 
    Erik sighed sympathetically, “Your pulse hasn’t even slowed yet.” 
 
    “I feel fine. I feel strong, actually,” Rose told him. 
 
    “That’s the adrenaline,” Erik told her. “I can smell it in your blood.” 
 
    “So,” Rose said impatiently, “will you help me or not?” 
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, okay,” he sighed. He stepped past her and motioned for her to follow him. “But your abilities are a little too destructive to have you using them near something as important as my TV. So, let’s go to the gym first.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she followed him into the hallway. “You have a gym?” 
 
    When they reached the end of the downstairs hallway, Rose found another set of stairs. A basement, just as she’d suspected. She followed him down the steps until they reached a metal door that looked out of place in the old house. Erik opened a plastic box beside the steel door to reveal a set of number buttons. 
 
    He typed four numbers into the keyless entry lock, and the door slid open. “The passcode is 2-5-1-1, if you decide to come down here by yourself.” 
 
    “Kallias’s age?” Rose asked, frowning. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “He changes it ever year, but you have to admit, no random human is going to guess that correctly.” He led the way into the room, flicking on the dim lanterns that lined the walls of the room. “Watch your step.” 
 
    “What’s with the spike in security? Is this where you hide your victims or something?” she joked as she stepped down into the cold, dark basement. 
 
    He snorted, “If we did have victims, we wouldn’t leave them in our basement to decompose and stink up the house. We’d properly dispose of them.” 
 
    “It’s so comforting when someone assures you that they can properly dispose of corpses as they take you into their creepy basement,” Rose muttered. 
 
    As they stepped into the basement, the cold air in the dark, empty gym chilled her skin, raising chill bumps on her arms. She rubbed her arms to warm them as she followed him further into the room. The walls and floors of the gym were painted black and made of rough concrete. Aside from the dim lanterns along each wall, the room was empty, which left the room feeling cold and creepy. 
 
    “This is the safest room in the house if you’re a vampire,” Erik commented. “If, for instance, the rest of the house is destroyed in the middle of the day by some type of natural disaster, we might survive the natural disaster, but we wouldn’t survive the sunlight. Down here, though, we’d be safe.” 
 
    Rose frowned, confused by the strange concern. “This is New York, not Alabama. It’s not like you have a ton of tornadoes ripping through here.” 
 
    “It was just an example,” Erik said. “More importantly, if, for some reason, vampires ever come under attack by humans, we will be vulnerable during the day. If they decide to blast holes in the side of the house in the middle of the day, we’re dead. That’s why we had this built into the house. If that ever happened, we would be vulnerable upstairs, but we would be safe underground.” 
 
    “If you’re ever attacked by humans?” she repeated, her frown deepening. 
 
    “Because not only do they need to know the code to open those doors,” Erik continued, ignoring her interruption. He stepped back into the hallway and ascended the steps again. Rose followed him, watching curiously. He reached up and pulled a handle that seemed to be attached to the wall at the top of the steps. The handle pulled a solid piece of flooring over them, closing off the stairs and the basement from the rest of the house. He smiled as he knocked on the hardwood flooring above them and finished, “they will never even know to check for a basement. With that closed, it will look like this house has no basement.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows at the insane amount of thought put into this. “Is that something you actually think could happen? That humans are just going to decide to attack vampires one day? I mean, that doesn’t even sound smart.” 
 
    “Generally, humans aren’t smart. Generally, they’re scared,” Erik stated. 
 
    “Um…human…standing right here,” Rose said, pointing to herself. 
 
    “I said generally,” Erik said with a playful grin. He sighed, falling serious again. “The thing about the human race is that when they get scared, they try to kill what scares them. Humans love war. History has proven that. I have no doubt that if they knew that we existed, their first move would be to declare war and hunt us down like animals. They’ve already tried that, after all, in the 1700s.” 
 
    “Good point,” Rose admitted. 
 
    “Besides, underground is always safest from sunlight,” Erik added. 
 
    She followed him as he returned to the gym. “Is that why there are all of those myths about you guys sleeping in coffins and graves and cemeteries?” 
 
    He laughed, “I actually know the vampire that started those myths.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Really? Who?” 
 
    “Aaron,” Erik answered.  
 
    Her frown deepened. “Kallias mentioned him.” 
 
    He nodded. “He is the oldest vampire alive, as far as I know, at least.” 
 
    “How was Aaron responsible for the myths?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “He intentionally built his underground shelter for vampires beneath a cemetery. Humans saw vampires going in and out of tombs at night and assumed they were rising from the graves. So, then, the humans would dig up corpses and stake them, rather than actually looking for living creatures of darkness. It kept them off of our trails,” Erik explained, smiling. “And then, of course, that shelter became the most powerful vampire colony in the world: the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “The Tomb of Blood?” she said with a grimace. “What the heck is that?” 
 
    Erik winced. “It sounded more intimidating in Latin,” he sighed. “It’s the vampire colony that Aaron leads. I used to live there with Alana and Kara.” 
 
    “Kallias told me about those. Vampire colonies,” Rose told him. “He said that the vampires that live in them are less…human…than you guys are.” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, it’d definitely be culture shock for someone like you.” 
 
    “Someone like me?” she repeated. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He just chuckled, refusing to elaborate. “Maybe you can convince Kallias to take you one day. I doubt it, though. He’d never put you in danger like that. But it would be hilarious to see your face when you saw some of them.” 
 
    “I’m not liking the sound of this,” Rose muttered apprehensively. 
 
    “Ah, and even better, I could introduce you to Kara!” Erik added excitedly. “She would love you. You’re exactly her type. Trust me. I know her type.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him, suddenly very confused. “What? Who?” 
 
    “Kara Unnarsdóttir,” he repeated dismissively, still wearing that elated smile. “She would eat you alive. Figuratively, of course. Well…I suppose literally as well. That innocent but sassy personality of yours—she loves that kind of thing. And the red hair. Kara loves redheads. Personally, I don’t get it. I prefer blondes. No offense. But she loved them. I remember when she learned the entire Celtic tongue just so that she could visit the Celtic villages at night and flirt with their women. She always said that there were tons of pretty redheads among the Celts.” 
 
    She stared at him, blinking, as she tried to keep up with his rapid, excited rambling. “Uh…okay…” she managed to stammer out. “But who’s Kara?” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, finally noticing her confusion. “An old friend of mine. She’s also Aaron’s second-in-command. And…she was also Alana’s lover.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “But…you were Alana’s lover, right?” 
 
    “Kallias told you about Alana,” Erik realized. He nodded, as if that were a relief, rather than something that bothered him. “Yeah. Alana had many lovers.” 
 
    “At the same time?” Rose asked, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Most vampires aren’t monogamous,” he said. “We are animals, after all.” 
 
    “Sea otters are monogamous,” Rose stated. 
 
    Erik frowned. “We’re not…sea otters.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could be monogamous, if you wanted to be,” she said. 
 
    “Of course. Geoff and Emma are,” Erik agreed. “But Alana wasn’t.” 
 
    “And you became friends with her other lovers?” Rose asked, frowning. 
 
    He snorted. “Just Kara. I haven’t seen her in twelve hundred years, though. Not since I left Alana. It’s too bad, really, because she would like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you already said that,” she said, “in like fifteen different ways.” 
 
    He smiled conspiringly. “Do you like women?” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Are you seriously trying to set your best friend’s girlfriend up with your ex-girlfriend’s ex-girlfriend? Because that is really, really weird.” 
 
    He grinned. “You just called yourself Kallias’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “No, I didn’t. I’m pretty sure I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” he laughed, his green eyes gleaming with amusement. 
 
    “No, I…I know better,” she stammered, her cheeks growing hot. “He is a vampire, and I’m a human. It’s impossible. I know that. I’m realistic.” 
 
    “It’s not impossible. Love knows no bounds,” Erik argued. 
 
    She grimaced at him. “You sound like a Hallmark card.” 
 
    “I’m a romantic,” he said with a shrug. “Curse of being an empath.” 
 
    Rose glanced around the empty gym, nervously rocking back and forth on her feet, causing the soles of her tennis shoes to squeak against the concrete. 
 
    Erik’s green eyes studied her, as if he could see straight to her soul, which was kind of true, Rose realized. He may not be able to see her innermost thoughts like Kallias, but he could feel her emotions, her soul. She wasn’t even sure which one was more unnerving: to have her mind laid bare or to have her soul laid bare. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this, if you’re having second thoughts,” Erik said. 
 
    “I’m good,” she said. “I want to do this. I want to be able to fight him.” 
 
    He scratched his head, mussing his already unruly wavy blonde hair. “Yeah, I can feel that,” he muttered. “Kallias is going to kill me for this.” 
 
    She bristled at that. “Kallias is not my boss.” 
 
    He looked at her, and the seriousness in his green eyes surprised her. She was used to seeing that playfulness and immaturity in them. “Maybe not, but Kallias does care for you. And what we are about to do will jeopardize your safety.” 
 
    She swallowed. She didn’t ask him to elaborate on that. She didn’t want to know…because if she knew the risk, she might chicken out, and she needed to do this. “You’re his best friend. I doubt you have anything to worry about.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he murmured, his eyes boring intensely into hers. “Sure, we have been best friends for twelve hundred years, so there is certainly a bond of some kind between us, but what he feels for you is something else entirely.” 
 
    She shifted nervously on her feet. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “So, how does this work? How do I control the power? Is there a magic word? A secret formula? Do I need to join a cult? Sell my soul?” 
 
    He chuckled, “Not that simple.” 
 
    “I agree. Selling my soul sounds way too simple,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “These abilities work like…eh…like a gun, I guess,” he began, frowning. 
 
    “Great. I’ve always wanted to shoot bullets out of my eyes,” she said. 
 
    “It’s like…there is the gunpowder and the trigger,” he tried to explain, waving his hands as if he could grasp the words with his fingers. “Er…for example, for me, emotions empower me, fuel me. When I become angry or afraid, I become more dangerous…because I derive my power from the emotions. So, my gunpowder is my emotions. I control my power, or shoot, with emotions as well. So, emotions are also my trigger. I feel the emotion, and then I project it.” 
 
    “You’re trying so hard to make this analogy work,” Rose commented. 
 
    Erik laughed at her. “Shut up. Teaching’s not my thing,” he grumbled. “Anyway, Kallias is similar. He is empowered by his mind, his concentration, his ability to read someone, predict, and strategize… His mind is his power, but it’s also his trigger. He reads and controls the mind at will. He chooses to do it, and then, he does it. So, the mind is also the trigger for him. The mind is his domain, and it is also how he controls his abilities. The soul is my domain, and my soul is what I use to control my abilities. Eh…does any of that make sense?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Okay, but based on that pattern, what would that mean for my ability? You manipulate the soul. Kallias manipulates the mind. I manipulate…what? The body? Telekinesis controls the physical world. Based on that pattern, my body would be my trigger and power, but that’s not right…” 
 
    “No, because that would just be basic physics,” Erik sighed. “But you…” he said, smiling as if he were impressed by her, “you violate the laws of physics.” 
 
    She blew a strand of hair out of her face. “So, then, how do I control it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I think I know what powers you.” 
 
    She frowned curiously. “Really? What?” 
 
    “Same thing as me,” Erik answered. “Emotion.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “But that doesn’t fit the pattern.” 
 
    “Not everything fits a pattern,” Erik said. “Emotions don’t. They fluctuate. They change. Sometimes, they are barely there, and sometimes, they are overwhelming. You couldn’t move the glass until I made you feel something, and you obviously felt something when you threw Theron across the room. You need emotion to use your ability, just like I do. Emotion is your fuel…your power.” 
 
    “Then what’s my trigger?” she asked. 
 
    “That is the part I don’t know,” he sighed. “It would be whatever makes it happen, whatever directs the power, determines what the telekinesis does…” 
 
    “Then, it’s decision,” Rose said. “Telekinesis is manipulating things to your will. I decide something will move, and it does. I decided that I needed Theron off of me, and it happened. I decided to move the glass, and it moved.” 
 
    “Your trigger is your will,” he realized. “That’s the mind, just like Kallias.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “So…I’m like…both of you?” 
 
    Erik smiled. “Your power combines the two, the soul and the mind, to manipulate physical world. It makes sense, actually. The parts of us that control our abilities are usually exceptionally strong. Kallias has a strong mind. He has always been intelligent. And I have always been kind of…sensitive, I guess. Emotional. Sympathetic. And you…well, you’re obviously intelligent. I barely know you, and even I can see that. And as an empath, I can also tell that the emotional side of you is strong as well. That explains why you’re so powerful.” 
 
    What Erik said reminded her of what Kallias had said at the hotel. “Kallias mentioned that my will is stronger than most. He said that was the reason he couldn’t control my mind. He said my will was too strong to bend,” she said, frowning. She cocked her head to the side as she remembered what he’d done. “As a matter of fact, he purposely made me angry when he used his telepathic control on me because he said that I am the most strong-willed when I’m angry.” 
 
    He laughed, “So, he already knew all of this. It doesn’t surprise me. He’s been inside your mind. He probably knows you better than you know yourself.” 
 
    “That’s a disconcerting thought,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Erik stepped closer to her. “Well, there’s only one way to test the theory.” 
 
    She gulped as she noticed how close he was standing to her. “Let me guess. You’re going to zap with a very unpleasant emotion again?” 
 
    “I don’t zap,” he said, scowling, as if her word choice offended him. 
 
    Rose pulled her hair back into a messy, loose ponytail and quickly wrapped the hair tie on her wrist around it. “Okay. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why did you need your hair up?” 
 
    “It’s a mental thing,” she said quickly. She grabbed his hand and placed it awkwardly on top of her head. “Just hurry up and zap me before I chicken out.” 
 
    “There is no zapping involved,” he argued. “It’s emotion, not electricity.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to argue that, actually, technically, emotions do involve electrical impulses in the brain, but before she could even voice the first word, a deep, blood-boiling wave of anger washed over her, causing her heart to race and her skin to burn, setting every nerve in her body on edge. Her hands tightened into fists, and her teeth clenched together. Her mind seemed to snap. 
 
    Erik yelped as his back collided with the concrete wall. He sunk to the floor, wincing in pain. The moment his hand left her, the anger faded, leaving her dazed. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Erik laughed as he lay on the floor, across the room from her. He winced as he pulled himself to his feet. “It hurt like hell, though.” 
 
    Rose gaped at him. “I…you…” she stammered, glancing back and forth between him and the wall. “I did that? But how… Holy crap. I actually did that?” 
 
    Erik returned to where she still stood. He smirked at her. “Normally, when I render women speechless, I’m actually doing something to them.” 
 
    She grimaced at him. “Great. I’m in shock, and you’re being perverted.” 
 
    “I’m always being perverted,” he said. “I just keep some of it to myself.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like you keep anything to yourself,” she muttered. 
 
    “I think your anger is more powerful than your fear,” Erik said suddenly. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “My anger? You’re the one who made me feel it.” 
 
    “It was your anger. I just manipulated it,” he said dismissively, frowning at her, as if something else was on his mind. “I need to test another emotion.” 
 
    “Wait…” she began, but he grasped her shoulder before she could finish. 
 
    This time, she felt a flood of happiness cascade through her, warm, light, and pleasant. She felt her lips curve into a wide, open-mouthed smile, and she felt the urge to laugh for no reason whatsoever. She knew that she was smiling like an idiot, but she couldn’t stop it. When she lifted her chin to meet his gaze, he smiled back at her. “This is amazing,” she told him, her voice almost a laugh. 
 
    “I know,” he chuckled. “Move me. Throw me. Do something.” 
 
    Rose nodded as she suddenly remembered that there was actually a purpose for the intense, but honestly, pretty freaking awesome, emotion that she was feeling. She tried to focus, letting the happiness become her fuel and willing herself to throw him with her mind. Nothing happened. “It’s not working!” she said. It was supposed to be a complaint, but she was too happy. So, instead, it sounded more like she had announced that she’d won a million dollars. 
 
    He dropped his hand and scowled at her. “That’s…strange…” 
 
    “Forget Prozac,” Rose muttered. “You’re the cure for depression.” 
 
    “That should have worked. Happiness is a powerful emotion,” he said. 
 
    “Could I just carry you around in case I start feeling crappy?” Rose asked. 
 
    He laughed, “You’d have to deal with all of my suggestive comments.” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said quickly. 
 
    Erik frowned at her strangely again. “You are…unusual.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Rose agreed, “but I’m not sure you have room to talk.” 
 
    “Happiness works for me. Any emotion works for me,” he continued. “But for you, only the dark emotions work. Anger and fear—those are dark.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” she sputtered, frowning. 
 
    “There are light emotions and dark emotions. Happiness, hope, peace—those are light emotions, but anger and fear are dark emotions. Your power seems to be derived from darkness,” Erik said with a curious frown. “If you were a vampire, that might make sense since we are creatures of darkness, but you’re not. You’re a human, a creature of light. And on top of that, your personality is all light. Your emotions are so much lighter than most people’s emotions. You’re so full of hope and kindness. It just seems strange to me that someone who seems to have no dark side whatsoever would derive her power from darkness.” 
 
    “Darkness?” she repeated worriedly. That didn’t sound like a good thing. 
 
    “Unless you do have a dark side,” he murmured, staring intensely at her, as if he could see straight through her, “hidden underneath all of that light.” 
 
    She swallowed. “I don’t have a dark side…whatever that means…” 
 
    He blinked and cleared his throat. “Do you want to try again?” 
 
    Rose frowned, surprised by how quickly he’d changed the subject. He had seemed so concerned about it. “Sure,” she sighed, shrugging. “Why not?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked with a cocky grin. He took a step backward and raised an eyebrow. “Because I won’t go easy on you. I’m not Kallias. He cares for you. I don’t. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want you to die. You’re a human, and you’ve done nothing to deserve death. Besides, if you died, it would hurt my best friend. I don’t want that. But I don’t care about your feelings or anything.” 
 
    Rose frowned, caught up on the that-would-hurt-my-best-friend part. She wondered if that were true. Kallias had been alive for twenty-five hundred years. Would it really hurt him to see one human die? That didn’t seem likely to her. She looked at Erik as she considered his warning. “I know you don’t,” she assured him. “Why do you think I asked you to teach me, instead of Kallias?” 
 
    Erik nodded and took another step back. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    Erik disappeared before Rose had a chance to consider what he was planning to do. She glanced around, trying to follow his movement, but she saw no one. Then, suddenly, she felt her body jerked back against the tall, slender body behind her. His hand came around to clasp around her neck, tilting her head back as he leaned his head against her neck and pressed his fangs into her skin. 
 
    An unseen force tore him away from her and flung him against the wall. 
 
    She glared at him, her heart racing. “What the heck was that?!” 
 
    “Owww,” Erik whined as he fell to the floor. 
 
    “You attacked me!” Rose accused. “You tried to bite me!” 
 
    He groaned in pain again. “I’m a vampire. What the hell did you expect?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Uh…not that.” 
 
    “Relax,” he muttered, wincing. “I wasn’t actually going to kill you.” 
 
    “Oh, how comforting,” she snarled caustically. 
 
    “I just needed to scare you,” he said, leaning back against the wall. 
 
    “You don’t need your fangs for that! You’re an empath!” she snapped. 
 
    “And piss you off,” he added with a lazy grin. 
 
    “Too bad you’re not an empath,” she said again. “Oh, yeah! You are!” 
 
    He made no move to stand. “Yes, I am, but Theron is not.” 
 
    She nodded, not amused. “Another experiment.” 
 
    “Now, you know that you will be able to use your telekinetic abilities when you’re actually being attacked,” Erik said, smiling. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I guess I can forgive you.” 
 
    “You guess?” he whined. “You hurt me!” 
 
    “You tried to bite me,” Rose said. “Try it again, and I’ll hurt you worse.” 
 
    Erik suddenly burst into hysterical laughter, his head falling back against the wall as he laughed obnoxiously, his fangs clearly visible in his open mouth. 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    He snorted, “I am a dangerous vampire, and you threatened me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “It is extremely funny,” Erik argued as he finally stood. “And kind of hot.” 
 
    She grimaced at him. “Do you flirt with all of the women your best friend brings home? Because that doesn’t seem very best-friend-like to me.” 
 
    “There’s a difference in flirting and fucking,” Erik stated. 
 
    Rose stared at him blankly. “Wow. Did you really just say that?”  
 
    He cocked his head, grinning at her. “And what do you mean all of the women he brings home? I think you’re overestimating your boyfriend’s sex life.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” Rose muttered, glancing away nervously. 
 
    “It sure as hell looked like he was earlier,” Erik argued. 
 
    “Says the man who has sex with women he doesn’t even know,” she said. 
 
    He laughed. “Having sex with a woman does not make her my girlfriend,” he said, smirking at her. “Cuddling with her, on the other hand, does.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible philosophy,” she said. “And we weren’t…cuddling.” 
 
    “Of course not. You were just lying all curled up around each other,” he said sarcastically. He snapped his fingers. “Oh! That is called cuddling, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Why are you so determined to convince me that Kallias is my boyfriend?” she asked curiously, her eyebrows lifting. 
 
    He suddenly became intensely serious. “Because your life is too short for you to be embarrassed about what you feel. Even if you survive all of this, you will die of old age. Either way, your life will be over before you know it.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Aren’t you supposed to be the optimistic one?” 
 
    “I can feel what you feel,” Erik explained. “And you are obviously in…” 
 
    “I think we should get back to practicing!” she squeaked, interrupting him before he could finish that sentence. She wasn’t ready to hear the end. She wasn’t ready to accept it. “I need to be prepared for when Theron attacks me.” 
 
    His eyes softened with sympathy. “Okay. If that is what you want.”
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    The weight of the sofa shifted slightly as someone sat down.   
 
    Erik didn’t look away from the television. “Find anything?” 
 
    Kallias pulled his weapons from their sheaths and holders and tossed them on the coffee table, the daggers clanging as they hit the wood. “Not a thing,” he muttered as he propped his legs on the coffee table, his boots inches from the daggers. “As a matter of fact, I didn’t even find a single vampire in the bad parts of the city, the hotspots for vampire activity. What the hell is going on out there?” 
 
    Erik turned toward his friend who now occupied the other side of the sofa. “That’s how it’s been the last few nights. I have a bad feeling about it.” 
 
    Kallias leaned back, his head resting on the back of the sofa, as he stared up at the ceiling. His leather jacket fell open over his black shirt. “How is Rose?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Erik said as he drank his whiskey. “She went to bed.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “She’s not asleep. Her breathing’s uneven,” he realized. He leaned forward. “I should go check on her. Something could be wrong.” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “You don’t have to make up reasons to go see her. Just admit that you missed her while you were gone. I won’t make fun of you. Much.” 
 
    Kallias stood and shot a peeved glare at him. “You’re an ass.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” Erik teased, grinning. 
 
    Kallias grabbed his weapons from the table and headed upstairs. All of the lights in the entire house appeared to be off, even the hallway lamps, which seemed strange to Kallias, since Rose, unlike Erik and him, needed the lights to see. She’d left the guest room door cracked open, but she’d turned off the lights in the guest room as well. He pushed open her door and stepped into the room. 
 
    “Kallias, is that you?” she asked nervously as she heard the door creak. 
 
    He stared at her. “Yeah. Do you want me to turn on the light?” 
 
    She lay on her side in the bed, her red hair fanned out on her pillow, curling around her face. Her skin looked paler than usual, and her forehead was creased with pain. The blankets were pulled up to her neck, and she clutched them to her, as if she were freezing. “No. Please don’t. The lights make it worse.” 
 
    His weapons clanged against the dresser as he dropped them, and his boots thudded against the hardwood floors as he crossed the room toward the bed. The bed dipped with his weight as he sat down next to her. Then, he began to run his fingers gently through her hair, feeling the silky red strands slip through his fingers. Rose made a soft moaning sound in her throat and curled around him, resting her head on his thigh, as he continued to play with her hair. 
 
    “Are you sick?” he asked, his voice quiet and melodic in the darkness. 
 
    “Mmmmm-hmmm,” she murmured. “I felt fine until an hour ago.” 
 
    “What do I need to do?” he asked anxiously. “I don’t remember anything about human sickness. Do you need water? Soup? Tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Mmmmm. What you’re doing right now feels amazing,” she moaned. 
 
    He smiled and continued to run his fingers through her hair. He noticed the cold sweat gleaming on her forehead. “What is this sickness? Do you know?” 
 
    “Not sure,” she mumbled. “Lots of things cause headaches and nausea.” 
 
    His lips curved downward. “How severe is the headache?” 
 
    “Migraine,” she grunted. She snuggled closer to him. “You’re so warm.” 
 
    He placed the back of his hand against her forehead. “And you’re cold.” 
 
    “Hence the blankets, genius,” she teased with a weak smile. 
 
    He didn’t laugh. “And you’re experiencing light sensitivity as well?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she confirmed. She giggled, “Maybe I’m turning into a vampire.” 
 
    “Doesn’t work that way,” he muttered. His voice grew increasingly anxious. “Are you vomiting? Was there blood? Rose, are you vomiting blood?” 
 
    Rose frowned at the sudden interrogation. “Uh…I don’t want to discuss my puke with the person I…uh…kiss and stuff,” she said, her cheeks warming, despite her clamminess. “How could I ever hope to seem sexy to you after that?” 
 
    “You will still be sexy,” he muttered under his breath. Her eyes popped open. “Rose, please. This is something I need to know. Are you vomiting blood?” 
 
    “Is this a fever-induced hallucination? Because it sounded like you said still. Still implies that you think I am sexy now. But that can’t be right. Because I’m me: Unsexy Rose,” she rambled. “I bet you’re not even really here right now.” 
 
    “Rose. Blood,” he said impatiently. “Was. There. Blood?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Well, maybe a little,” she sighed, shrugging weakly. 
 
    Kallias stiffened, and his hand suddenly stilled in her hair. “Erik, get your ass up here. Now.” He didn’t yell it out. He barely even raised his voice. 
 
    She frowned. “Why are you calling him? And how is he supposed to hear…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Erik asked before she could finish the question. 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” Kallias growled. There was a strange note to his voice, a hint of nervousness or fear. “You knew this could happen.” 
 
    Rose frowned in the direction of his voice, suddenly feeling extremely confused. It didn’t help matters that she was literally in the dark. She attempted to pull herself up into a sitting position, as if that would help her see in the dark. 
 
    Kallias pushed her down. “Don’t waste your energy. You need to rest.” 
 
    Since she couldn’t actually see him, she settled for directing her murderous glare at the hand that pressed gently but firmly on her shoulder. 
 
    Erik glanced at Rose and then at Kallias. “I knew what could happen?” 
 
    “She has a headache, and she’s throwing up blood,” Kallias told him. 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said, wincing. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I said it was a little blood. Sheesh, it’s not that big of a deal,” Rose complained, shoving his hand off of her as she attempted to sit up again. “And what is Erik apologizing for? Will someone please tell me what is going on?” 
 
    “How could you do something so stupid?” Kallias snarled at Erik. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I do stupid shit. You’ve known me for twelve hundred years. It’s not like this is news to you. Remember that incident with the princess?” 
 
    “Rose is human. She doesn’t heal like we do,” Kallias reminded him. 
 
    “Hello! I asked a question!” Rose snapped. “What is going on?” 
 
    “It’s actually her fault,” Erik said defensively. “She asked me to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what we’re talking about!” Rose reminded them. 
 
    “She didn’t know what would happen,” Kallias said. “You did.” 
 
    Rose groaned in frustration, trying her best to ignore the throbbing pain in her head. “Kallias, if you don’t answer me right now, I will… Well, I don’t know what I will do because you’re a vampire, and I’m sick. But…it’ll be bad.” 
 
    “Wow. You are just terrifying,” Erik said sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias turned toward her. “Do you remember how I told you that I get headaches when I overuse my telepathic abilities? That overuse debilitates me?” 
 
    She leaned heavily against the wooden headboard as she stared into the darkness. “Yeah. At the hotel. It was after you tried to control my mind.” 
 
    “Yes. Your power is what allowed you to resist my telepathic control. Your willpower,” Kallias explained. “That headache that you felt afterward was a side effect of overuse. Your body was warning you to stop using your power.” 
 
    “Warning?” Rose repeated worriedly. “What was it warning me about?” 
 
    “There’s a reason that Erik and I try not to depend on our psychic abilities too often,” Kallias said hesitantly. “There are limits to special abilities. The mind is not meant to do everything that we can do with it. Overusing psychic abilities causes side effects. Damage. It usually starts with the headache. That’s the first warning sign. If you keep using the ability after that, it just gets worse. You will start vomiting blood. And then, after that, you start to…bleed….” 
 
    Rose straightened at that. “Bleed? What do you mean?” 
 
    “The nose. The ears. The eyes,” Kallias listed. 
 
    “Oh. That sounds pleasant,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “For a vampire, it can severely debilitate us and weaken us. We could even fall unconscious. But we heal. Eventually,” Kallias added cautiously. 
 
    “But I’m human,” she said, swallowing. “What does it mean for me?” 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, as if he couldn’t bring himself to answer her. 
 
    Erik answered her, instead. “It means you could die.” 
 
    “This is one of the reasons that I didn’t want to tell you about your ability. I knew you would push yourself past your limits,” Kallias sighed regretfully. 
 
    “I just want to be able to defend myself. Somehow,” Rose explained. 
 
    “I know,” Kallias said. “But what is the point if it kills you?” 
 
    Rose froze as she felt a warm liquid on her face. She reached up and touched the wetness above her lips. A warm, sticky liquid poured steadily from her nose, coating the skin and pooling into her hand as she touched her nose. 
 
    “Wow. That smells…amazing,” Erik stated, “really, really amazing.” 
 
    Before she could even react, she felt someone brush her hand away from her face and press a warm, wet washcloth against her nose. Kallias tilted her head back as he wiped the blood from her face and then pressed the cloth to her nose. 
 
    “Kallias, stop,” she said. “I can do it. You shouldn’t be so close to it.” 
 
    His hand stilled, the cloth still pressed to her face. She couldn’t see him, but she had the distinct impression that if she could see him, she’d see a hurt expression on his face. He returned to cleaning her face. “Don’t be afraid,” Kallias said, his voice strained. “I won’t bite you. I can control it. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Her chest tightened as she realized why he’d seemed so hurt. He assumed she was afraid of him. “I’m not worried about myself, Kallias. I’m worried about you. I know it hurts you to be this close to it. I don’t want you to torture yourself.” 
 
    “Uh, speaking of…” Erik mumbled. “I think I should probably leave.” 
 
    “Go,” Kallias said as he continued to hold the washcloth to Rose’s face. 
 
    “Goodnight, Rose. See you when you smell less appetizing,” Erik said. 
 
    She blinked. “Uh…” she stammered as she heard the door close. 
 
    Kallias continued to steadily wipe the blood from her face. Rose realized that he must have acted instantaneously when she began bleeding because before she had even realized that her nose was bleeding, he’d returned with a wet washcloth. He sat next to her, his right hip touching her left hip, his body turned sideways so that he faced her. She couldn’t see him, but she felt his closeness. She heard his breath coming quickly and sharply as he held the rag to her nose. 
 
    “I need to stay with you,” he told her. “I need to know that you’re okay.” 
 
    “Am I okay?” she asked nervously. “Will my ears and eyes bleed next?” 
 
    “You will be okay,” he stated. “I will make sure of it.” 
 
    “How?” Rose asked. “If I’m dying, what can really be done about it?” 
 
    “If you are dying,” Kallias said slowly, “I will give you my blood.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand and pulled the rag away from her face. “What?!” 
 
    “No matter what is wrong with you, my blood will heal you,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes widened in horror. “I am not drinking blood! Besides, didn’t you say that you would never give anyone your blood? That it would create a bond?” 
 
    “A blood bond,” Kallias confirmed. “You’re right. I don’t want to do it. The last thing either of us needs is a bond that will link us together for the rest of your life. But if it’s the only way to save you, I will. I am not letting you die.” 
 
    “Couldn’t I just go to the hospital?” she asked. 
 
    “What could they possibly do for you?” he asked. “They won’t even understand what is happening to you, much less know what to do about it.” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger to dull the throbbing ache in her head. “How will we know if I’m dying or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I won’t take any chances. If it gets any worse, I will give you my blood,” he stated. “I think your nose has stopped bleeding now.” 
 
    “I need to splash some water on my face,” she mumbled tiredly. 
 
    Kallias leaned over her and switched on the light. She winced at the brightness, and her head seemed to pound harder than before. She staggered out of bed and shuffled toward the bathroom. She leaned over the sink and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Kallias had cleaned most of the blood from her face, but faint red stains under her nose proved that there had been blood on her face recently. Well, that and the bright red bloodstain on the front of her shirt. 
 
    “Ugh. Great,” she groaned, scowling at the blue and black flannel shirt. 
 
    “You could be dying, and you’re worried about your shirt?” Kallias asked. 
 
    She turned to find him standing beside her, the blood-soaked rag in his hand. “It’s a coping mechanism. When people are scared, they would rather worry about the insignificant things than think about what is actually bothering them.” 
 
    His eyes softened at the impersonal answer. “You’re scared?” He stepped forward and tossed the rag in the sink. He placed his hands on her arm and turned her to face him. “Listen to me. I won’t let you die. If this worsens, I’ll feed you my blood. I swear that I will do whatever I have to do to make sure you are okay.” 
 
    She stared up at him, seeing the sincerity in his brown eyes. “Why?” 
 
    He looked away. “I wish you wouldn’t ask that question so much.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “Why?” she asked again, half-joking but…also serious. 
 
    “Because it’s best if neither of us answers that question,” he stated.               
 
    For a moment, she just stared at him, watching the flicker of nervousness in his eyes, the hint of something else…something intense… She swallowed uneasily and turned back toward the sink. She glanced at her reflection, grimacing at her sickly complexion. Then, she turned on the water and cupped her hands beneath the stream of water. She closed her eyes and splashed the cold water on her face. The water felt refreshing and eased her headache for a moment or two. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I would like to stay with you tonight,” Kallias said hesitantly as he watched the water drip from her eyelashes. “I want to be as close to you as possible in case this gets any worse. Is that all right with you?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah. I want you to stay. Yesterday, I…I liked that.” 
 
    Rose gasped in surprise as Kallias suddenly stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her, crossing his arms across her stomach as he held her against him. His lips brushed her ear. “Baby, you should already know that you are welcome in my bed anytime you want,” he murmured. She felt his lips curve into a smirk against the shell of her ear as he added, “to sleep, I mean.” 
 
    Despite the sickly paleness of her skin, her cheeks still managed to redden. “Right. I’m sure that’s what you meant,” she said sarcastically. She immediately grimaced in horror as she realized how flirty that had sounded. 
 
    He laughed. “Come. Let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    Kallias led her by the hand back to the room as he switched off the lights. He helped her find the bed in the dark room, but as she climbed into bed, she noticed that she couldn’t feel him near her anymore. She wondered for a moment if he’d left the room, until she heard the shuffling of his clothing. Then, he crawled in behind her and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him. She felt his bare chest and his bare legs against her. His body being wrapped securely around hers felt so soothing that she almost forgot about the pain. 
 
    “You need to sleep, moro mou,” he said in her ear. “I will be right here.” 
 
    “I am sleepy,” she admitted groggily, her voice beginning to slur. But even as she began to drift into a half-awake-half-asleep state, Erik’s words from earlier in the night replayed in her mind. “Kallias? Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He chuckled, “As long as you get some rest afterward.” 
 
    Waves of drowsiness swept over her. “Would it hurt you if I died?” 
 
    Kallias was quiet for so long that by the time he finally answered, she’d already drifted off to sleep. He nuzzled his face in the crook of her neck, and knowing that she wouldn’t hear him, he sighed, “Yeah. It would fucking kill me.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose moaned sleepily as she felt the sensation of his warm lips on her neck. His lips parted, and his tongue traced the pulsing artery in her neck. She squirmed in his hold, but he held her tightly to him, with her back pressed against his front, his legs tangled with hers, as he continued to slowly kiss her neck. 
 
    She moaned in protest, “Mmmmm…Kallias, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Waking you,” he murmured as he nipped her ear with his fangs. 
 
    She jerked in surprise as he sucked at the lobe of her ear, sending waves of pleasure through her veins. “Most people just go with: ‘Hey, you. Wake up.’” 
 
    He chuckled, his laugh vibrating against her skin. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Before she could answer, he pressed his lips against her neck, instantly dissolving her train of thought. He grazed his fangs gently across her skin as he kissed and sucked at her neck. Rose squirmed against him. “Yeah, I…uhh…don’t really want to talk about how I’m feeling right now,” she squeaked. She clenched her thighs together in hopes of easing the aching desire between them. 
 
    She felt his lips curve into an amused smile against her skin. “You seem to be feeling better tonight,” he noted. His finger traced lazy circles on her thigh. 
 
    “Better. Better’s a good word,” she mumbled. 
 
    In one fluid motion, Kallias rolled her over onto her back and rolled on top of her, bracing his hands on each side of her pillow, holding his weight above her. His warm lips descended upon hers, devouring her. She moaned softly and kissed him back with the same intense, all-consuming passion. Her hands found his hair, and her legs wrapped around his hips almost instinctually, pressing their bodies closer together. His hand entangled in her hair as he deepened the kiss. 
 
    “Wait…mm…stop,” she mumbled, her voice muffled by his lips. 
 
    He immediately pulled back, as if he’d been stung. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I need to brush my teeth.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “What?” 
 
    She bit her lip nervously. “Haven’t you ever heard of morning breath?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Are you seriously thinking about your teeth right now?” 
 
    “I would prefer to have minty breath when you’re kissing me,” she said. 
 
    Kallias just stared at her, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Then, blinking in shock, he climbed off of her and stood to switch on the light. 
 
    Rose blushed at his half-dressed state and then hopped off of the bed and hurried to the bathroom. As she held her toothbrush under the water, she noticed his reflection in the mirror, behind her, leaning against the doorframe. 
 
    “Do you actually think I care about this?” Kallias asked, frowning at her. He sounded offended by the mere suggestion. “Are you going to start insisting that you have a shower and brush your hair every time I kiss you as well?” 
 
    Rose scowled at her reflection in the mirror. Her long, red hair seemed even thicker than usual, puffed out and frizzed from sleeping on it. The disheveled mess fell over her shoulder. “Oh. Crap. I do need to brush my hair.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Do you think I’m that shallow?” 
 
    “What?” she sputtered. “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “Then, why are you worrying like this?” he asked. He stepped forward and placed his hand on her shoulder. He turned her toward him, his gaze soft but intense. “Nothing as ridiculous as this could make me stop wanting you, Rose.” 
 
    Her toothbrush dripped water on her pajama shirt as she stared at him. She needed to respond, but she was stuck on the wanting part. He’d said that to her before. He’d said it in Greek. Se thelo. I want you. Her mind raced with all of the different things that the word want could mean. It could mean sexual desire, passing fixation, or aching longing. You could want someone in the way you want sex. Or you could want someone in the way you want a new object, a toy. Or… you could want them in the way you want food and water, as if you can’t live without them. You could want them on a whole other level, the way you long for the other half of your broken soul. She wondered which type of want he’d meant. 
 
    She shook herself out of her thoughts. “Yeah, I’m just…nervous.” 
 
    Hesitancy flashed in his eyes, as if he were afraid he’d done something wrong. “You know that I would never do anything before you are ready…right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Of course I know that,” she sighed. “That’s not what I meant. I just meant that…well, you are so perfect, and I’m so…not…perfect.” 
 
    He stared at her, the softness of his expression hardening with bitterness. “Rose, I am as far from perfect as it gets. I just come in misleading packaging.” 
 
    “You’re not…” she began. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’m damaged. I haven’t worked right in a long time,” he argued. He gestured toward himself. “I am wrapped well. That’s all. Inside, I’m disappointing. I am messed up and beyond repair. I am not what anyone needs.” 
 
    “We’re all damaged,” Rose said quietly, “and no one is beyond repair.” 
 
    “If you actually believe that I can change after all of these centuries, then you’re more naïve than I thought,” he scoffed. “And who says I want to change?” 
 
    “I think you do,” Rose said confidently. “I don’t think that you would hate yourself so much if you liked the way you are. And I do believe you can, if that’s what you want. It’s never too late to change yourself. You are never too far gone. But for the record, I never said that you need to change. You said that.” 
 
    She turned toward him as she waited for him to respond. But he didn’t. He just watched her, waiting for her to speak again, as he leaned against the door. 
 
    Rose stepped forward and placed her hand on his chest, feeling his rough, gruesome scars beneath her palm. “Damaged doesn’t mean unlovable.” 
 
    He stared at her, unblinking, as if he were too stunned to speak. 
 
    She smiled gently at him. “I remember, once, on a study trip, I saw this piece of pottery that an archeologist had recovered from a recent dig. It was this beautifully painted vase, but it was severely damaged. There were probably hundreds of tiny cracks in the vase. But it was kind of beautiful because it was damaged, you know. Even with all of those cracks, it held itself together. Its damage proved its strength. And the cracks seemed to make their own design, a really beautiful, unintentional design. And I remember thinking, when I was holding that piece of pottery, that there really is a such thing as beautifully broken.” 
 
    For the longest time, Kallias just stared at her, his gaze so dark and intense that she could almost feel it piercing through her. She wished, as she often did, that she could know what was going on in his mind the way that he always knew what was going on in hers. Finally, he glanced down at her hand that was still placed against his chest and he wrapped his own hand around it, intertwining his fingers with hers. It seemed strange to remember how hesitant he had been to hold her hand just a few nights ago compared to how natural it felt now. 
 
    “I think…you’re wrong,” he said quietly. “You’re the one who’s perfect.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, positive that she’d heard that wrong. “What?” 
 
    He dropped her hand and took a step backward. “I said…come downstairs with me,” he lied. “I need to introduce you to Geoff and Emma.” 
 
    She frowned. “Your other vampire friends? They’re here? Now?” 
 
    Kallias nodded slowly, his brows furrowing. “Don’t you hear them?” 
 
    Rose listened for a moment, hearing only the creaking of the air vents in the ceiling. “Well, maybe you haven’t noticed, but your walls are made of stone.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Are you coming?” he asked as he turned to leave. 
 
    She cast a sideways glance at her reflection. “I need to shower first.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that right now. You’ll have plenty of time to shower later,” he told her as he pulled on his jeans. “It will only take a moment. I just need to know that you’re comfortable with them before I leave for the night.” 
 
    “I’m still in my pajamas. You know…the ones that you said looked like an old quilt?” she reminded him with a playful glare. She frowned worriedly. “Wait a minute. Why would you need to know if I’m comfortable with them?” 
 
    He shrugged on his shirt. “Because Geoff is staying with you tonight.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “What is this? A game of Musical Chairs? Do you really think it’s smart to leave me with every single vampire that you know?” 
 
    He sat on the bed and propped his leg over the other as he laced up his boots. He laughed at her. “Actually, I know many vampires. But I only like three.” 
 
    Rose squeezed some toothpaste onto her forgotten toothbrush. “You’re such a sourpuss. Out of billions of people in the world, you only like three?” 
 
    “Four,” he corrected quietly as he laced up his boots. “I like four people.” 
 
    Her lips curved into a surprised smile. “I like you, too, Grumpy.” 
 
    He stood. “Oh? What happened to you kind of hating me?” 
 
    She nearly choked on her toothpaste as she started laughing at his repetition of what she’d said to him several nights ago. She turned on the water and leaned over sink, spitting out the toothpaste before it could lead to her early death. “I guess it’s all kind of linked. I mean, apparently, hate is a passionate emotion.” 
 
    As they headed downstairs together, they continued to tease and laugh at each other, not really noticing the vampires at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Rose gasped as someone suddenly latched onto her. She could barely breathe as the arms of the person embracing her constricted her lungs. 
 
    A slender man of medium height stood in front of the door. He smiled apologetically at Rose and stepped forward. He placed his hand on his wife’s shoulder and gently pulled her backward. “Emma, she is human. Humans are fragile, remember?” His voice lilted with a strong, unmistakably British accent. 
 
    Rose rubbed her sore ribs as she frowned at the thin, petite woman who had just embraced her. The woman was undeniably beautiful. Her brown hair fell around her thin neck, perfectly framing her delicate, feminine face. A short, purple dress formed closely to her thin figure. Her small hazel eyes sparkled with delight, and her thin, pink lips curved into the brightest smile Rose had ever seen. 
 
    The woman pouted. “I’m just trying to make her feel comfortable,” she whined. Her voice held the same strong British accent as her husband’s voice. 
 
    “It’s hard to feel comfortable when your ribs are broken,” Erik said. 
 
    Erik leaned casually against the wall, next to the other male vampire. The other vampire had a slender build, similar to Erik’s frame, but he was nearly half a foot shorter than Erik and Kallias. He had short, neatly cut, black hair, and rather than the rough-looking, all-black clothing that she had become accustomed to seeing Kallias and Erik wear, this vampire dressed more like someone headed to a business meeting than someone headed out to hunt vampires. He wore black slacks and a pressed, white button-down shirt, complete with a black tie. His posture was impeccable, as if he were the epitome of perfect etiquette. 
 
    The vampire stepped forward and extended his hand. “I apologize. My wife and I are not around humans often,” he said with a polite smile. “My name is Geoffrey Cossington, and this is my Emma Cossington, my wife.” 
 
    Rose shook his hand, relieved that his grip was gentler than his wife’s. “It’s nice to meet you. Both of you. I’m… Well, I guess you know who I am.” 
 
    Emma smiled. “You’re Rose. The unusual human.” 
 
    Rose blinked at the strange, well-meaning vampire. “Yeah. The Unusual Human. That’s what it says on my birth certificate,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “So, you’ll shake his hand, but not mine?” Erik complained. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “His hands are probably clean.” 
 
    “Yes, Geoff is very clean,” Emma announced. “He bathes after killing and after sex. And he doesn’t like it when I leave my panties in the floor.” 
 
    Geoffrey suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Inappropriate, Emma.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Emma. “You leave your panties in the floor?” 
 
    “It’s not really my fault,” Emma explained. “He takes them off of me.” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Geoffrey muttered under his breath. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, stunned by the woman’s over-the-top honesty. 
 
    “He doesn’t like it when I leave my panties outside either,” Emma added.  
 
    Rose shot a questioning look at Kallias, but he just shrugged. 
 
    A bright red blush had begun to creep up Geoffrey’s neck. 
 
    Erik, on the other hand, seemed far too amused by this conversation. “You two have had sex outside, Geoff? I thought you were too civilized for that.” 
 
    Still blushing, Geoffrey narrowed his eyes at the obnoxious vampire. 
 
    Emma just smiled. “Oh, he’s never civilized when we…” 
 
    Geoffrey clasped his hand over Emma’s mouth before she could finish that sentence. The blush that had crept up his neck, starting beneath the collar of his button-down shirt, had already reached his ears, turning them a bright pink. 
 
    “Emma is a very honest person,” Kallias said in Rose’s ear. 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Geoffrey sighed, “Emma, do you remember that conversation we had about what is appropriate to talk about in public and what is not?” 
 
    “Which one?” Emma asked curiously. “The one we had yesterday? Or the night before? Or the night before that? Or the night before that? Or the…” 
 
    “All of them,” Geoffrey interrupted. “Do remember the list?” 
 
    Emma listed them on her fingers, “Killing, drinking blood, sex…” 
 
    “Yes, that one,” Geoffrey said. “And what were you just talking about?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. She smiled sweetly. “Sorry.” 
 
    At the sight of her smile, Geoffrey’s lips curved into an adoring response. 
 
    “They’re kind of adorable, aren’t they?” Rose muttered to Kallias. 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, I suppose so.” He glanced at a clock on the wall. “I need to shower and get dressed. Do you think you’ll be all right with them?” 
 
    “They seem harmless enough,” she muttered. 
 
    Kallias snorted at that, as if she didn’t know what she was saying. 
 
    After Kallias excused himself to get ready, Geoffrey and Emma made their way into the living room. As Rose stood in the foyer, trying to decide whether to follow the couple she barely knew or flee to the social-safety of the library, Erik pushed away from the wall and walked over to her. 
 
    He scratched at his messy blonde hair. “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
    She shrugged and followed him into the kitchen, more concerned about the coffee than the food. She made coffee as Erik rummaged through the fridge for ridiculous amounts of food. “Do you always cook?” she asked curiously. 
 
    He pulled out a stick of butter. “Sure. It’s relaxing,” he said distractedly. 
 
    “What about Kallias?” she asked as she filled the coffee pot with water. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. Whichever one of us wakes up first,” Erik mumbled. 
 
    She turned on the coffee maker and turned toward him, frowning as she watched him toss a carton of eggs on the counter. Shockingly, none of them broke from his careless treatment. “Audrey says that my cooking is cruel and unusual punishment, which is totally unfair, because her cooking sucks, too.” 
 
    He glanced at her curiously. “Who is Audrey?” 
 
    “She’s my best friend,” she answered, “and my roommate.” 
 
    He looked disappointed. “Is that all?” 
 
    She scowled at him. “Yes, that’s all.” 
 
    Erik cracked the eggs in the skillet. “Have you ever been with a woman?” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I would have thought that was covered in virgin.” 
 
    “Good point,” he laughed. “You’re such a disappointment.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry that I’m not as slutty as you are,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Did you just call me a slut?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You called me a prude.” 
 
    He started laughing, “I’ve never been called a slut before.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” Rose muttered. 
 
    He flipped the eggs in the skillet, still grinning in amusement at the name she’d called him. He didn’t speak again until she’d sat down at the bar with her fresh cup of coffee. He glanced over at her. “There’s blood on your shirt.” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, grimacing at the pajama shirt. “I’ll go change.” 
 
    He braced his hands on the counter and looked at her. “It’s fine. I can handle dried blood,” he said dismissively. “Listen, in all seriousness, I didn’t just ask you in here for the food. I…uh…wanted to apologize. About last night.” 
 
    Rose gaped at him. The last thing she’d ever expected to come out of the cocky vampire’s mouth was an apology. “I asked you to do it. It was my fault.” 
 
    “Kallias was right,” Erik argued. “I did know what would happen.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I did warn you that it was dangerous, but…I should have told you everything,” he sighed. “I’m careless. Kallias knows that, but…you didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m not angry at you,” Rose assured him. “You did what I asked.” 
 
    “I assumed you would tell me when the headache started. I would have ended it right then,” Erik said, scowling at her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that it was related,” she began. 
 
    “Still…” he prompted. 
 
    “I thought I could ignore the pain. I always do,” she said. 
 
    He stared at her. “Don’t. Pain always means something.” 
 
    Rose stared back at him, stunned by his sudden seriousness. In her peripheral vision, she noticed Kallias’s tall, dark form. He smiled ever-so-slightly at her as he strode into the kitchen, immediately walking over to the cupboard to grab several plates. He dropped them on the counter and leaned casually over the counter, his weight on his forearms, as he watched her. His hair hung around his face, still soaked from the shower, and he wore a pair of black jeans that looked identical to the other sixteen pairs of black jeans he owned and a black button-down shirt with the first four buttons unbuttoned and the cuffs rolled up to his elbows. 
 
    Erik grinned at him. “You seem to be in a better mood today.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “For now.” 
 
    Erik laughed as he raked the eggs into a plate. “Bacon?” he asked Kallias. 
 
    Kallias pushed away from the counter. “Sure, I’ll make it,” he said as he walked over to the refrigerator. He opened it and pulled out a pack of bacon. 
 
    Erik slid a plate of eggs toward Rose and then took his own plate to the other side of the counter. He sat across from her. “Toss me a beer,” he told Kallias. 
 
    “Toss a glass bottle. Yeah, that sounds smart,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    But then, Kallias did toss the glass bottle across the room, and Erik caught it without even looking up from his food. Rose just scowled at them. 
 
    “Rose called me a slut,” Erik bragged as he salted his food. 
 
    Kallias snorted, “I doubt she meant for you to take it as a compliment.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes at the blonde vampire. 
 
    Erik grinned as he sprinkled pepper on his eggs. “It made my night.” 
 
    Rose continued to glare at him as she sipped her coffee. As she shifted her gaze away from him, she nearly spat out her coffee as she saw Emma suddenly sitting directly across from her, studying her with her small, curious, hazel eyes. 
 
    “I’m seriously going to tie bells around all of your necks,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “What size clothing do you wear?” Emma asked excitedly. 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange question. “Uh…why do you want to know?” 
 
    Emma smiled brightly. “I want to get you a dress while I’m out tonight.” 
 
    “A dress?” Rose repeated, trying to hide her disgust. 
 
    “I promise not to get any blood on it,” Emma said. 
 
    “Yes, and I appreciate that…” Rose sighed as she set her coffee cup down. “But here’s the thing. I don’t wear dresses. Ever. I kind of hate them.” 
 
    “But,” Emma pouted, “dresses are pretty. And they make sex easier.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Erik commented without even looking up from his food. 
 
    “I’m not really the pretty type,” Rose tried to explain. She glanced down at her plaid pajamas. “I have other clothes. I promise. This isn’t my only outfit.” 
 
    “I think you would look sexy in a dress,” Emma said. She flashed a mischievous smile at Kallias, but Kallias didn’t seem to notice. His full attention was on the bacon that he was cooking. “Don’t you, Kallias?” Emma asked. 
 
    “She looks beautiful in everything she wears,” he replied automatically. 
 
    Everyone in the room suddenly turned to gape at Kallias, stunned by the uncharacteristic statement. Erik even put down his fork and looked up from his food for the first time since he’d fixed it. Kallias seemed to realize what he said a little too late. He looked up at them, wincing at their surprised expressions. 
 
    “I just realized that I forgot my weapons,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    As Kallias disappeared from the room, Erik grinned and scoffed, “He didn’t forget his weapons. Kallias never goes anywhere without his weapons.” 
 
    “Has he ever called anyone beautiful before?” Emma asked Erik. 
 
    “I didn’t even realize beautiful was part of his vocabulary,” Erik laughed. 
 
    Rose remained silent, still shocked by the unexpected compliment. No one had ever called her beautiful before, and she certainly had never expected Kallias to be the first one to do it. When she finally tore her gaze from the empty doorway, she realized that Erik was watching her with an amused smirk. 
 
    He mouthed, “Told you so,” so that only she would notice. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    A high-pitched grating sound echoed through the hallway, originating from Kallias’s room. Rose frowned and cracked the door. She peeked inside. 
 
    Kallias sat on the edge of his bed, sharpening his dagger on a heavy, gray whetstone. A smile curved at his lips. “Are you really trying to spy on a vampire?” 
 
    Rose pulled the door the rest of the way open and stepped inside the cool, dark room. “I had to make sure you weren’t naked or anything,” she teased. 
 
    He glanced down at his fully dressed state with a smirk. “Disappointed?” 
 
    “No,” she scoffed. She crossed the room and sat next to him. Her pajama-clad thigh brushed his jean-clad thigh. “Why did you call me beautiful?” 
 
    He sighed, “Do you have to overcomplicate everything?” 
 
    “I’m not overcomplicating it,” she argued. “I asked a simple question.” 
 
    “There is nothing simple about it,” he muttered. He set the dagger aside. 
 
    Kallias stood and walked over to his closet. He pulled open the door and grabbed his black leather jacket from the sea of black clothing inside the closet. 
 
    “Wow. You have such a colorful wardrobe,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias shrugged on his leather jacket, one corner of his lips tilting upward into a half-smile. He returned to her and surprised her by suddenly leaning over her, his knee resting on the empty space of the bed between her legs, and his palms resting on the mattress on each side of her hips, holding his weight. “Well, it would be difficult to sneak around at night in bright-colored clothing.” 
 
    She swallowed and leaned back so that their bodies didn’t touch. “Oh, I know. It’s like that time I wore neon yellow to rob a bank,” she muttered jokingly. 
 
    Kallias chuckled at her and rocked back onto his feet, towering over her again. “Hey, what ever happened to that dagger that I loaned you?” he asked. 
 
    She sighed, “See, here’s the thing. I found out the hard way that when you throw a dagger over the side of a cliff, it is nearly impossible to retrieve it.” 
 
    He snorted, “I’d be worried if we had been around any cliffs recently.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Hey, you never know. Maybe Erik dangled me off the edge of a cliff last night. He’s not really the best babysitter, you know.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “No one is babysitting you. I just need to know someone is here to protect you.” He looked away. “I would be a nervous wreck if I didn’t.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Has it ever occurred to you that I might feel the same way about you being out there all alone? Don’t you think I worry about you, too?” 
 
    His lips curved downward into a deep scowl. “You shouldn’t.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. Because you’re a vampire?” 
 
    “Because I am long past my expiration date,” he corrected. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. A spark of fear and anger raced through her veins at the nonchalant way that he viewed his own death. She stood, her heart racing. “Do you think that makes the possibility of you dying any easier for me to handle?” she snapped, her voice cracking. “If something happened to you…I…” 
 
    His brows furrowed, and sympathetic pain flashed in his eyes. He stepped toward her, and his hands seemed to hang suspended in the air for a moment, as if he were going to pull her into his arms. But then, he shook his head in frustration and dropped his hands to his side, clenching his fists. “It shouldn’t matter to you,” he said angrily. “A week ago, I wasn’t even in your life.” 
 
    “But now, you are,” Rose said quietly, “and you always will be.” 
 
    For a moment, Kallias just stared at her, his expression blank. Then, slowly, the shock in his eyes darkened, morphing into anger. “Where do you think this is headed, Rose? Do you really think that we will be together after all of this is over? After Theron is dead, I am taking you back to your home, and you will never see me again. You will move on with your life, and I won’t be part of it.” 
 
    Her eyes burned. “That’s not what you want.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want,” Kallias snarled. 
 
    “Yes, it does!” Rose snapped. “Dang it, Kallias. Stop doing this!” 
 
    “Stop doing what?” he asked. 
 
    “Trying to protect me from every little thing,” she said. “I never asked to be saved, okay? I don’t need you to save me from heartbreak. I can handle it. Maybe some women want a guy in shining armor who will treat them like a delicate little princess. But do you know what I want? I want someone who cares about me and accepts me. That’s all. That’s enough for me. Because that’s real.” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “But I’m not the person who should be with you.” 
 
    “See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about!” she snapped. “You’re trying to protect me from yourself, from getting hurt. But that’s not your job. You don’t get to decide who should or shouldn’t be with me. That’s my decision, not yours.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Rose?” he said. “I can never give you what you want.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. “Enlighten me, Oh-Great-Wise-One. What do I want?” 
 
    “What everyone wants,” he sighed. “Someone to grow old with you, to marry you, to have a normal life with you. Someone who can give you children.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want any of that,” she suggested. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at that. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Fine. Maybe I don’t want any of that with anyone else,” she amended. She shrugged sadly. “If you just took the time to read my mind—which you are perfectly capable of doing, by the way—instead of just assuming that you know what every human on the planet wants, you would know that what I want is you.” 
 
    Pain burned in his eyes. “Rose… There are people out there who are better for you. Humans. Normal people. People who aren’t damaged like I am.” 
 
    “Everyone is damaged! Everyone has baggage!” Rose argued. “Do you honestly think that I’m not damaged after all of the crap that I’ve been through? Normal people—as you call them—wouldn’t want to deal with my damage. But you… You accept it, and I accept yours. That is what love is. It’s not about shopping for the best deal. It is about finding someone who accepts your baggage and wants to help you carry it. I accept you, Kallias. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “It does matter,” Kallias insisted. “Years from now, it will matter.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “And you call me stubborn.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her, leaning down so that his dark, flashing brown eyes were level with her gaze. “This isn’t some fantasy story where the princess falls in love with the monster, and then, the monster magically becomes human again, and they live happily ever after. That doesn’t happen in real life.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re talking about Beauty and the Beast, Beauty was actually the merchant’s daughter, not a princess,” Rose corrected, “well, according to the book that was written in 1756 by Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont, anyway.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his lips twitching, as if he were barely resisting the urge to laugh. Then, he sighed, his expression falling serious again, and he walked over to the bed. He snatched up his dagger and started walking toward the door. 
 
    “Kallias?” she called before he could leave the room. 
 
    He paused at the door and turned back toward her. “Yes?” 
 
    “You are a vampire,” she said. “If this isn’t a fantasy story, what is it?” 
 
    He watched her, his eyes hardening with cold indifference. “It’s a horror story,” he answered. “And in horror stories, the monsters eat the humans.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose collapsed on the sofa, next to Erik. Geoffrey and Emma sat on the sofa across from them, Emma sitting in Geoffrey’s lap as they watched television. 
 
    “Do antidepressants work on vampires?” Rose asked Erik grumpily. “Because I think your friend, Mr. Doom-and-Gloom, needs some.” 
 
    “Human medication does not affect vampires,” Geoffrey answered absently as he watched the movie that played on the television. “Our metabolisms work too rapidly. Blood is the only thing that our bodies can hold onto.” 
 
    “You can always count on Geoff to give you a serious answer, even when you’re joking,” Erik muttered. He turned toward Rose. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Rose sighed. “Do you know where he went?” 
 
    “Mr. Doom-and-Gloom?” Erik asked with a grin. “He’s in the kitchen.” 
 
    Rose stood up and dusted off her pants. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “Good luck.” 
 
    When Rose reached the kitchen, she found Kallias standing in front of the sink, washing an iron skillet, his back turned to her. He didn’t move or flinch. But she knew that he knew that she was standing behind him. He always knew. 
 
    “I came to return your dagger,” she said, her voice sharp, as she held the sheathed dagger out in front of her, “since I’m just going to get eaten anyway.” 
 
    Kallias still didn’t turn toward her, but his lips curved into a small smile at her sassy remark. He managed to hide the smile before he turned to face her. He wiped off his hands on a small, white hand towel. “I had hoped you would.” 
 
    She bristled at that. She marched over to him and shoved the sheathed dagger into his wet hands. “Here,” she snapped. “Your precious dagger.” 
 
    “It’s not very precious,” he said. “It is actually my most inexpensive one.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Fine. Your cheap dagger that’s so important to you.” 
 
    “Rose,” he called as she turned to leave. He laughed, “Wait a minute.” 
 
    She turned back toward him and crossed her arms. “What is it?” 
 
    Kallias reached behind him and grabbed something from the counter. He walked over to her, finally allowing himself to smile. He held out a long, thin object, wrapped sloppily in brown packaging paper. “I wanted to give you this.” 
 
    Rose stared down at the horrendously wrapped package. “What is that?” 
 
    Kallias glanced down at it. “We didn’t have wrapping paper when I was human. I don’t know how it works yet. I think it turned out okay, though.” 
 
    “Not the paper,” she corrected. “What is the thing inside the paper?” 
 
    “Uh,” he stammered, raking his fingers through his hair. “Just open it.” 
 
    Rose hesitantly took the package from him and gently pulled at the paper. The silver gleamed in the low light of the kitchen as she removed the paper. 
 
    “Flowers would have made more sense, I guess,” he sighed. “Or jewelry? Do humans still give each other jewelry? I realize that this is a ridiculous gift…” 
 
    “Ridiculous?” she scoffed, tracing the design with her finger. “I love it.” 
 
    He smiled. “I never use it, and I… I thought about you when I saw it.” 
 
    She stared at the long, beautifully engraved dagger. “Is that an owl?” 
 
    He reached out, his finger tracing the design engraved into the handle and sheath of the dagger. “Yes. It’s Athena’s owl, actually. The goddess of…” 
 
    “Wisdom and war,” she finished. “Yeah, I know my Greek mythology.” 
 
    “Right. Of course you do,” he sighed. He swallowed uneasily. “Athena’s owl was a symbol of wisdom and strength. And, Rose, you are the wisest and strongest person that I have ever met. So, I just… I wanted you to have it.” 
 
    Rose stared up at him, her eyes wide. He’d said that so easily, as if it were just a matter of fact. “You are confusing me with these compliments today,” she said with a small smile, “especially after what you said in your bedroom…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he interrupted. He left it at that. He didn’t elaborate. 
 
    Rose understood. He was sorry for what he said, but he still felt the same. 
 
    “The dagger is carved from silver, so it won’t rust in the same way that an iron dagger would,” he said quietly. “It might tarnish after a while, but I can give you some polish for that. I sharpened it, so be careful with the blade.” 
 
    She smiled and carefully pulled the dagger out of the silver sheath, noticing how clearly her reflection appeared on the blade. She traced the design of the handle. “I never realized a dagger could be this beautiful,” she breathed. 
 
    “The blacksmith that made it wanted to be an artist,” he said. 
 
    “He was an artist,” Rose murmured. 
 
    Kallias smiled. “So, does this mean that you like it?” 
 
    “Depends,” she said with a cute smile. “Do I get to keep it?” 
 
    He snorted, “Of course you do. Why do you think I wrapped it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that qualified as wrapping, Kallias,” she said playfully. 
 
    He scowled at her. “I tried my best,” he pouted. “I have big fingers.” 
 
    She laughed. “I thought you never gave away your weapons,” she teased. 
 
    He swallowed uneasily. “I don’t,” he muttered, “usually.” 
 
    Rose smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I love it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say that,” he sighed. “A human man would have gotten you flowers or something. I should have just gotten you flowers.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “No, Kallias. I like this. This is you. This is your dagger. It’s personal to you. It means much more to me than flowers ever could.” 
 
    He smiled hesitantly. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” she promised. 
 
    He sighed, “I need to leave now.” 
 
    A deep, sinking feeling settled in her gut. “Can’t you just…stay?” 
 
    “No,” he answered. “Theron might be in the city by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what worries me,” she muttered. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead, a strange, affectionate action that seemed completely uncharacteristic for the rough, dangerous vampire. He placed his hands on her face. “Please, don’t practice your abilities tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I learned my lesson last night,” she muttered. 
 
    He smiled ever-so-slightly at her and then turned to leave. 
 
    Rose followed him into the foyer. “Please…don’t get hurt tonight.” 
 
    He froze in the doorway. “Stop caring so much…for both of our sakes.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kallias left, closing the front door behind him. She stared at the large wooden door for a moment, trying to ignore the strange, deep feeling of dread that knotted at her stomach, warning her that something really terrible was going to happen. Finally, she sighed and stalked into the living room. 
 
    “Are you okay? You seem unhappy,” Emma chimed with a peppy smile. 
 
    Rose slumped onto the sofa and flashed a fake smile. “I’m fine,” she lied. 
 
    “Allow me to translate,” Erik offered. “She is pissed.” 
 
    Rose glared at the obnoxious vampire. “I’m mildly irritated, at most.” 
 
    Erik turned toward her and grinned. “This is mildly irritated for you?” he asked. “This feels like Geoff’s enraged. Damn, you have intense emotions.” 
 
    Rose sighed and pretended to be interested in the television show. 
 
    Erik moved closer to her and put his arm around her shoulders. She stiffened and glared at his arm, as if it were the most offensive object in the universe. But then, her entire body relaxed, slumping limply against him, as he began to project calming emotions to her. He leaned over, speaking into her ear, as he said, “He only acts like that because he is afraid of hurting you.” 
 
    Rose felt her lips curve into a slight smile. “I know.” 
 
    “Well,” Emma sighed, standing up, “I guess I should probably leave.” 
 
    “No, take your time,” Erik said sarcastically. “It’s not like there are humans out there that might be dying while you sit here, watching a TV show.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Umm…but you’re still sitting here, too.” 
 
    “No one asked for your opinion, nun,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “Nun?” Rose exclaimed. “How am I a nun?” 
 
    Erik listed on his fingers, “You’re a virgin, a prude, and you dress weird.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “They’re pajamas! Comfortable pajamas!” 
 
    “You’re a virgin?” Emma asked in surprise. 
 
    Rose sighed, “This really isn’t anyone’s business.” 
 
    Emma smiled reassuringly as she slipped on her heels. “It’s okay. Kallias can fix that. Sex with a vampire is very pleasant. Not that I didn’t enjoy sex with Geoffrey before we were vampires, of course. But blood definitely makes it better.” 
 
    Erik whimpered…like a dog…exactly like a dog. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Blood and sex were on the list, Emma,” Geoffrey sighed. 
 
    Emma giggled. “Sorry, Erik. Sex without blood is good, too, though.” 
 
    “The list,” Geoffrey complained. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Erik agreed. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” 
 
    Rose just sat there, blinking at the unusual, excessively honest vampire. 
 
    Emma patted Rose’s shoulder. “Just tell Kallias, and he’ll fix it.” 
 
    “I don’t think fix is the correct word to use there,” Rose mumbled. 
 
    “No, but she got the first letter right,” Erik joked, winking at her. 
 
    Rose shoved him away. “Ugh. Go kill vampires or whatever it is you do.” 
 
    Erik laughed loudly at her. He climbed off of the sofa and knelt, rolling up the legs of his black leather pants to check his weapons: a black handgun in a holster attached to his ankle and a sheathed dagger attached to a belt around the other ankle. He smoothed his pants down and grabbed his keys from the table. 
 
    “Do you have your weapons?” Geoffrey asked Emma. 
 
    Emma pulled out a dagger and gun from beneath her dress to show him. 
 
    Erik froze, tilting his head. “Where did you just pull those from?” 
 
    Without even hesitating, Emma pulled the skirt of her dress up around her hips to reveal the black belts around each thigh, designed to conceal her weapons. Rose’s eyes widened as she realized that the gorgeous, peculiar vampire had also inadvertently revealed her lacy, pink lingerie. She looked away, blushing. 
 
    “Nice,” Erik said. “That’s kind of hot.” 
 
    Geoffrey scowled at him. “Seriously, Erik? I am right here.” 
 
    Erik raised his eyebrow at him. “You’d rather me say it when you’re not?” 
 
    Rose stared at a random place on the wall as she waited for Emma to put her dress back down and cover her extremely sheer panties. “Vampires are weird.” 
 
    Erik turned and grinned at her. “Then, you should fit right in.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “Are you missing anything else?” Geoffrey asked his wife. 
 
    Emma patted down her dress, frowning. “No. Oh, wait. Keys?” 
 
    Geoffrey smiled and tossed her the keys. Emma caught them easily, but as she spun toward him so rapidly, her thigh brushed against a small decorative table that set against the wall. The table tipped, and the glass vase slid off of it. 
 
    But the vase never hit the floor. It stopped, suspended in the air. 
 
    Emma, Geoffrey, and Erik all stared at the floating vase. 
 
    “What…” Emma began, turning toward Erik with a questioning look. 
 
    But Erik wasn’t looking at the vase anymore. He was staring at Rose. 
 
    Emma followed his gaze. “Did you do this, Rose? That is so neat!” 
 
    “And dangerous,” Erik added harshly. He grabbed the vase from where it was suspended in the air and set it on the table. His eyes narrowed at Rose. 
 
    Rose stared at the vase in shock. “I didn’t even realize what I was doing. It just happened. I just saw it falling, and…” she stammered. She swallowed, terrified by her power. She looked up at the vampires that were staring at her. 
 
    Emma and Geoffrey just frowned at her, not sure what to say, but Erik’s gaze was suddenly intense. His brow creased with concern, and his jaw clenched. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to do it,” Rose said defensively. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what worries me,” Erik said. 
 
    “Well, I think it was neat,” Emma said, elbowing Erik a little too harshly. 
 
    Erik winced and rubbed at his ribs. “Ouch,” he complained. 
 
    Emma turned and started toward the door. She stopped in the doorway to the foyer and blew a kiss at Geoffrey. “See you later, handsome.” 
 
    Geoffrey smiled at her. “Be careful out there.” 
 
    Erik gave Rose another concerned look before he turned to head toward the front door. “See you later, handsome,” he said mockingly to Geoffrey. 
 
    Geoffrey rolled his eyes, choosing not to respond. 
 
    “You, too, Rose,” Erik said seriously. “Be careful.” 
 
    Rose nodded uneasily. “Yeah. Sure. Okay,” she stammered.
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 Strange Blood and Bad News 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I ask you an awkward question?” Geoffrey asked. 
 
    “My life is a long list of awkward questions,” Rose muttered jokingly. When he gave her a puzzled look, she smiled encouragingly. “Sure. What is it?” 
 
    The television flashed in the dark living room as two Roman soldiers on the television show fought to the death with swords that, as Rose had pointed out, resembled the swords used in medieval wars, not the ones used by Romans. 
 
    Geoffrey adjusted his tie nervously. “Could I have some of your blood?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “You’re right. That is a pretty awkward question.” 
 
    “I don’t want to taste it,” he added. “I have already fed from Emma.” 
 
    She noticed the redness in his face. “Why does it embarrass you to talk about feeding?” she asked curiously, amused that she’d finally met someone who blushed more than her. “I don’t blush when I say that I ate bacon for breakfast.” 
 
    “Er…” he stammered. “Most vampires feed during sex.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh!” Rose said, suddenly understanding the embarrassment. 
 
    “I don’t want to feed from you. I just want to examine your blood,” he assured her. “I was a scientist when I was human. Specifically, I studied blood.” 
 
    “Like a hematologist?” Rose asked. 
 
    He frowned, obviously confused. “A what?” 
 
    “A person who studies blood,” she said. “We have a name for it now.” 
 
    “Oh, we were just called scientists back then,” he said. “Anyway, I’d like to look at your blood. It smells different. I want to know if it looks different.” 
 
    “Last time I checked, it was red,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    He frowned. “Er…yes. So is vampire blood. But under a microscope, it looks different. There are peculiarities that distinguish it from human blood.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow, intrigued. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. It took a while for me to identify those peculiarities, but after so many years, I believe that I can identify the healing and restorative enzymes that allow us to heal so quickly, and I am also fairly certain that I have identified the sexual endorphins that create the…erm…pleasant reactions,” he said, a blush creeping up his neck again as he tried to explain it, “during blood-sharing.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s pretty impressive,” Rose admitted. 
 
    “I know that Erik said that you have telekinetic abilities, and I even saw you demonstrate those earlier with the vase. But even so, I don’t feel like that is an adequate explanation for why your blood smells so powerful. Sure, telekinesis is supposedly the most powerful psychic ability, but still,” he sighed, frowning. “Your blood smells so different from most humans, so incredibly powerful. I just… It seems to me that there might be more that we don’t yet know about you.” 
 
    Rose swallowed nervously. It had been hard enough to accept that she had telekinetic abilities. “And you think my blood will tell you what that is?” 
 
    Geoffrey shrugged. “Perhaps it’ll at least confirm or deny my suspicion.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “You’re not going to bite me, are you?” 
 
    His lips curved into a subtle, amused smile. He leaned forward and grabbed what appeared to be an oversized briefcase from the floor. He placed it on the coffee table, and the leather case thudded loudly against the wood of the coffee table, as if it were incredibly heavy. He flicked open the clasps and let it fall open, revealing hundreds of lab items, including every size of syringe, a microscope broken down into its smallest parts, and many flasks of strange-colored liquids. The black velvet lining of the case held each item perfectly still. 
 
    “Who knew you could fit a biology lab in a briefcase?” Rose muttered. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Geoffrey said. “It’s not a…room.” 
 
    She frowned. “It was a joke. I have this weird habit of making them.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. He held up a syringe for her to see. “No biting involved.” 
 
    She rolled up the sleeve of her pajama shirt and held her arm out in front of her. “Knock yourself out,” she muttered as he moved to sit next to her on the sofa. As he sifted through his supplies, she asked, “Are you sure the blood won’t bother you? Fresh blood seems to be a pretty big deal to Erik and Kallias.” 
 
    Geoffrey grasped her wrist and began to turn her arm in his hand, looking for the right place to stick the needle. “Erik and Kallias are starved. Their hunger is unbearable,” he explained. “Vampires that feed regularly have more control over the hunger.” His ears reddened. “That is the main reason that Emma and I feed from each other before going out each night. It makes it easier to resist blood if we encounter any throughout the night, which happens fairly often.” 
 
    Rose winced as he shoved the needle into her arm without any warning. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced up at her, noticing her expression. “Oh, did that hurt?” 
 
    “Little bit,” she squeaked as he pushed the needle deeper to find the vein. 
 
    “I apologize,” he said. “My experience was with the comatose.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Rose muttered, wincing again. 
 
    He attached a vial to the end of the syringe to collect the blood, and dark red liquid poured into it, quickly filling it to the top. He placed the vial on the table and pulled the needle out of her arm. Then, to her surprise, instead of using a Band-Aid like a normal person, he licked his finger and placed it against the small, bleeding hole on her skin, as if it never occurred to him to do otherwise. 
 
    “Um…wow…that wasn’t gross at all,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “It is much more effective than a bandage,” Geoffrey said as he moved his finger. “And I figured you wouldn’t want any more blood on your clothes.” 
 
    She glanced down at her arm, blinking as she found no evidence whatsoever that she’d just been stuck with a needle, which was surprising, considering her pale skin usually bruised from even the slightest needle prick. 
 
    The harsh clang of metal against the table drew her attention back to what Geoffrey was doing. He connected several small pieces of equipment, putting together a full-sized microscope, one piece at a time. “Goodness, Owen would fall in love with you over this equipment,” Rose said, looking again at the contents of the briefcase. “Not literally.” She frowned. “Possibly literally.” 
 
    He set a small piece of glass on the table. “Owen is a scientist?” 
 
    “No, he’s a waiter,” Rose said. “But he’s also a biology major.” 
 
    Geoffrey carefully squeezed a droplet of blood onto the glass. “A what?” 
 
    “It means he studies biology,” she explained, “in college.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said as he placed the blood under the microscope. 
 
    By this point, Rose had decided that Geoffrey was the most normal vampire that she had met so far. Aside from the using-his-saliva-as-a-bandage incident, he seemed almost human, most of the time. But she soon realized that, apparently, not even he could act normal forever. Geoffrey began rolling up the left sleeve of his perfectly pressed white button-down shirt, rolling it in perfect layers, much more neatly than she’d rolled up her pajama shirt sleeve. As soon as he had it rolled up to his elbow, he pulled out another empty vial and popped the lid off of it. Rose froze in shock as Geoffrey suddenly sank his fangs into his own wrist. Blood poured out of the two holes in his wrist too quickly, splattering onto the hardwood floor, before he covered one of the holes with the empty vial. Blood continued to pour into the floor as he filled the second vial with his blood. 
 
    “Well, we never did that in Biology,” Rose muttered, her eyes wide. 
 
    He glanced at her as he pulled the vial away from his wrist, and then, making the situation even weirder, he placed his wrist against his mouth and licked at the blood until it stopped bleeding. By the time he finished, his skin was clean of any trace of blood, but his lips and chin, on the other hand, were coated with it. He rolled his shirtsleeve back into place and buttoned the cuffs neatly. 
 
    He seemed normal again…if you ignored the blood all over his face. 
 
    “It’s easier,” he explained, shrugging. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Rose mumbled, blinking at the blood that covered his face. 
 
    He pulled out a handkerchief from the pocket of his shirt. Rose had assumed that it was just one of those fake ones that were sewn into the shirt for looks, but as he pulled it out and unfolded it, she realized that this one was actually real. He wiped his face with it, cleaning off most of the blood, before folding it and returning it to his pocket. Then, he pulled out another piece of glass. 
 
    Geoffrey placed a drop of his own blood on the small piece of glass, and then peered into the microscope, examining her drop of blood and then his own. 
 
    “How old are you?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Er…226 years old, I think,” he said, his eye pressed to the microscope. “It was around 1818 when I became a vampire, and I was twenty-eight.” 
 
    “1818,” she repeated. “And you’re from England? You sound English.” 
 
    “Yes. London,” he confirmed, frowning as he examined the slides again. 
 
    “And your wife? How old is she?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I think….222? She was four years younger than I was,” he mumbled. 
 
    She laughed, “She is outspoken for a woman from the Victorian era.” 
 
    He smiled. “Yes, I always liked that about her. She was…interesting.” 
 
    Rose smiled at the adoration in his voice. “Did everyone appreciate it?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Her honesty was considered improper and unladylike.” 
 
    “Ugh. I hate that word. Ladylike,” she scoffed. “That word just enforces societal stereotypes and gender roles. It stifles personality. We’re not all ladylike.” 
 
    He smiled at that. “You should tell Emma your views on that. I think that she would like what you said. She was treated badly for her outspokenness.” 
 
    “I’m glad that she didn’t let them change her, at least,” Rose said. 
 
    “Well, Emma was already an outcast in society. She never really cared to learn customs and etiquette because…well, what would be the point? Even if she had perfect etiquette, she still would have never been accepted,” he explained. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked curiously. Emma seemed feminine enough to her. 
 
    Geoffrey seemed to be switching back and forth between the two slides of blood more frequently now, as if he were trying to understand something he had noticed. He pulled back, frowning at the microscope, and then pulled out two more pieces of glass. He prepared more blood samples to examine. “Emma’s mother was an…erm…what is the correct term?” he mumbled. “An…escort?” 
 
    “A prostitute?” Rose guessed. 
 
    He glanced at her, relief softening his black eyes. “Yes, thank you. I didn’t want to call her a whore,” he explained, cringing, as if the impoliteness of the word disgusted him. “Yes, she was a prostitute, which was…looked down upon.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “And Emma was the product of that…career choice,” Geoffrey added uncomfortably. “Illegitimate children, especially the children of whores…eh…I mean, prostitutes…were not accepted in general society. They were viewed as the lowest of classes, not only poor, but immoral as well.” He sighed, pain creasing at his forehead. “These are not my opinions, I assure you. They were theirs.” 
 
    Rose smiled reassuringly. “Yeah, I can tell you don’t feel that way.” 
 
    Geoffrey continued, “Emma never knew who her father was, but apparently, he must have been wealthy, and most likely, a prominent member of society. When Emma’s mother realized that she had contracted tuberculosis, which, at the time, was a death sentence, she blackmailed the father so that her daughter wouldn’t wind up in an orphanage, because the orphanages were…” 
 
    “Inhumane,” she finished for him, nodding in understanding. 
 
    Geoffrey frowned. “You know quite a bit about Victorian society.” 
 
    “I study history,” she explained. 
 
    “That’s a strange subject to study,” he said. “It seems impractical.” 
 
    She laughed at his disapproving tone. “Not anymore. We have jobs in the history field now. Besides, history is important. We can learn a lot from the past. We can learn how to not repeat our mistakes and how to keep progressing.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” he admitted. “Well, rather than have his dark secret revealed, the father paid a boarding school to house Emma and put her to work. Girls didn’t attend school back then. Although it was certainly better than living in an orphanage, it was still unpleasant for her. She was ridiculed for her peculiar behavior, and she didn’t care, which infuriated the workers of the school. The boys at the school were cruel to her as well. They thought she didn’t understand her place. She started out working as a server in the cafeteria, but they soon moved her to cleaning duties because people complained about her…er…mouth.” 
 
    Rose frowned sympathetically. “Is that where she met you? The school?” 
 
    Geoffrey nodded, a smile curving at his lips. “I stayed up late sometimes, and I would sneak into the lab to study. I loved science, and I had this dream at the time of finding a cure to a prominent disease and saving lives. One night, Emma came in to clean the lab, and she found me. She promised to keep my secret, and eventually, we began meeting there each night to spend time together.” 
 
    “Awww,” Rose said, smiling. “That’s so cute, it makes me want to gag.” 
 
    He frowned. “What does that mean? Is that a compliment or insult?” 
 
    “Compliment,” she laughed, “kind of.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, still frowning. “And then, I married her after I graduated.” 
 
    “Then, you two were married before you became vampires,” she realized. 
 
    He leaned over, peering again into the microscope. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “How did you both become vampires?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Geoffrey leaned back to look at her, his black eyes flashing with anxiety. 
 
    She noticed his nervousness. “Oh, I’m sorry. I asked something insensitive, didn’t I? I get so curious, and I ask so many questions. And…” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” he interrupted. “It’s just…a difficult story to tell.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, then,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” he assured her. “It happened a long time ago. I’m fine. I told you that I worked as a scientist? Specifically, that I worked with blood?” When she nodded, he continued, “Baby vampires, and by that, I mean newly changed vampires, have minimal control over their hunger. They are starving, much like Kallias and Erik, except they have no idea what they are feeling or how to control it. They smell blood, and they find it. And I worked with a lot of blood. I was working late at the lab one night, and a vampire broke in, crazed by the scent of the blood. When he was inside, however, he realized that the rest of the blood didn’t smell right because it was not running through a body. It wasn’t fresh. But I was there, and I was just…staring. I had no idea why he was there. No one broke into labs. We had nothing valuable. Just blood. When he smelled my blood, the blood of a living being, he attacked me. I never even realized what was happening. It didn’t hurt when he killed me.” He grimaced at the memory, and a blush crept up his neck. “Actually, it felt…er…great, which was disturbing.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “So, you died?” 
 
    “Yes,” Geoffrey confirmed. “But you see, baby vampires are still very human, and some of them still feel guilt when they kill. This vampire apparently felt guilty and tried to heal me. Unfortunately, although vampire blood will heal and restore a living human, it cannot heal a dead human, not without changing the human into a vampire. Or perhaps it can. Perhaps it is not the blood that changes us. Perhaps it is death that changes us. Either way, his blood turned me.” 
 
    “What happened when you awoke as a vampire?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “The vampire that killed me had fled already. The only evidence that he had ever been there was the broken window and the blood on my clothes,” he explained. “When you first awake as a vampire, everything feels like a blur until you feed. You cannot really think about anything other than the hunger, and your body is not healed well enough yet. For a couple of nights, you just feed and sleep as your body repairs itself and transforms into the body of an immortal creature.” 
 
    Geoffrey seemed to have forgotten the microscope. Now, he just stared blankly at the wall, his posture rigid and formal. He seemed to grow increasingly upset as he continued the story. “It never crossed my mind that a vampire had killed me and turned me into a monster like him. I couldn’t even remember what had happened to me, and the tiny details that I did recall seemed too improbable to believe. I felt so painfully hungry, but I had yet to realize that I hungered for blood, not normal food. So, in a daze, I gathered my things and headed home.” 
 
    Rose inhaled sharply as she realized where this story was going. 
 
    His jaw clenched. “I was not thinking clearly yet. I just wanted to feed and sleep. But when I arrived home, Emma, who was thinking clearly, wanted to know why I had gotten home so late and why I had so much blood on my clothes. I felt so hungry and then…so angry. I had never experienced anger like that before, especially not at Emma, and I had no idea how to control it. For the first time in my life, I actually felt the urge to hurt someone, maybe even kill them.” 
 
    Her stomach lurched with dread. “Oh, no,” she whispered. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced at her and sighed, “In the end, it was the hunger that caused me to bite her. I couldn’t control it. She asked me to come to bed with her, to sleep off whatever was wrong with me…because, according to her, I clearly wasn’t myself. She kissed me on the lips, just barely, and I lost control. I couldn’t stop. I drained her, just like that vampire in the lab had drained me. I killed her.” 
 
    Rose’s throat felt so tight with sympathy that she could barely breathe. 
 
    “It was the worst moment of my entire life. Not only had I killed someone, but I had killed her, the one person I couldn’t handle losing,” he said, his once formal voice cracking with pain. “You know that Erik feels the emotions of others when he is in close proximity to them, but what you may not know is that particularly powerful emotions can reach out to him across greater distances. They draw him in like a beacon. And Erik and Kallias lived in London at the time. So, as I held her lifeless body, completely broken over what I’d done, Erik kicked down the door and found me like that. And Kallias was not far behind.” 
 
    “What did they think?” Rose asked. “That you had killed her purposely?” 
 
    “No,” he assured her. “Erik felt my pain and suspected that it had been an accident. And Kallias saw my thoughts, so he knew what had happened. They tried to explain that it wasn’t my fault, but I didn’t care. I just wanted my wife back. I begged them to save her. Kallias tried to explain that it might not work, and that even if it did, she might hate me for turning her into a monster, but for the first time in my life, I wasn’t thinking rationally. I needed her back, and that is all I cared about because…that’s how it feels when you lose the one you love.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “So, you turned her into a vampire?” 
 
    “Erik turned her,” Geoffrey answered. “Erik is not a rational person anyway. If one were to make the mistake of placing Erik near enough grieving people, we would probably have hundreds of vampires being made every single night.” He rolled his eyes. “Empathy makes him unreasonable. Erik will always act on the behalf of a hurting person with no regard for the consequences.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that wasn’t such a bad thing in your case, was it?” Rose argued. 
 
    Geoffrey looked at her. “I guess not. I remember begging them to save her, and Kallias trying to explain what that would do to her. Then, before Kallias was even finished speaking, Erik bit into his own wrist and fed her his blood.” 
 
    “And I guess Emma forgave you for killing her?” she assumed. 
 
    “Yes,” Geoffrey confirmed. “Emma understood, especially since she could feel the same uncontrollable hunger when she awoke as a vampire. I only sustained a few bruises and broken bones while I was apologizing to her.” 
 
    Rose blinked. He had said that last part so nonchalantly that she almost thought she’d imagined it. “I’m sorry, but did you just say…broken bones?” 
 
    “It was nothing. I healed quickly,” he laughed. “I did kill her, after all.” 
 
    “Uh…” she stammered, at a complete loss for words. 
 
    Geoffrey leaned forward and peered into the microscope again. 
 
    “She’s so small,” Rose managed to stammer, her eyes wide. 
 
    For the first time since she’d met him, Geoffrey smirked. It was not a smile, but a smirk, a mischievous smirk. “And feisty,” he said under his breath. 
 
    Rose blinked at him, stunned by the uncharacteristic comment. 
 
    He frowned again as he examined the blood, blowing out a shaky breath. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered, but he didn’t elaborate on what was wrong. He leaned over and reached into his briefcase. He pulled out a small bag of thick, crimson liquid. The blood stained the bag as it swished from one side to the other. 
 
    Rose recognized the blood donor bag. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    He ripped the bag open with his fangs and grabbed another empty vial. “I didn’t kill anyone for it, if that is what you are thinking. I just…borrowed it.” 
 
    “So, you stole it?” she asked, raising her eyebrow. 
 
    Geoffrey filled the new vial with the donated blood. He glanced at her and smiled. “I am using it to learn. It’s not wrong if you’re learning from it, right?” 
 
    “Uh…oh, wow…I’m really torn here,” she mumbled. 
 
    He studied one drop of blood, then the other, and then the other, quickly switching between the three slides. His frown deepened. “This is so strange.” 
 
    Rose continued to ponder the question that he’d asked. “I mean, really, entire philosophies could be founded on that question. Law versus Learning.” 
 
    Geoffrey looked at her, his eyes wide. “You are human? You’re sure?” 
 
    “I think I’m a dragon, actually,” she told him, “or an alien dinosaur.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “I’m sorry, but…what?” 
 
    “Sarcasm. Again,” she explained. “Sorry. It’s a bad habit.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, still frowning at her. 
 
    Geoffrey returned to examining the blood under the microscope, his lips drawing downward into a disapproving scowl. He sighed in frustration and set two more small pieces of glass on the table. He applied a drop of his own blood to each slide. Then, he added a drop of human blood to his blood on one slide, and he added a drop of Rose’s blood to his blood on the other slide, allowing each type of blood to mix with his. He placed each slide under the microscope. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Checking something,” he said in a clipped tone as he examined the slides. First, he examined the mixture of human and vampire blood and nodded in approval. Then, he looked at the slide with Rose’s blood. “What the hell?!” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow because even the mild profanity sounded strange coming from someone so polite. “What? Is something wrong with my blood?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” he scoffed, pulling back to stare at the microscope, as if he thought it was crazy. When he looked at her, his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Your blood might seem human, but it certainly doesn’t act like human blood.” 
 
    She frowned. “No one has ever noticed anything off about it before.” 
 
    “Has anyone ever seen it mixed with vampire blood?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure, loads of times,” she muttered. Then, remembering his track record of misunderstanding her sarcasm, she clarified, “No, obviously not.” 
 
    Geoffrey pushed the microscope toward her. He adjusted the scope for her, and then, he placed a slide of crimson liquid under the scope. “This is what human blood looks like when it is mixed with vampire blood. Take a look at it.” 
 
    Her long, red hair fell over her shoulder as she leaned forward and peered into the microscope. At first, she thought it looked similar to blood cells she’d studied before, but when she adjusted the scope, she gasped, “What is this?” 
 
    “You are seeing the enzymes in the vampire blood reacting with the human blood, possibly attempting to heal anything amiss, bond with it, create…er…other reactions, pleasant reactions,” he explained. He removed the slide and replaced it with another slide. “Okay, now, take a look at your blood.” 
 
    Rose hesitantly leaned forward and peered into the microscope. Her face paled in horror. She’d been prepared to see something different about her blood, but she could never have prepared herself to see this. “Why is it doing that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have never seen anything like this,” he said. “Never.” 
 
    Rose’s blood did not just react with the vampire blood like normal human blood did. It changed with the vampire blood. Strange sparks of light and hazes of darkness swirled around in the crimson blood as it mixed with vampire blood. 
 
    “I don’t even understand what I’m seeing,” she breathed. 
 
    “Me either,” he admitted. “But I doubt it means anything good.” 
 
    Rose’s heart raced against her chest as she watched the strange, unsettling sight. “It’s not even possible for blood to do this, is it? I’ve never heard of flashes of light and darkness in blood. What is happening to my blood? What am I?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Geoffrey admitted. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As soon as Rose shut off the water in the shower, she noticed a loud, incessant buzzing noise. She stepped out of the shower and grabbed the fuzzy white towel she’d draped over the wooden towel bar. She wrapped it around her body as she attempted to find the source of the relentless buzzing. She almost slipped on the white tiles as she walked, her hair and body dripping water onto the floor. The buzzing seemed to grow louder as she approached the door. 
 
    She eased the bathroom door open and stepped into the guest room. She immediately saw the source of the buzzing. A phone lay in the middle of the floor, repeatedly lighting up and buzzing. At first, she wondered how the phone had gotten into her room, but then, she remembered that Kallias had slept in her room the night before and had undressed before crawling into bed. He’d apparently forgotten his phone. She walked over to the phone and picked it up. 
 
    Her stomach lurched with dread as she recognized the phone number that flashed on the screen. It was Audrey’s number. Her mind immediately jumped to the worst possible conclusion: that Theron had found Audrey and that when she answered, it wouldn’t be Audrey’s voice on the line. It would be Theron’s. Her hands shook as she lifted the phone to her ear and answered it. 
 
    “Hello?” Rose said hesitantly. 
 
    “Rose? Thank God it’s you. I need to talk to you,” Audrey breathed. 
 
    Rose almost sank to the floor with relief. “You’re okay,” she sighed. 
 
    “I’m not okay! I’m an emotional wreck!” Audrey shrieked into the phone. 
 
    Rose winced. “Sorry. My mistake,” she mumbled. “What I should have said was: I’m relieved that you are physically well enough to make this phone call.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you might want to wait until you hear why I called before you decide that you’re relieved,” Audrey said hesitantly. “I had another dream.” 
 
    Rose returned to the bathroom to find another towel. “I kind of figured.” 
 
    “I promise that I would’ve called sooner if I’d known how to get in touch with you. I knew you lost your phone,” Audrey explained in a rush. “Then, I remembered that you called me from Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy’s phone, so…” 
 
    Rose squeezed the ends of her drenched hair with the second towel. “Whoa, slow down. Your mouth is breaking the speed limit. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Audrey hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know if I should tell you.” 
 
    Rose stopped drying her hair. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Promise me that you won’t do anything dangerous,” Audrey insisted. 
 
    “I’m not promising anything until you tell me what’s wrong,” Rose said. 
 
    Audrey sighed, “It’s Kallias. I think something has happened to him.” 
 
    Rose gripped the counter as her pulse skyrocketed. “What happened?” 
 
    “There was blood,” Audrey said shakily. “So much blood.” 
 
    “I need more information,” Rose said. “Please, Audrey.” 
 
    “I knew I shouldn’t have told you,” Audrey said worriedly. “You’re going to do something stupid, aren’t you? Rose, you can’t go after him. You’ll die, too.” 
 
    “More. Information,” Rose repeated, a dangerous edge in her voice. 
 
    Audrey was quiet for a moment. “I’ve never heard you like this, Rose.” 
 
    Rose lifted her face for a moment, glancing at her reflection. For the briefest moment, she thought she saw a red glow flash in her eyes, but when she leaned closer to take a closer look at her reflection, she saw only her normal, bright blue eyes blinking back at her. “Please. I have to save him. Please tell me.” 
 
    “No,” Audrey pleaded. “You can’t save him. You will get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I’ll wander the streets blindly if I have to,” Rose said. “I will save him.” 
 
    “Rose, it’s probably too late for him anyway,” Audrey said cautiously. “There was so much blood. No one could survive that. There were cuts and holes all over him. He…” she trailed off. “I think I’m going to be sick again.” 
 
    Fear chilled Rose’s veins, sending her heart into a harsh, rapid rhythm against her chest, causing her hands to tremble. “Audrey, I have to save him.” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? If you go after him, whatever happened to him will probably happen to you! If you try to save him, you will get yourself killed. What would be the point?” Audrey asked. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “Listen, I know that you like him or something, but that’s not a good enough reason to get yourself killed. Just let him go. He is just some guy.” 
 
    “What? No! He is so much more than that!” Rose snarled. “I don’t care if I die trying to save him! I have to try! I can’t let him die! I love him too much!” 
 
    Both of them fell silent. Rose hadn’t meant to say that, but she couldn’t take it back either. She hadn’t even admitted it to herself until that moment, but it seemed so clear, all of the sudden. As stupid as it might be, she loved him. 
 
    Finally, Audrey managed to utter an eloquent response. “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed. She held the phone against her ear with one hand as she shuffled through plastic bags, grabbing the warmest clothes she could find. 
 
    “Rose, I don’t want to lose you,” Audrey pleaded. There was a note of defeat in her voice. “Whoever did that to Kallias will probably kill you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rose responded coldly. “Or maybe I will kill him first.” 
 
    “What?” Audrey sputtered. “Rose, this doesn’t even sound like you.” 
 
    Rose jerked her jeans up around her hips, hopping clumsily as she tried to balance on one leg. Her wet skin made it harder to pull on the clothes. She felt rage and fear surging through her veins, dark emotions, as Erik had called them, and to be honest, she didn’t feel much like herself at the moment. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine,” she lied. “I just need you to tell me where to find Kallias.” 
 
    “I couldn’t see much. There were no windows. It was dirty,” Audrey said. 
 
    “That narrows it down,” Rose said sarcastically as she pulled on her bra. 
 
    “I’m trying to remember,” Audrey complained. “It was so sickening.” 
 
    “What about the walls? What kind of walls?” Rose asked quickly. 
 
    “Block, I think? Yes, that was it! Ugly concrete blocks. No paint,” Audrey listed, rambling as she tried to visualize the building from the dream. “There were cracks in the wall, and through the cracks, I could see…dirt. I think it was dirt.” 
 
    “He’s underground,” Rose realized. “Do you remember anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Audrey answered. “Wait…wait… Yes, I do! I remember the graffiti. There was graffiti on the wall. I’ll draw it and send it to you in a text.” 
 
    Rose pulled a black hoodie over her head. “Thank you, Audrey.” 
 
    “Please, be careful, Rose,” Audrey pleaded. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Rose exhaled shakily. “Love you, Weirdo.” 
 
    “Love you, too, Nerd,” Audrey said, but her voice lacked its usual humor. 
 
    Rose snatched her silver dagger from the bed and bolted downstairs. By the time she reached Geoffrey, the phone dinged with Audrey’s text. She pulled the hood of her hoodie over her drenched hair that dripped steadily on her clothes, and opened the message, studying the picture. Geoffrey glanced up from the microscope, and his brows furrowed as he noticed the dagger in her hand. 
 
    Noticing his frown, Rose explained, “We need to go. Now.” 
 
    “What?” Geoffrey sputtered, tearing his eyes away from the dagger. 
 
    “We need to go. Kallias is hurt,” Rose insisted, “possibly even dying.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “He hasn’t given you his blood, has he?” 
 
    She grimaced. “What? No. Of course not.” 
 
    Geoffrey scowled at her. “Then you are not bound to him.” 
 
    She shifted impatiently, her sneakers squeaking against the floor. “What? Why does that even matter? Did you not hear me? Kallias is in trouble!” 
 
    “A blood bond, like the one between Emma and me, would allow you to sense that he is in danger. You would sense his pain and fear,” he explained. “But you’re not bound to him. So, how could you know that he’s in danger?” 
 
    Rose sighed, “I have a friend who has dreams that predict the future. She called me. She dreamed about what would happen to Kallias. He needs our help.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You know someone with precognitive abilities?” 
 
    “How is that even relevant?” Rose snapped. “Kallias needs us!” 
 
    His brows furrowed with concern, and he drummed his fingers against his legs. “That can't be right.  The odds of that happening are astronomical.” 
 
    Rose impatiently jerked at the strings of her hoodie, tightening the hood around her face, as she tried to stay calm. “What are you even talking about?!” 
 
    “Your friend,” Geoffrey explained with a worried frown. “Psychic abilities are rare, and most humans that have them never tap into them while they’re alive. How is it possible that both you and your friend have psychic abilities? It seems highly unlikely. Are you sure that this person is your friend?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said harshly. “She is my best friend and my roommate.” 
 
    “I’m just saying that it seems awfully convenient,” Geoffrey said suspiciously, “almost as if someone placed you two together for some reason. And if that is the case, then, I doubt that they did it for a good reason.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “No, the craziest thing is you. Everything about you is insane: your blood, your ability, your power, even the people around you,” he argued. He stood and walked toward her, his black eyes narrowing suspiciously. “I’m only saying that I think you should be wary because it sounds like something bigger is at work here. Theron might not be your biggest enemy. It might be someone close to you.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she muttered. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Are you not listening to me?” he asked. “I am telling you that someone might be behind the scenes, manipulating you. Like your friend, for instance.” 
 
    “Audrey is my best friend,” Rose said angrily. “She would never do that.” 
 
    “Whatever she told you…it could be a trap,” he insisted. 
 
    “It’s not,” she snapped. “Kallias is hurt. We need to save him.” 
 
    Geoffrey shook his head. “I am supposed to protect you…here.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Your friend is hurt. He needs you.” 
 
    “Rose, I think you’re forgetting that you are just a human,” he said. “You can’t save him. And neither can I, for that matter. If someone is strong enough to take down Kallias, then, they’re strong enough to take down all of us. It makes no sense to leave here and possibly walk into a trap, just so that we can die, too.” 
 
    “He is your friend,” she snarled, “and you suggest that we let him die?” 
 
    “If he is dying,” he corrected. “We don’t even know that he is. And I’m only saying that it makes no sense to put ourselves in danger when it will do no good anyway. All we would accomplish is dying with him. Surely you realize that.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she stated, defiance flashing in her eyes. “I can’t just stay here when I know that he’s dying. I will try to save him, regardless of the cost.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I promised to keep you safe,” he said, as if it were final. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go without you, then,” Rose said, spinning on her heels. 
 
    Geoffrey blinked in shock. “What?” he sputtered as she marched toward the door. He blew out an exasperated sigh and followed her into the foyer. “That doesn’t even make sense, Rose. How will you even get there? Are you going to walk? And do you even know where he is? And what will you do if you find him?” 
 
    Rose opened the door, shivering as the cold wind rushed in, enveloping her damp body. She heard the rain pelting harshly against the ground outside and the distant rumble of thunder, but without any light, she couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “I can’t let you leave, Rose,” Geoffrey said. “I promised to protect you.” 
 
    Thunder rumbled in the distance again, and then, she noticed a small flicker of light through the trees. She squinted, trying to see through the rainy darkness. Her lips lifted into a relieved smile as she saw the light again. Headlights, she realized. The headlights winded between the trees, heading toward the house. 
 
    “Erik,” she whispered, actually relieved to see him, for once. 
 
    Geoffrey sighed, “Bloody hell. He’s even more irrational than you are.” 
 
    The car hadn’t even come to a complete stop yet before Rose darted out the door, scrambling down the wet steps in the darkness as she ran toward the headlights. She reached the car as it stopped and jerked open the passenger door. 
 
    Erik switched on the interior light for her as she slid into the passenger seat. “What are you doing, Rose? And what the hell is up with your emotions?” 
 
    “We need to go,” Rose demanded breathlessly. “Kallias is in trouble.” 
 
    He cringed, as if in pain. “Seriously, babe, your emotions are torture.” 
 
    “Listen to me! Kallias is hurt! Your best friend is hurt!” Rose yelled. 
 
    He looked at her again, his brows furrowing. “How do you know?” 
 
    “My friend has precognitive dreams,” she said quickly. “She called me.” 
 
    Erik glanced at the dashboard. “You have a friend with psychic abilities?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said impatiently. “We have to find him before it’s too late.” 
 
    He nodded. “Have you tried calling him yet?” 
 
    Rose held up the phone, showing it to him. “He left his phone.” 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “Did your friend know where he was?” 
 
    “Underground. Block walls. Ring any bells?” she asked, opening the text. 
 
    “Sure. Too many bells. I need something more specific,” Erik said. 
 
    Rose handed him the phone and tapped the screen. “What about this? She saw this graffiti on the wall. Have you ever seen this in any of those places?” 
 
    His eyes widened as he took the phone from her. “Yeah. Yeah. This is that old warehouse. That entire street is a hotspot for vampires,” he said. His hand tightened around the phone. “Okay, you go back inside. I’ll find him.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Rose said sternly. “I am going with you.” 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “You want me to take you to a vampire hotspot? Even if Theron hadn’t basically issued a nationwide Vampires’-Most-Wanted alert on you, any vampire would still jump at the chance to taste your blood.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Rose stated. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Erik asked incredulously. “This is basically suicide.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “But I can’t just stay here, knowing that he could die.” 
 
    Erik studied her, his eyes darting down toward her trembling fingers that were wrapped tightly around the silver dagger. “I can’t take you, Rose. It is too dangerous. You would get yourself killed. And then, Kallias would kill me.” 
 
    Her entire body shook. “I need to do something. I need to try.” 
 
    He reached out toward her. “Here. Let me calm you.” 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “You don’t understand! I have to go!” 
 
    His green eyes softened with sympathy. “Explain it to me.” 
 
    Rose watched the water cascade down the windshield. “I can’t just do nothing while he is out there dying. You think you’re scaring me by telling me that I could die, but you’re not. I don’t care. I need to see that he is safe and alive. Because if he’s not…” Her voice cracked. “I love him too much to lose him.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Okay. Buckle up.” 
 
    The hood of her hoodie blocked her peripheral view of him, so she spun sideways in her seat so that she could look at him. She blinked in shock. “That’s it? I just confessed that I’m in love with Kallias, and your response is…okay? Aren’t you going to tell me that I shouldn’t love him because he’s a vampire or that I haven’t known him long enough to love him or…anything? Just…okay?” 
 
    “Listen, Rose,” he sighed, one hand on the steering wheel as he stared straight ahead, watching the downpour outside. He looked more serious than she’d ever seen him. “No one can tell you who you should or shouldn’t love, not even you. And as for time…time has nothing to do with it. Sometimes you meet someone, and after days or weeks, you just know them…because they’re real with you. And sometimes, you could know someone for a hundred years and still not know what they’re capable of. Love isn’t bound by time…or anything else.” 
 
    “A hundred years?” she repeated. “Like the vampire that you loved?” 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “Yes. Like Alana.” 
 
    Rose jumped as she heard the driver’s side door suddenly jerked open. Geoffrey crouched down to look at Erik, his white button-down shirt drenched from the rain, water steadily pouring down his face, dripping from his short, black hair. 
 
    His black eyes narrowed. “Have you lost your mind?” he snarled at Erik. 
 
    “Nope. Losing my mind implies that I had one at some point,” Erik said. 
 
    “I can’t believe you are actually going and taking her with you. You have no idea what you are walking into,” Geoffrey warned. “If Kallias is injured or dying, then you will just get yourselves killed as well. You will both die with him.” 
 
    Erik turned toward Rose. “Are you prepared to die for him?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered without hesitating. 
 
    He turned back toward Geoffrey and shrugged. “There you go.” 
 
    Geoffrey ran his hand along his hairline, wiping the water from his face. “You are both insane. This is a suicide mission. And you are taking a human!” 
 
    “What if it were Emma?” Erik asked suddenly. 
 
    Geoffrey straightened. “What?” 
 
    Erik lifted an eyebrow. “What if it were Emma? Would you stay here while one of us went out to save her, or would you insist that you go after her, so that, in the end, you would know that you did everything you could to save her?” 
 
    Geoffrey swallowed, pain flashing across his features. “That’s different.” 
 
    “Not to her,” Erik argued, jerking his thumb toward Rose. 
 
    Geoffrey’s resolve faltered as he glanced at Rose. “Fine.” 
 
    Erik fastened his seatbelt. “You stay here and wait for Emma.” 
 
    “And if Kallias shows up?” Geoffrey asked. “What then?” 
 
    “Then, explain what happened, and have him call me,” Erik said. 
 
    Geoffrey gave him a blank stare. “Before or after he kills me?”  
 
    Erik shrugged. “Just blame it all on me.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me. I will,” Geoffrey assured him. 
 
    Erik glanced at Rose. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, staring straight ahead. 
 
    Erik shifted the car into reverse and stomped on the gas pedal, spinning the car around so fast that gravel flew up around the car. Then, he shifted gears and pushed the gas pedal again, sending the car flying down the winding driveway. 
 
    Rose grasped the dashboard to hold herself still, since the seatbelt apparently wasn’t made to withstand such maniacal driving. “Don’t hit that tree!” 
 
    “Which one?” Erik asked with a playful grin. 
 
    “Not funny,” she muttered, her eyes wide. 
 
    The ride felt significantly smoother once they reached the paved road at the end of the driveway, even though Erik continued to drive the car as fast as he could. “You have to calm down. I can’t think with your emotions like this.” 
 
    Rose glanced at him. It was strange to think that a statement like that would’ve made no sense to her a few days ago, but after everything that had happened in the past week, it now sounded completely normal to her. “As an empath, you should know that the words calm down aren’t going to help anything.” 
 
    “Good point,” Erik admitted. Then, he suddenly took his hand off of the gearshift and placed it on her forearm. Rose sighed and relaxed in her seat as waves of calmness swept through her, slowing her rapid pulse and lightening her mood. He sighed in relief as his emotions calmed as well. “Better.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him when he removed his hand from her arm just in time to shift gears. “I don’t need to be calm right now. I need to…” 
 
    “Freak out?” Erik scoffed. “What good will that do? Save your emotions for when you can actually use them. For now, stay calm. Distract yourself. Talk.” 
 
    Rose made the mistake of glancing at the speedometer. Her eyes widened in horror. “Oh my word. We’re going to die before we even get there.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “Don’t worry. You might die, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    “How reassuring,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “I’ve only wrecked about a hundred cars in the last century,” Erik said. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Is reckless driving a vampire thing?” she complained. 
 
    Erik considered that. “I guess the immortality does give us a little more boldness, that and the fact that we’ve been driving for nearly a hundred years. Geoff drives slow, though. He likes to pay attention to those signs on the road.” 
 
    “Yeah, those are kind of important,” she squeaked. 
 
    He swerved onto an exit so quickly that it slung them sideways. “Besides, what’s the point in having a car like this, if you’re not going to drive fast?” 
 
    “There is no point in having a car like this. It’s excessive,” she muttered. 
 
    “And fast,” Erik added. “And it helps me pick up women.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Like you need help,” she scoffed. 
 
    He grinned. “Was that a compliment, babe?” 
 
    “A compliment for what?” Rose asked. “Your attractiveness isn’t an accomplishment. It’s just a benefit of being a vampire. And women only flock to you the way they do because of that pheromone or whatever that vampires have.” 
 
    “Pheromone?” he laughed. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You should pick up a book every now and then.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I guess I don’t have time to read because I’m too busy having sex. You know…that thing you know nothing about?” Erik countered. 
 
    She grimaced. “Sex is not an accomplishment. I don’t know why you feel the need to brag about objectifying women and treating them like conquests.” 
 
    “You think I objectify women?” he asked in a tone of disbelief. 
 
    “You only want them for sex, right?” she pointed out. 
 
    “They only want me for sex!” he said defensively. 
 
    “You’re a womanizer,” Rose said. 
 
    “Ouch,” he laughed. “That’s not fair! I appreciate women. I appreciate women a hell of a lot. And I happen to greatly enjoy expressing my appreciation.” 
 
    “Of course…because giving someone orgasms is the only way to show them that you appreciate them as a person,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “If you had ever had one, you would feel differently,” he countered. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a jerk.” 
 
    “Sure,” he agreed, smiling at her. “But I’m growing on you, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” she admitted. She stared out the window, watching the water mold to it like a second layer of glass. “Thank you for…understanding.” 
 
    He glanced at her. “I don’t really have a choice. I feel what you feel.” 
 
    “I’m so stupid,” she muttered. “I knew better than to fall in love with someone who would never love me back. He is a vampire, for goodness sakes.” 
 
    Erik’s grip seemed to tighten around the steering wheel. “You don’t know anything about loving someone who will never love you back.” 
 
    Rose glanced at him curiously. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I loved someone who would never love me back. I know unrequited love when I see it, and it doesn’t apply in your case, babe,” Erik said harshly. 
 
    “Are you saying that you think he loves me?” she scoffed. “I know for a fact that he doesn’t. He gets angry when he thinks that’s even being suggested.” 
 
    “Of course he does,” Erik said. “If he were to ever admit that he felt something for you, there would be no going back, no stopping what he started.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “No stopping what?” 
 
    “The relationship. Love,” Erik provided. “And ultimately…pain.” 
 
    Rose seemed hurt. “He thinks I would cheat on him…like Phoebe?” 
 
    “He told you about her?” Erik asked in shock. “He never talks about her.” 
 
    “Uh…it wasn’t exactly intentional,” she muttered. 
 
    “No, it’s not the possibility of unfaithfulness that scares him. That’s not what I meant,” Erik answered. “It’s something definite, something unpreventable.” 
 
    “Death,” Rose realized. 
 
    Erik nodded. “He watched the only person that he ever loved die. She died right in front of him, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. That is the only thing in this world that has ever broken Kallias. I have watched him endure all kinds of pain, and he’s never wavered. But her death broke him.” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “He thinks I’m going to die?” 
 
    “You will die,” he said. “Eventually. Because you are human, and humans die. Even if you survive tonight, if you survive Theron, if you survive whatever other enemies you have out there…you will still die of something eventually.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-three,” she told him. “I won’t die of old age for a long time.” 
 
    “It’s long to you,” he scoffed. “To us, a few decades are nothing.” 
 
    Rose sighed. “So, you think he’s afraid? That doesn’t sound like him.” 
 
    “It’s true. Nothing scares Kallias,” he admitted, “except this.” 
 
    She stared at him. “What makes you think he feels anything for me?” 
 
    “Think? I don’t think. I know,” Erik corrected. “And I know for the same reason that I wasn’t surprised when you told me that you loved him. I feel what you feel. And…I know how love feels.” His jaw tightened as he said that. 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip, contemplating whether to believe that or not. Ultimately, she decided that she couldn’t. If for no other reason except to protect herself from pointless heartbreak, she could not let herself believe that he loved her. She knew that they never had a chance together anyway. It didn’t change the fact that she would do anything for him, though. Nothing could change that. 
 
    She sighed and peered out the passenger’s side window, trying to make out the surroundings through the blurry downpour outside. “How much longer?” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he assured her. “There’s no traffic through here.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked curiously, trying to keep her mind off of Kallias. 
 
    “There’s no reason for anyone to come back here,” he answered easily. “No good reason, anyway. Almost all of these buildings are condemned and abandoned. That’s why so many vampires congregate here. There are plenty of places to hide during the day. One of us always checks these streets at night. We have to clean out entire groups of vampires from these buildings every few days.” 
 
    “Was Kallias the one checking these streets tonight?” Rose asked. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Yeah. He should’ve been fine. No one can hurt Kallias.” 
 
    “Except for Theron,” she corrected. 
 
    “Yeah. Except for Theron,” he agreed. He looked at her and tilted his head toward the silver dagger in her hand. “Do you know how to use that?” 
 
    Rose followed his gaze toward the dagger. “Yeah. It’s not exactly a complicated weapon. Just stick it in them when I get the chance, right?” 
 
    He broke into a wolfish grin. “That’s usually the man’s job,” he quipped immaturely. He lifted an eyebrow and snorted, “Unless you like to use…toys.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “Ugh. Wow. Don’t you have any limits?” she asked, grimacing in disgust. “And do you really think this a good time for dirty jokes?” 
 
    “It’s the perfect time,” he told her. “Laughter eases tension.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she admitted. She wrinkled her nose. “But still.” 
 
    “But…yes, if you’re put in the position that you need to use it, which will probably happen tonight, just stab. Don’t aim for the heart or the head or the eye because none of that is enough to kill a vampire, and as a human, you sure as hell don’t have time to aim. So, just stab. Don’t think. Stab,” he advised her, suddenly very serious. “Your only goal is to slow them down long enough for me to kill them. Take any more time than that, and they’ve killed you already. Understand?” 
 
    She nodded. “Slow them down. Got it.” 
 
    Erik parked the car on the side of the road. “Good. Because we’re here.”
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    Cold, dingy streams of water flowed down the sidewalk, the gutters unable to keep up with the steady downpour. As Rose stepped out of the car, the icy water filled her shoes through the holes, soaking her socks and feet. She shivered and pulled the hood of her hoodie higher on her head, even as the cold rain thoroughly drenched the thin, black hoodie and the clothes underneath. 
 
    Erik rounded the car and joined her on the sidewalk. His blonde hair dripped with water, matted to his forehead. The water rolled off of his leather pants, but the rain thoroughly soaked his black shirt. Despite all of this, he seemed unaffected by the icy rain. He didn’t even grab his leather jacket out of the car. 
 
    Along that street, several large, rundown, abandoned buildings stretched before them, as far as Rose could see. As if the entire situation didn’t make Rose anxious enough, she couldn’t help but notice that, in the downpour, those abandoned buildings that set next to each other, each one dark and foreboding, looked like the setting of a horror movie. She swallowed uneasily and wiped the water from her brow as she tried to see through the water that blurred her vision. 
 
    Erik pointed toward the end of the street. “It’s that old warehouse.” 
 
    Only one streetlight worked on that street, and the dim light cast by that solitary, flickering streetlight didn’t reach that far. So, no matter how hard she tried to see the building, she saw only darkness. Sighing, she followed Erik as he trudged toward the building, the water sloshing around her shoes with each step.  
 
    He glanced back at her as they walked. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that question yet,” Rose said numbly. She could barely hear her own voice over the splattering of water on the ground and the roar of water rushing toward the storm drains. “Ask me again when we find him.” 
 
    Erik nodded understandingly. “Just stay close to me, okay?” 
 
    Rose shoved her hands into the pockets of her hoodie to keep them warm as she fell into step beside him. She wrapped her fingers around the sheathed silver dagger. “So…” she said awkwardly as she attempted to think about anything other than the fact that the person she loved was possibly dying. She laughed, “Emma fights vampires, too? In a dress? And high heels?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Yeah, and she’s quite good at it, too.” 
 
    Rose slid as the rubber sole of her shoe hit a slick, cast iron, manhole cover, but before she hit the pavement, Erik’s hand grasped her elbow and roughly jerked her upright. Her head spun as she tried to regain her balance. 
 
    “Careful,” Erik said, his fingers still tightly gripping her elbow. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said breathlessly. “There’s too much water on the ground.” 
 
    He glanced at her drenched tennis shoes. “You should’ve worn boots.” 
 
    “Right…because I have so many of those lying around,” she muttered. 
 
    He chuckled at her sarcasm. “Just try to stay on the concrete.” 
 
    “That would easier if I could see the concrete,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, blinking, as if he’d just remembered that humans didn’t have night vision. “I think there’s a light behind the building. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. She trudged through the rain beside him, his hand on her elbow, guiding her down the dark street. After a few steps, they turned the corner and started walking through a narrow alleyway between two old, rundown buildings, both built of unpainted, concrete blocks, the same type of block that Audrey remembered from her dream. A dim light glowed at the end of the alley. 
 
    Erik’s fingers suddenly tightened around her elbow, jerking her to a stop. His eyes widened as he stared down the alleyway, his nostrils flaring. He growled a long string of foreign words that Rose didn’t even remotely recognize. 
 
    “What did that mean?” she asked loudly. “Also, you’re hurting my arm.” 
 
    He frowned at her elbow for a moment, and then, he opened his hand, releasing her arm from his painfully tight grip. “Oops,” he muttered. 
 
    “What language was that?” she asked curiously. “Old Norse?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said. “I would translate it for you, but it’s too vulgar.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “You’ve never had a problem with that before.” 
 
    He snorted, “I don’t mean that it’s too vulgar for me to say. Nothing is too vulgar for me to say. I meant that there are no English words vulgar enough.” 
 
    “There are some pretty vulgar words in the English language,” she said. 
 
    He grinned. “Not vulgar enough for a Viking.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You give your people a bad name.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Erik said. He cast another wary glance down the alley. 
 
    She scowled. “So, was there a reason for these vulgar words, or did you just reach your limit on how long you can go without saying something R-rated?” 
 
    He glanced at her, suddenly serious. “Do you smell anything unusual?” 
 
    “I smell rain,” she muttered, “except it smells more like battery acid.” 
 
    “Is that all?” he asked. “You don’t smell anything…terrible?” 
 
    Rose inhaled deeply. She almost choked as she breathed in some of the water running down her face. But then, she did notice the foreboding scent, buried beneath the smell of rain and wet concrete. “What is that?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “Rotting flesh,” he answered bluntly. “There are many corpses nearby.” 
 
    She felt the blood drain from her face. “Many? How many is many?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I do know what it means. If there are many corpses, there are many vampires. Geoff was right. This is suicide.” 
 
    She exhaled shakily. “I have to try. I can’t just leave him here.” 
 
    His eyes softened sympathetically. “I know,” he said with a weak smile. “Don’t worry. Kallias is basically all I have left. I’m not ready to lose him either.” 
 
    She blinked at him, stunned that a dangerous vampire would make such a vulnerable confession, but then, Erik did seem more comfortable with vulnerability than the others. A side effect of his empathic abilities, she assumed. 
 
    Erik pulled a black handgun from his belt. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said sarcastically. “I’m always ready for a suicide mission.” 
 
    He grinned. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    She followed him down the dark alley. “A gun is your choice weapon?” 
 
    He shrugged and gave her a cocky grin. “I’m all about speed.” 
 
    “I assumed you’d go with the battle-axe,” she teased. “Viking style.” 
 
    He snorted, “That would be an interesting sight. Carrying around a battle-axe through modern-day New York. Do you think Kallias carries swords?” 
 
    “I saw him use one once,” Rose said. “It was Theron’s.” 
 
    “Kallias is unbeatable with a sword. Unfortunately, they’re a little hard to hide under clothing,” he joked. “Oh, and by the way, I never used a battle-axe.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said. “Sword for you, too?” 
 
    “Battle-axes are heavy, and I was small,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Yes, I, too, categorize six-foot-whatever as small,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “Six feet, four inches,” he provided. His lips curved into a flirty smile. “Would you like a part-by-part measurement as well? I can tell you that, too.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Rose said with a grimace. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “And I was small for a Viking,” he said. “I was tall but too skinny.” 
 
    “I wish I had that problem,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “You realize that people like your boobs, right?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that. “But bullets don’t kill vampires, do they?” 
 
    “No, but they slow them down,” he explained. “All I need is time.” 
 
    With no warning, Erik suddenly pushed Rose against the wall, next to a dumpster that hid her from the end of the alley. He slowly placed his forefinger against his lips, motioning for her to stay quiet, the intensity in his green eyes conveying the seriousness of the situation. He took a step back and frowned toward the end of the alley, his entire body tense and alert. He tilted his head, similar to the way an animal might tilt its head after hearing an interesting noise. 
 
    He mouthed, “Stay here,” and then moved so quickly that he seemed to disappear. He stopped at the end of the alley and pressed his back to the wall. 
 
    “It was one human,” complained a gruff voice. “I’ll get you another one.” 
 
    “It’s not about the human. It’s the principle of the matter. You shouldn’t have taken her from me. I earned her fair and square,” another man whined. 
 
    “Earned?” the first man scoffed. “What are you even talking about? You smiled at her, and she followed you back here. You didn’t earn anything. You took her, and then, I took her from you. We’re vampires. We take what we want.” 
 
    “It was disrespectful,” the second vampire insisted. 
 
    “Oh, stop whining,” the first man grumbled. “You sound like a human.” 
 
    “I smell a human,” the second vampire said suddenly. “A powerful one.” 
 
    Both vampires immediately fell silent. Before they could act on the realization, Erik turned and fired six shots, each bullet hitting another part of the two vampires’ bodies. Both vampires collapsed on the pavement, blood pouring from their wounds, staining their dingy clothes. Erik moved as quickly as possible, standing before them before they could realize that he was not part of their group. 
 
    The stocky, bald vampire had already begun to climb to his feet, despite the profusely bleeding wounds in his thighs. Erik shoved the blade of his dagger into the vampire’s chest and kicked him back, causing the vampire to fall flat on his back. He pressed his knee to the vampire’s chest, holding him down, as he shoved the blade of his dagger through the vampire’s neck, slicing off his head. 
 
    After Erik finished off that vampire, he turned toward the thinner, black-haired vampire, but only a puddle of blood remained on the pavement, where the vampire had been. He cursed and rushed back to the alley, where he’d left Rose. 
 
    Rose squealed as the black-haired vampire shoved her into the wall. 
 
    The vampire clutched her shoulders, leaning heavily against her as his wounds continued to bleed. “You smell good,” the vampire slurred, his eyes fluttering as he tried to stay conscious. His fangs hovered near her throat. “I didn’t get a chance to feed tonight. I’m sorry, lady, but I’m going to have to kill you.” 
 
    With one of her hands still shoved in the front pocket of her hoodie, she gripped the handle of the dagger tightly and jerked it out of her pocket. As the vampire went for her throat, she shoved the dagger into the side of his head. She thought she saw surprise flash through his eyes before he stumbled backward, his eyes rolling back. But he never hit the ground. Instead, he fell against Erik. 
 
    Erik caught the vampire and beheaded him with one quick swipe of his dagger. Rose grimaced and turned her head to the side as the vampire’s sticky blood sprayed across her face. The severed head fell to the ground with a thud before Erik finally dropped the body. He knelt and placed his boot against the severed head to hold it still as he pulled her dagger out of the side of the vampire’s head. He held the dagger out toward her. Dark crimson blood coated the blade. 
 
    “You did good,” Erik told her. 
 
    Rose reluctantly took the dagger from him, her eyes wide as she stared at the thick blood that coated the blade. Her gaze darted back toward the body that lay on the ground in two pieces. The blood on the pavement mixed with the rain, sinking into the pavement in patches of black. “Thanks,” she said hollowly. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Erik asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    She wiped her hand across her face, attempting to wipe off the mix of blood and water that left her skin feeling sticky and dirty. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “If you need to puke, hurry. They would’ve heard the gunshots,” he said. 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” Rose grumbled. “Wait. Why did you just say they?” 
 
    Erik closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “The vampires inside.” 
 
    “There are vampires inside?” she sighed worriedly. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “A lot of them. There are too many scents for me to discern, but I would guess somewhere between ten and one hundred.” 
 
    “That’s a narrow window,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Erik lifted his dagger to his mouth and licked the blood off of the blade, as if it were the most normal reaction in the world. He groaned softly at the taste. 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Okay, I can handle the beheading, but that is just weird.” 
 
    He licked his lips, and his green eyes seemed dark now, dilated and flashing with hunger, as he looked at her. He tilted his head, his gaze on her neck. 
 
    Rose instinctually covered her neck with her hand. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He blinked. “Yeah. Sure. Just hungry,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    She followed him as he dragged the vampire’s dismembered body toward the end of the alley. “Yeah, Rose, I’m fine. I’m just thinking about killing you. No big deal,” she mocked, lowering her voice and adopting an accent to mimic his. 
 
    He snorted, “My voice isn’t that low. And you screwed up my accent. I’m Norse, not British. I lived in Britain for a while, but I don’t sound like that.” 
 
    “Well, since no one alive—well, no human, anyway—knows exactly what kind of accent Vikings had, you can’t expect me to get that part right,” she said. 
 
    Erik rounded the corner of the alley, leaving a trail of blood behind him as he dragged the body. He stopped behind one of the block buildings and dropped the body near another vampire’s corpse. A flickering streetlight illuminated the small area behind the building. He turned toward her and said something in his language, a smile tugging at his lips. The unintelligible words lilted melodically. His accent sounded thicker than it did when he spoke English. 
 
    She scowled at him. “Was I supposed to understand that?” 
 
    He grinned. “I said, ‘This was our accent.’ I also said, ‘Nice breasts.’” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I regret even asking.” 
 
    “Well, they would be nice,” he amended as he opened the door to the abandoned building, “if you wore clothes that actually let us see them.” 
 
    “There are no words to describe how much of a jerk you are,” she said. 
 
    “Bacraut,” Erik said, speaking another word that she didn’t understand. He tossed one of the bodies inside the building and added, “That word does.” 
 
    “Don’t you have to burn the bodies or something?” Rose asked quietly. 
 
    “We don’t have enough time,” he said. “Are you ready to go inside?” 
 
    She glanced at the wide-open door. “Why haven’t they attacked us yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erik admitted. “But it is probably not a good sign.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Do you smell…” she trailed off. “Is Kallias inside?” 
 
    His entire body seemed to tighten at that question. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    She frowned, noticing his uneasiness. “What are you not telling me?” 
 
    Erik looked at her. “I smell his blood,” he said reluctantly. “A lot of it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. Her heart raced, and her stomach twisted with dread. 
 
    “Hey,” Erik said as he took a step toward her. He placed his hands on her face, calming her with his abilities. “We will save him. I promise. All right?” 
 
    She nodded as her pulse began to slow. “We have to.” 
 
    Erik nodded in agreement and stepped back. He opened the door of the building again, and then, he motioned with a tilt of his head for her to go inside. 
 
    Rose stepped into the cold, block building. Her stomach turned as the stench of death filled her lungs. Outside the building, in the downpour, the scent had barely been noticeable, but inside, it was sickening. The room was so dark that she could barely see in front of her, and when Erik closed the door, she could no longer see at all. She shoved her hand into her pocket and grabbed the phone. 
 
    “Rose,” Erik warned, his voice still behind her. “Don’t look.” 
 
    Ignoring his warning, Rose snatched out the phone and turned on the phone’s flashlight. When she held it out in front of her, she gasped at the terrifying sight. Her eyes widened in horror, and her stomach lurched. “Erik?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he said sadly. He stepped forward and placed his hand on her shoulder, attempting to calm her. “Just…try not to look at them, okay?” 
 
    She did try, but the eyes can be cruel when it comes to truly horrific things. Rather than sparing you from the trauma of the situation, they seem to focus on it, and you feel unable to tear your eyes away. But, then again, Rose thought, maybe it’s better to see it…because you don’t feel if you don’t see it. 
 
    Erik’s boots echoed on the concrete floor as he stepped past her, making his way over to the pile of corpses on the floor, discarded like trash. He knelt in front of them, pushing them off of each other. “They tied their hands,” he realized, his voice no more than a soft growl. “There was no point in that.” 
 
    Rose tried to force her feet to move forward, but she couldn’t. 
 
    Erik ripped the rope off of their hands, even though it did no good now. “Fucking monsters. They enjoy scaring people? Well, I’ll show them what…” 
 
    “You will show us what?” asked a low, eerie voice. 
 
    Erik stood and turned toward the voice, his eyes narrowing dangerously. Rose followed his gaze and shined the flashlight in that direction so that she could see. Across the room, a door stood open, leading into another dark room, and in front of that door, a man stood. The man crossed his arms, and his large muscles bulged under his sleeves. His dark clothing blended with the color of his skin, causing the flash of white fangs to look even more distinct in the darkness. 
 
    He covered his face with his hand. “Turn off that light, bitch.” 
 
    “Why does everyone have to resort to that word?” Rose complained. 
 
    “Who are you?” Erik asked the vampire, his tone dark and low. 
 
    “I am Darius,” he said with a slight smile. “And you are Erik Olafsson.” 
 
    Erik frowned. “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Everyone knows of Erik Olafsson, the fearsome lapdog of the infamous Alana,” the vampire mocked. “But people are saying that you’ve gone soft.” 
 
    Erik’s jaw tightened. “You should choose your next words wisely.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t think you’re that scary,” the vampire continued. “You’re always hiding behind someone. Alana. Kallias. And now, who is this human woman? Bringing her wasn’t a wise choice. How could she possibly help?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I don’t know. I think she could kick your ass.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose repeated in surprise. “You know Kallias. Where is he?” 
 
    Darius looked at her and smiled. “Dead. Just like you.” 
 
    The vampire moved across the room so rapidly that Rose didn’t realize he was coming toward her until he was already behind her, jerking her back against him. He held her immobile, one arm wrapped around her arms and chest. Rose cringed as she felt the prick of his two razor-sharp fangs against her neck. 
 
    “Why do you smell so powerful?” the vampire murmured. 
 
    Rose winced in anticipation, silently praying that he wouldn’t bite her. 
 
    “You’re her, aren’t you? The one Theron wants?” Darius asked worriedly. 
 
    Before Rose could answer, Erik jerked the vampire away from her with so much force that it caused her to fall face-first onto the concrete floor. 
 
    Erik shoved Darius to the ground and jumped on top of him to hold him still. But before he could shove the dagger into the vampire’s neck, the vampire overpowered him. He tossed Erik across the room, causing Erik to hit the wall with so much force that it cracked the block behind him and broke several bones. 
 
    Having dropped the phone, Rose grasped blindly on the floor, hoping her hand would connect with the dagger she’d dropped. But before she could find it, Darius shoved her back down onto the floor. She grunted in pain as her back hit the concrete. The vampire straddled her hips, and he wrapped his hands around her throat. Her head spun as he clutched her throat, cutting off her air supply. Her lungs ached for oxygen, and waves of tiredness swept over her. 
 
    “What scares you more?” the vampire mocked, a hint of satisfaction in his dark, cruel voice. “The possibility of me bearing down just a little harder and snapping your pretty little neck? Or the possibility of never breathing again?” 
 
    Her body had begun to feel weightless, and her eyelids felt heavy. 
 
    Erik pulled the vampire off of her and shoved him into the floor. He pointed his gun at the vampire, but before he could shoot, the vampire was back on his feet. Darius attacked Erik, shoving him into another wall. The gun hit the floor with a clang. Darius kicked Erik several times and then picked up a broken chunk of concrete and slammed it against the side of Erik’s head. Erik staggered and grasped his head as blood poured down the side of his face, matting his hair. 
 
    The vampire returned to Rose. He jumped on top of Rose again. He cried out as Rose suddenly shoved her dagger into his chest. She gripped the dagger with all of her strength and pulled it roughly out of his chest before plunging it into him again. But before she could stab him again, he growled and pinned her hands to the floor to stop her. The vampire groaned as blood poured from one of the holes in his chest, the dagger’s blade still stuck in the other. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that, pretty girl,” the vampire sneered. 
 
    Darius bared his fangs and went for her throat. Rose managed to cover her neck with one of her hands as he briefly released them, and she cried out as his fangs sank deeply into her hand, instead. A cracking noise echoed through the room as his teeth ripped through her hand. His fangs ripped her skin even more violently as they came out of her hand. She whimpered at the pain and then blinked in shock as she realized why his fangs had left her hand. Erik held the vampire by the hair, the blade of his jagged dagger against the vampire’s throat. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Get off of her,” Erik snarled. 
 
    The vampire stood slowly, holding his hands out on either side of him. 
 
    Erik reached around and jerked the silver dagger out of the vampire’s chest and tossed it on the floor beside Rose. The vampire slumped weakly as blood began to pour from the second wound. “Kneel,” Erik demanded harshly. 
 
    “What?” Darius said weakly. “If you’re going to kill me, just do it.” 
 
    “I will. But when and how I kill you is my decision, not yours,” Erik snarled. He sliced the vampire’s neck, but not deeply enough to sever his head from the body. Erik growled, enunciating each word, “On. The. Ground. Now.” 
 
    Darius crumbled to his knees, whimpering in pain. Erik walked around him, careful to keep the jagged blade of his dagger against the vampire’s throat. 
 
    Rose pulled herself to her knees, clutching her bleeding hand against her chest. She watched Erik warily, wondering why he hadn’t killed the vampire yet. 
 
    Erik’s eyes darkened with dangerous rage. “You like scaring people?” 
 
    The vampire stared up at him, his brown eyes widening. “Please. Don’t.” 
 
    “I am sure those humans begged as well, but you didn’t care,” Erik said. 
 
    “Please, it’s not like I killed them by myself. Please,” Darius sobbed. 
 
    Erik stared coldly at him. “I suppose I don’t care either.” 
 
    He placed his hand on the vampire’s shoulder and projected terror to the vampire. He didn’t hold back at all, and the force of the torturous emotion actually caused Erik to fall to his knees as well. Erik then dropped the dagger and braced both hands on the vampire’s face as he continued to unleash horrific fear. 
 
    Rose stared at them in horror. She’d never seen this side of Erik before. 
 
    Darius didn’t try to fight against Erik because he could no longer even think about fighting. His eyes widened in fear, and his skin looked ashen. He trembled violently. He opened his mouth and screamed the most blood-curdling scream that Rose had ever heard, so full of fear and desperation that it made her stumble back in shock. For a moment, she felt so afraid that she considered running. The vampire fell forward and clutched his chest as if he were in pain. 
 
    Erik still didn’t release him. “Vampires can have heart attacks, too.” 
 
    Rose realized that she actually felt terrified of Erik now. She had accepted the violence and killing because there hadn’t been any way around it, but this was too much, too terrifying. She pulled herself to her feet and forced her feet to move forward, rather than back, taking one hesitant step at a time toward Erik. 
 
    “Erik?” she called loudly, trying to speak over the vampire’s screams. 
 
    Erik didn’t even seem to notice. He just continued to torture Darius. 
 
    “Erik, I think you’ve made your point,” she said nervously. 
 
    Erik still didn’t seem to hear her. He was too absorbed in the emotions. 
 
    Rose glanced down at the floor as her shoe touched something. She noticed the black handgun at her feet. Erik’s gun. She knelt and picked it up hesitantly. She glanced back at the murderous vampire that now lay in the floor, sobbing, as Erik tortured him mercilessly, and she walked toward them. 
 
    She thought she saw relief pass through the vampire’s terrified eyes as she pressed the gun against the side of his head. She looked away before she pulled the trigger. The gunshot echoed through the building so loudly that Rose jumped at the sound, even though she’d caused it. When she looked back at the vampire, he lay on the floor, unconscious, blood pooling beneath his head. 
 
    Rose turned hesitantly toward Erik, expecting to see that dark, deadly fury that had been in his green eyes a moment ago, but instead, his eyes looked blank. He just stared at her for several moments, blinking slowly, as if he were shocked. 
 
    “I had to stop you,” she explained. “I couldn’t watch you do that to him.” 
 
    Sadness pulled at the corners of his eyes. “I scared you,” he realized. 
 
    Rose nearly laughed at the understatement. “A little, yeah.” 
 
    Erik leaned forward, still on his knees and flipped the vampire over. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, worried that he wasn’t finished. 
 
    “You didn’t kill him,” Erik stated impassively. “He is only unconscious.” 
 
    “Pieces of his brain are on the floor,” she muttered skeptically. 
 
    “He can still heal, if I don’t do this,” Erik explained. Then, with no further warning, he plunged his hand into the vampire’s chest and jerked it back out, literally ripping out the vampire’s heart. Blood and bits of flesh coated his arm as he clutched the heart, blood pouring from it and the vampire’s body. He dropped the heart on the floor beside the body, and he lowered his head in shame. 
 
    “You can say it,” he said without looking at her, “that I am a monster.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. “I don’t think you’re a monster,” she argued. Her eyes darted between Erik, who knelt on his knees, his shoulders slumped and his head down in shame, and the vampire’s body that lay limply in front of him, now with a large hole in the chest. “Do I think that you went too far? Absolutely.” 
 
    Erik looked away, his brows drawing together as if he were going to cry. 
 
    “But,” Rose continued, “I also think that your anger came from a good place originally. You felt compassion for those people, and there is nothing monstrous about compassion. Yes, I do think that you got out of hand, that you forgot who you were for a moment. But I don’t think that makes you a monster.” 
 
    He looked at her, his green eyes wide with shock. “Why are you so kind?” 
 
    She blinked, stunned by the question. She just shrugged. 
 
    He stood up slowly and tilted his head to the side as he stared at her. “Thank you,” he said, his voice full of emotion. “I consider you a friend now.” 
 
    “You…what?” she sputtered at the strange statement. 
 
    “I hope you know that I take friendship very seriously,” he added. 
 
    She stared at him, at a complete loss for words. “Umm…okay?” 
 
    He glanced down at her hand. “Your hand is bleeding.” 
 
    She followed his gaze, noticing the blood dripping in the floor. “Yeah.” 
 
    He grabbed her wrist and then took the phone out of her hand. 
 
    “Uh…I kind of need that,” Rose mumbled, her frown deepening. 
 
    “I have to heal your hand,” he explained, turning her wrist with his blood-coated hand. “I can’t focus with the scent of your blood in the air.” 
 
    Rose grimaced as his hand left a layer of cold, sticky blood on her wrist. She frowned as he eyed her injured hand hungrily. “I think I’m all right, actually.” 
 
    He ignored her. “His fangs went in pretty deep. I think they hit bone.” 
 
    “Erik, you’re staring at my hand like you want to eat it,” Rose told him. 
 
    His lips curved into a smirk. “It does look very appetizing.” 
 
    “All right. That’s it. Give me my hand back,” she demanded. 
 
    “Does this hurt?” Erik asked. Then, he squeezed her hand tightly. 
 
    “Ouch. Owww. Freaking owww,” Rose complained, cringing in pain. 
 
    Erik nodded. “He cracked one of the bones in your hand. You will need vampire blood to heal from that. No offense, but I’m not feeding you my blood.” 
 
    “No offense, but even if you tried, I wouldn’t drink it,” Rose countered. 
 
    He didn’t release her hand. “Still. I need to stop the bleeding, at least.” 
 
    She scowled. “Please, tell me you’re not… Oh, for goodness sakes.” 
 
    Erik lifted her hand to his mouth before she even finished talking. He held her hand tightly as he licked the wound. He groaned involuntarily as he tasted her powerful blood. It tasted sweeter and better than any blood he had ever tasted. He tasted the power that flowed through her blood, felt it strengthening him after only one drop, and he wanted more. He needed more. The hunger that had plagued him for hundreds of years burned stronger than ever before. When all traces of the fresh blood were gone from her skin, he dropped her hand and took a step back, breathing harshly as he waited for the hunger pains to ease. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Rose asked worriedly. 
 
    Erik licked his fangs. “You taste really good.” 
 
    “Wow. That makes this less awkward,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    He smiled. “I mean it. If I still killed humans, you’d be dead right now.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Was that supposed to be a compliment?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered easily. He handed her the phone and then walked over to where she’d fallen and grabbed her dagger from the floor. He returned to her and handed her the silver dagger than now looked more crimson than silver. 
 
    Rose took the dagger with her healed hand, wincing in pain as she wrapped her hand around the handle. Rethinking that decision, she switched hands, moving the dagger to her good hand and holding the phone in her sore hand. “We need to find Kallias quickly. I didn’t like the way that vampire talked.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik agreed. “We’re close. He is further into the building.” 
 
    Rose cast another glance at the pile of dead bodies in the corner of the room. Her heart broke in sympathy all over again. “You can’t save everyone,” she mumbled to herself, repeating the words that Kallias had said to her several days before. “This is what he meant when he said that. Sometimes you’re too late.” 
 
    “People like you and me feel too much,” Erik said, “and it’s a curse.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “Why would you group me with you?” 
 
    “Because you understand exactly what I mean,” he answered. “Believe it or not, you and I have something in common. We both care too much.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have anything in common with you,” Rose argued. 
 
    “We do,” Erik insisted. “We feel too much, and we always get hurt.” 
 
    She froze, stunned by the truthfulness of that statement. 
 
    He placed his hand on her shoulder and turned her away from the horrific scene in front of her. He gestured toward the door that opened into another room, further into the building. “Let’s go find Kallias,” he suggested. 
 
    She nodded and followed as he led the way into the next room. The next room seemed darker and colder than the previous room. Rose held the phone out in front of her, shining the flashlight around the room to ensure that she wouldn’t run into anything or unknowingly stumble across another horrific scene. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Rose whispered as they walked through the room. 
 
    Their footsteps echoed loudly on the concrete floor of the empty room. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think they are all in the basement. But…it’s strange. Kallias smells closer than the other vampires,” Erik commented, frowning. 
 
    When they reached the other end of the room, Erik nudged open the door. It seemed to open into a narrow hallway. Once they stepped into the hallway, however, and Rose flashed the light of the phone around the room, she realized that they were actually in a stairwell. Erik led the way down the stairs that led down into a basement. He seemed to grow more nervous and fidgety as they descended the stairs. By the time they reached the last step, standing in front of a large steel door that opened into the basement, he looked pale and sickly. 
 
    Rose grabbed his arm to stop him. “What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
 
    He turned back toward her, his brows knitted with worry. “You’ll see.” 
 
    She frowned at him, puzzled by his reluctance to answer, as he opened the door into a warmer room. She turned off the flashlight as she realized the room was illuminated completely by a fireplace in the corner. The room seemed far more lived-in than the other rooms with stray chairs, clothes, and bags lying around, and weapons tossed in the floor. She followed Erik into the basement. 
 
    Rose knew something was wrong the moment she saw the puddle of blood on the floor. Her eyes followed the trail of blood that led from the doorway of the basement to the other end of the room. She froze as she saw him.  
 
    Without thinking, she took off running toward him. “Kallias!” she cried, falling to her knees in front of his injured body. “Kallias! Wake up! Please!” 
 
    Dark, blackish-red blood coated nearly every inch of his skin. His black shirt was torn in hundreds of places where he had been stabbed or cut, several of the tears directly over his heart. Two chains held him against the wall, each one linked around one of his arms. His brown hair fell like a curtain over his face, and his normally golden-colored skin looked ashen with a frightening bluish tint. 
 
    Rose tried to pull the chains free. “We’re here. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    “Rose,” Erik said softly as he came to stand right behind her. 
 
    She continued to jerk at the chains. “Erik, help me with these chains.” 
 
    “Rose,” he said again, finally gaining her attention. He looked hesitant and anxious. “Kallias could have broken those chains, if he were conscious.” 
 
    “But…” Rose stammered breathlessly. “But he’s not conscious.” 
 
    Erik ran his hand through his blonde hair. “But at some point, he was.” 
 
    Rose felt dread sinking in her chest. “Erik… What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying,” Erik sighed, “that someone was here to stop him from breaking free.” He gestured toward the empty room. “So, where are they now?” 
 
    “You’re saying that someone’s still here,” she realized. 
 
    Erik glanced around the room, as if he expected to suddenly see someone standing in the empty room. “I’m saying,” he said, “that we are surrounded.” 
 
    Her eyes widening, Rose spun back toward Kallias. She braced her hands on each side of his face. “Wake up, baby. We need to go. Please, just wake up.” 
 
    Erik scowled as she touched his face. “You know, you really shouldn’t hold your wrists that close to an…” He paused, wincing as Kallias suddenly turned his face and sank his fangs into her wrist. “…an unconscious vampire.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock as Kallias mercilessly sucked blood from the arteries in her wrist, even though he appeared to still be unconscious. Her breath came in quick, harsh pants as the endorphins began to take effect. Her entire body felt overheated, and euphoric sensations washed over her in hot, pleasant waves. It never even crossed her mind to pull her wrist away from his mouth. 
 
    “Whoa,” she mumbled as she began to feel pleasantly disoriented. 
 
    Erik wrapped one hand around her upper arm and the other around her wrist. He roughly pulled her away from Kallias, holding her several steps away from the unconscious vampire. Rose continued to stare at the blood on Kallias’s lips and face as he fell forward limply again. Erik sighed as he glanced down at the blood pouring from her wrist. He leaned forward and licked the wound, purposely getting a mouthful of her blood this time. He groaned as he swallowed the powerful blood. Rose turned slowly to grimace at him as he licked her wrist. 
 
    A harsh, gurgling cough drew her attention back to Kallias. He leaned his head back against the wall and coughed again. Blood trickled from his mouth. He opened his eyes slowly. His brows furrowed as he saw Rose. “Rose? How…” 
 
    She smiled and bounded toward him. “Kallias! You’re awake!” 
 
    She didn’t make it more than two steps before Erik tightened his grip on her arm, jerking her backward with so much force that it sent a sharp jolt of pain through her shoulder. “Didn’t you learn your lesson?” Erik grumbled at her. 
 
    Kallias continued to stare at her as if she were a hallucination. His eyes widened as he slowly licked the blood from his lips. “Did I bite you?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “A little,” she admitted. 
 
    His eyes narrowed at Erik. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “It’s not like I fed her to you,” Erik muttered indignantly. “She is the one who put her hands in your face. I don’t know what she expected to happen.” 
 
    Rose turned and scowled at Erik. “Oh, of course. I am supposed to just know that vampires can bite people while they’re asleep,” she complained. 
 
    “Not asleep,” Erik corrected. “Unconscious…specifically because of injuries. Our bodies run on instincts when we’re unconscious to keep us alive.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Well, I didn’t know that,” she muttered. 
 
    “No, Erik,” Kallias growled. “I mean, why the hell is she here?” 
 
    “To save you,” Rose snapped, “obviously.” 
 
    He coughed, choking on his own blood. “You have no idea…what you have walked into.” He gasped for breath. “You have to get out of here right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s too late for that,” Erik said, glancing toward the door. 
 
    “Oh, it is definitely too late,” Theron agreed.
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    Icy dread unfurled through Rose’s veins as she heard that familiar, accented voice, a voice that dripped with cruel, sadistic amusement and turned her stomach. She turned toward the sound of his voice, her face paling at the sight of Theron. She watched as Theron approached slowly, taking deliberate steps toward them as he rolled up the sleeves to his white button-down shirt. 
 
    Her eyes widened in horror as she noticed the dark red spots of blood, splattered and sprayed all over his white shirt. She glanced back at Kallias, noticing his many bleeding wounds, as her mind put together exactly what had happened before they arrived. A wave of scorching anger washed over her. 
 
    When she turned back toward Theron, she found him standing directly in front of her. That sense of dread continued to build inside of her as she noticed several vampires filing into the basement behind Theron. The vampires remained near the door, not interfering, but their presence confirmed Erik’s suspicion that they were surrounded. Any hope of escaping this basement alive dissolved. 
 
    “Ah, Rose, I knew I smelled your delicious scent,” Theron sneered in her face. He leaned toward her and sniffed her neck. “It is so nice to see you again.” 
 
    She resisted the urge to cringe, refusing to give him the satisfaction. “Nice isn’t the word that comes to mind. I was thinking more along the lines of highly unpleasant. But hey, you were close.” She patted him on the arm. “A for effort.” 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed at her sarcastic smile. He glanced down at her hand that rested on his arm, and then, without warning, he snatched her wrist and twisted it, a faint smile curling at his lips as she cried out and fell to her knees. 
 
    “Stop!” Kallias rasped. He pulled weakly at the chains around his arms. 
 
    Theron leaned forward and hissed in her ear, “I especially look forward to picking up where we left off.” His eyes raked her body with cold interest, that sickening smile curling at his lips. “I will be sure to make it highly unpleasant.” 
 
    Nauseating horror swept over her as that night replayed in her mind. 
 
    With absolutely no warning, a loud gunshot suddenly echoed through the room. Rose felt the painful grip around her wrist loosen and fall away, followed by a loud thud. Rose turned toward Theron, her brows furrowing as she found him lying on the floor, unconscious. Blood poured from a hole in the center of his head and pooled on the concrete floor beneath him. Rose turned toward Erik, raising an eyebrow, as she saw him standing a few feet away from her, holding his black handgun out in front of him, with a smug grin on his face. 
 
    Before she could even react, she felt her arms snatched back behind her as one of the vampires grabbed her, and she watched as two other vampires grabbed Erik and forced him to drop the gun. Erik continued to grin as the vampires restrained him, one vampire holding each arm. He seemed entertained. 
 
    “You had to have known that wouldn’t work,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Sure, I did. I just wanted to shoot that psychotic asshole in the head.” He smirked at Kallias. “You’re welcome for that, by the way.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes, but the action seemed slow and weak. “Thanks.” 
 
    Rose heard metal clicking together as the vampire handcuffed her wrists behind her. She winced as he tightened the handcuffs. “You’re not supposed to tighten them that much. You’ll cut my wrists. Don’t you know anything?” 
 
    “Then, I’d suggest you be still,” the vampire growled lowly in her ear. 
 
    Rose noticed that no one had bothered to handcuff Erik, but then, she realized that he would have just broken the handcuffs if they had. For a vampire, breaking metal was as easy as ripping paper, which begged the question: Why hadn’t Kallias broken his chains? She glanced at Kallias, frowning worriedly as she noticed the bluish tint of his skin and the blood that trickled from his mouth. 
 
    As soon as the handcuffs were secured around her wrists, the vampire that held her joined the two vampires restraining Erik. The three vampires were male, and like all vampires, unnaturally attractive. The vampire that had seized her was the smallest of the three, a lean man with sandy blonde hair. The other two, a pale, brunette man and a darker-skinned, black-haired man, possessed wide, intimidating frames. Based on appearance, most would assume that Erik stood no chance against them, but then, vampire strength was supernatural, not physical, so, appearance meant nothing. Still, Erik made no move to fight them. 
 
    Rose heard the clicking of heels behind her and spun around to look at the approaching vampire, her hands stuck awkwardly behind her back. She blinked in shock as she saw the impossibly beautiful woman that approached them. The woman’s perfect bronze complexion glowed in the light from the fire, and her raven hair fell neatly behind her ears. Kallias had told her that the woman would survive, but it still felt strange to see the woman in perfect condition, as if Kallias had not run her over with a car. The woman knelt beside Theron’s body. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, Erik Olafsson,” she said with a thick Spanish accent. She lifted her hand to her mouth and sank her fangs into her own wrist. Then, she placed her wrist against Theron’s open lips, waiting as her blood filled the unconscious vampire’s mouth. “Now, Theron will be angry when he wakes, and your dying friend is evidence of what Theron does when he’s angry.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, icy fear making its way through her veins. “Dying?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetie. Dying,” Sofia said. “Vampires cannot survive everything.” 
 
    “Says the person who survived being run over by a car,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Erik cocked his head to the side. “Do I know you?” he asked Sofia. 
 
    She smiled seductively at him. “You have known me. Several times.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “We’ve had sex,” he realized. 
 
    She scowled at him. “Yes. I am Sofia Pérez. Don’t you remember me?” 
 
    Erik winced. “Well, you see, I have never been the best at remembering the names of the women that I’ve had sex with,” he explained with a guilty smile. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “León, Spain. 1669,” Kallias managed to say, his voice weak and raspy. 
 
    “I had sex with a lot of women in 1669 in Spain,” Erik said. 
 
    Sofia narrowed her eyes. “We had sex in a brothel,” she offered. 
 
    Erik frowned at her. “You were a whore?” 
 
    Sofia bristled. “No,” she snarled. She rolled her eyes and explained, “I was only there to find food for my boyfriend. He preferred his women slutty.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Erik said, smiling as he stared at her breasts. 
 
    Her brown eyes narrowed dangerously. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Erik, you really don’t have room to call anyone slutty,” Rose advised. 
 
    Erik grinned. “She thinks I’m a slut,” he bragged to Sofia. 
 
    Sofia rolled her eyes again. “We also had sex in the carriage and in a back alley and in my dead boyfriend’s home. You don’t remember any of that?” 
 
    Erik frowned at that. “Dead boyfriend?” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Yeah, you killed him to stop him from killing all of those women. You spared me because…” She smiled. “…I was a victim, too.” 
 
    He glanced down at Theron’s body and then back at her. “Clearly.” 
 
    “He would have killed me, too, if I hadn’t helped him,” she pouted. 
 
    “Oh! I do remember you!” he realized. He grinned. “You were…skilled.” 
 
    She flashed that seductive smile at him. “I still am.” 
 
    He sighed disappointedly, “Ah, well, that’s just a tragedy.” 
 
    Sofia frowned. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I hate killing women that are good in bed. It seems wrong,” Erik said. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at the conversation. “Even your morals are immoral.” 
 
    Sofia glanced at the vampires that still held Erik securely. “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think you will get the chance to kill me anytime soon.” 
 
    A slow, cocky smirk curved at the edges of his lips. “Are you sure about that?” he taunted as he shifted to grasp the arms of the vampires behind him. 
 
    All of the sudden, the vampires that had restrained him fell to the floor, screaming in terror. Sofia and the other vampires stared at them in shock, but before anyone had time to react, Erik ran toward Sofia and shoved his hand into her chest. She let out a strangled gasp before Erik ripped her heart out. 
 
    Her body dropped limply onto the ground, blood soaking into the concrete from the gaping hole in her chest. Erik dropped the mangled heart onto her lifeless body. Several vampires scrambled forward to restrain him again, jerking roughly at his arms. This time, one of the vampires placed the tip of a dagger against his throat to ensure that he couldn’t pull a stunt like that again. 
 
    Erik just smirked and said, “Two down. Only about a hundred to go.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at the gory mess, stunned by what had just happened. 
 
    “Thank you, Erik Olafsson,” Theron said suddenly. They turned to find him fully conscious and standing. He dusted himself off, the hole in his head healing as they watched. “I hate blood bonds, and you took care of that for me.” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “Correction: One down. A hundred and one to go.” 
 
    Theron stepped over Sofia’s blood-soaked corpse. “Keep the dagger against his throat, idiots,” he growled at the oafish vampires that held Erik. “He is an empath. You cannot expect to restrain him with brute strength alone.” 
 
    “Your IQ must be really low if Theron thinks you’re an idiot,” Rose said. 
 
    Theron moved so quickly that Rose didn’t realize that he’d moved until his hand closed around her throat. She felt his breath on her face as he leaned in close. His fangs flashed in the glow of the fire, and blood coated his face. His breath smelled of something sweet and unfamiliar. “You must really want to die.” 
 
    “It’s on my bucket list,” Rose said hoarsely. 
 
    Theron tightened his grip around her throat. Her feet left the floor as he lifted her off the ground. Her lungs screamed for air. Her chest burned as if her lungs were full of fire, instead of air, and her lungs throbbed as if they’d explode at any moment. The metal handcuffs on her wrists seemed to grow heavier as she hung there, her body contorted in that awkward, painful position. She thought she heard someone yelling, but the sounds grew duller the longer she went without breathing, and her surroundings seemed to drift farther and farther away. 
 
    “This is apparently the only way to shut you up,” Theron growled. 
 
    “Let her go, or I swear I will make you regret it,” Kallias snarled at him. 
 
    Theron laughed, “And how will you do that? You will be dead soon.” 
 
    Kallias jerked desperately at his chains, but he just didn’t have enough strength left to break them. “Maybe, or maybe not. But even if I do die, I will come back for you. I will come back as many times as it takes,” he growled. 
 
    Theron’s lips curved into a surprised smile. “Do you love her?” 
 
    Kallias froze, and for the first time all night, fear flashed in his eyes. Even as his skin had turned blue from blood loss, as he’d suffered painful, fatal injuries, he’d never actually looked afraid. But now, the fear was visible in his wide, brown eyes. “No. I don’t,” he said quickly. “This has nothing to do with her.” 
 
    Erik glanced at Theron. He felt Theron’s amused, pleased reaction to Kallias’s response, and he realized that Theron didn’t believe Kallias. Erik shifted in the vampires’ hold, wincing as the movement caused the tip of the dagger to press harder against his skin. “Hey, you don’t want to kill her yet, do you?” Erik asked. “You will not want her blood if she’s dead, and that would be a waste of a lot of powerful, delicious blood. I sure as hell wouldn’t waste it, if I were you.” 
 
    “No one asked you, Blondie,” one of the vampires snarled in Erik’s ear. 
 
    “You realize I made you cry like two minutes ago, right?” Erik countered. 
 
    Theron glanced curiously at Erik. “He has a point, actually,” he admitted. Then, he suddenly released Rose’s neck, causing her to collapse onto her knees. She choked and gasped as her sore lungs desperately tried to pull in a little bit of air. Theron assessed her thoughtfully as he watched her gasp for air. “I supposed it would be a waste.” He crouched in front of her and grasped her chin tightly to force her to look at him. He smiled. “Besides, it is not my style to kill painlessly.” 
 
    “That…was…painlessly?” she panted, squinting at his blurry form. 
 
    Theron turned back toward Erik. “I like you, Erik Olafsson.” 
 
    “Psychos are my type, apparently,” Erik quipped. 
 
    Theron’s brows furrowed. “I meant that I like you because we are alike.” 
 
    Erik snorted at that. “Sure, except I’m hotter than you, smarter than you, more skilled than you, and much less psychotic. So, basically, we’re nothing alike.” 
 
    “We both have a taste for torture,” Theron elaborated. 
 
    Erik’s smirk faded, and his skin paled. “I don’t enjoy torturing anyone.” 
 
    Theron smiled. “I heard Darius’s screams. It was…impressive.” 
 
    Every bit of playfulness and cockiness left Erik’s expression, leaving only what was buried beneath all of that: regret. “I didn’t enjoy it,” he said quietly. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Rose snarled at Theron. “What happened to you to make you enjoy making others miserable? Or were you just born this way?” 
 
    Theron returned to her. He crouched in front of her, smiling as his finger traced the bruise he’d left on her neck. “There is nothing wrong with me. I feel fine. As a matter of fact, I am quite pleased with the way tonight turned out. You see, I like patterns. History repeats itself, and it is so much fun when it does.” 
 
    Rose suddenly heard a harsh, pained grunt and then the harsh clanging of the metal chains as they broke. She lifted her head, glancing toward Kallias. He fell forward onto his stomach, coughing up thick clumps of blood. He’d broken the chains, but his skin looked papery with a bluish tint, like the skin of a corpse. 
 
    Theron stood and walked over to Kallias. He placed his foot on Kallias’s back to hold him on the floor. Kallias choked again on his own blood. Theron pressed down harder, and the sound of cracking bones echoed through the room. 
 
    “No! Stop!” Rose cried, her eyes widening in horror. “Stop hurting him!” 
 
    “The control is exhilarating,” Theron continued speaking to Rose, as if he’d never stopped. “I love the fact that I can break people who think they are unbreakable. You have no idea how boring and meticulous immortality can be. It is almost as boring as your pitiful human existence. But when I break people, when I experience true power over them, I actually feel something. It’s intoxicating.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him, disgust twisting at her features. “You’re a textbook psychopath,” she snarled. “There isn’t a shred of sanity inside of you.” 
 
    His lip curled in contempt. “I really hate being interrupted.” 
 
    “Yeah, you covered that, actually,” Rose said, “in the need for control.” 
 
    Theron’s face contorted with rage. He removed his shoe from Kallias’s back and walked toward her. “It’s people like you and Kallias that really get to me,” he growled as he snatched her head back with a handful of her hair. “You are so willful. You act like you cannot be broken when I know that you can.” 
 
    Rose glared up at him as he continued to hold her painfully by her hair. 
 
    “That is why I have to show you that you’re wrong. I have to prove that I can break you,” he snarled, his black eyes wide and anxious. He jerked his head toward Kallias, even though she couldn’t follow his gaze. “That is what I hate most about him. Everyone breaks under torture. Everyone. But no matter what I do to him, he never does.” A smile curled at his lips. “Except he did. Once.” 
 
    Kallias planted his hands on the concrete floor and tried to push himself up, coughing as he tried to lift his body with whatever strength he had left. 
 
    “Kallias, you have to stop. You’ll just die quicker,” Erik warned. 
 
    “Leave. Her. Alone,” Kallias growled at Theron, gasping for breath. 
 
    Theron smiled and continued, “I thought it would be pleasing to repeat the time that I shared with Kallias, to repeat the torture and even the part where I killed him, except this time, I would kill him permanently. But it wasn’t enough. He was even more willful this time. But now, I know what I was missing. I was missing one key ingredient to the experience, the one thing that did break him.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, horrified by what had happened to Kallias. 
 
    “Do you want to know what it was?” he asked with a sickening smile, his eyes wild and manic. He waited for a moment, and when she didn’t answer, he jerked her head back so far that she feared her neck would snap. He knelt down, pressing his forehead to hers, as he snarled in her face, “Ask me what it was.” 
 
    “What was it?” she whimpered, her entire body shaking from the pain. 
 
    “Killing the person he loved,” Theron answered with a sadistic grin. 
 
    He let go of her hair so harshly that it caused her to fall face-first onto the floor. He walked toward Kallias who still lay in the floor, unchained. No one had bothered to chain him up again or restrain him because he was too weak to fight anyway. “I thought that I wouldn’t get to repeat that part,” Theron laughed. “But then, you actually came here out of your own volition. What are the chances?” 
 
    With her wrists handcuffed, the most Rose could manage to do was roll onto her shoulder. “The chances are high. He needed me. So, I’m here.” 
 
    Kallias lifted his head, just barely, to look at her, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Theron ignored her. “The point is that I had assumed that he would die without me ever getting to repeat that crucial part, and then you showed up.” 
 
    He grasped Kallias’s shoulder and shoved him against the wall, pulling him into an upright position. Blood stained the floor where Kallias had been lying on it. His head fell back against the wall, blood trickling from his mouth. 
 
    “And I think he has just enough life left in him to see it,” Theron said. 
 
    “You’re replacing his wife with me? You actually think he loves me like he loved her?” Rose scoffed as she finally managed to roll into a sitting position. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, and pain seemed to flash in his weak, brown eyes. But then, he seemed to paste on his mask of stoicism as he looked up at Theron. “She is right. I don’t love her,” he told Theron. His voice was so weak that it sounded monotone. “She means nothing to me. You have no reason to kill her.” 
 
    She winced. Even though she feared as much, it still hurt to hear it. 
 
    “You really think I am that stupid?” Theron snarled at him. 
 
    Theron started to take a step toward Rose, but the moment he took the first step, Kallias lurched toward him, throwing his body forward the best that he could, and latched onto his leg. He twisted and rolled, managing to knock Theron onto the floor. Theron collapsed on the floor, taken by surprise at first, but then, he turned and, snatching his dagger from the sheath attached to his belt, plunged the blade into Kallias’s chest. Kallias fell flat on his back, spitting up blood. 
 
    “No!” Rose screamed. She felt a wave of anger shoot through her veins, setting every nerve in her body alive, boiling her blood. “Stop hurting him!” 
 
    Theron stood, his lips drawing downward into a malicious scowl. He jerked the dagger from Kallias’s chest. He narrowed his eyes at Rose. “Or what?” 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” Rose snarled. She didn’t know where the words came from. They just poured out of her mouth, as if that darkness had always been there. 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened as he felt the intense, dark emotions that suddenly radiated from Rose. He had never felt anything like it. “Rose, are you okay?” 
 
    “You think you can hurt me, human? Kill me?” Theron scoffed. “I had planned to kill you first, but I’ve changed my mind.” He stabbed Kallias again. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared any of them for what happened next… 
 
    Erik gasped as he felt a shockwave of unfathomable anger ripple through the room. A thunderous roar echoed through the building like a whirlwind, and as Erik closed his eyes and shielded his face, he realized that it actually felt like a whirlwind as well. His brows furrowed as he glanced at the arm that he’d used to shield his face, suddenly realizing that the vampires weren’t holding him anymore. 
 
    He reluctantly opened his eyes to look at Rose. He noticed tiny shards of metal lying at her feet, the handcuffs shattered into thousands of pieces. Her long, red hair flowed and whipped around her shoulders, as if being blown by a strong wind. The power that rippled through her body seemed almost visible. A dark haze outlined her body, rippling and dancing around her. She stood her ground, her feet shoulder-length apart, as she glared murderously at Theron. 
 
    Nothing about her seemed human anymore. 
 
    But by far, the most terrifying chance in her appearance was her eyes. Those eyes that had been a bright, innocent blue had transformed completely. A swirling red haze covered her eyes, glowing and flickering like fire. Those inhuman, blood-red eyes sent a chill of terror down his spine, an innate warning that she was dangerous, that whatever she was—she was worse than a vampire. 
 
    “I warned you not to hurt him,” she said. The room shook as she spoke. 
 
    As Erik glanced around the room, he suddenly realized that he and Rose were the only ones left standing. All of the other vampires in the room were sprawled across the floor, as if some invisible force held them there. When his gaze finally found Kallias, still against the wall, Erik rushed over to him. 
 
    Erik fell to his knees beside him. “Kallias, are you still conscious?” 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes, cringing as he tried to raise his head. “Barely.” 
 
    “Stop,” Erik snapped. “You have to stop moving. Kallias, you’re dying.” 
 
    “Please stop her,” Kallias begged. “She is using too much power.” 
 
    Erik turned to stare at her, once again stunned by the terrifying, majestic haze in her eyes. “What the hell is she? I have never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Kallias said. “She’s Rose. That is all that matters.” 
 
    Erik glanced at him and sighed, “Okay. I will do what I can.” 
 
    “Thank you, Erik,” he said as he stared worriedly at Rose. 
 
    Erik returned to his feet, warily watching the scene before him. Rose had flung Theron against the wall and pinned him there. He couldn’t move at all. His arms, legs, head, and torso seemed paralyzed. His feet hovered inches above the floor as Rose held him against the wall with nothing more than her mind. 
 
    Theron stared at her, his dark eyes wide with shock. “What are you?” 
 
    Erik took a hesitant step toward Rose. He could feel the intense waves of emotion spiraling through her. He’d never felt anything like it. The emotions were dark, darker than any emotion he’d ever felt and completely at odds with her ordinary emotions. Rage and terror coursed through her, drawing out this dark, unfathomable power. “Rose?” he called. “You need to let me calm you.” 
 
    Rose turned her strange, inhuman gaze toward him, and Erik actually stumbled back in shock as he stared at the full intensity of her blood-red eyes. “Stay away from me, Erik,” she warned. “I don’t want to be calm right now.” 
 
    “What happened to your eyes?” Theron asked suddenly. 
 
    She looked at Theron, studying him with those strange eyes. “My eyes?” 
 
    Erik approached her slowly. “Rose, you’re using too much power.” 
 
    Her unnerving gaze shifted toward him again, and his feet suddenly left the ground, his back crashing into the wall behind him. “I told you to stay away.” 
 
    Theron spoke, drawing her attention back to him, “I’m not afraid of you, human…or those eyes of yours. What are you going to do? Hold me here until you die?” There was a hint of nervousness in his eyes that contradicted his words. 
 
    “Actually,” Rose said darkly. A dagger flew through the air and stopped just before it would’ve stabbed straight into his face. It moved, hovering in the air, until the blade pressed against his throat. “I was thinking you would die first.” 
 
    Theron visibly paled, his smile fading. “No,” he pleaded. “Please.” 
 
    “Rose, don’t,” Kallias said, his voice quiet and weak as he pulled himself onto his hands and knees. “Please, don’t do that. You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” Rose asked. “He hurt you.” 
 
    “Because you’ll have blood on your hands,” Erik answered for him, wincing as he tried to stand. “And it won’t matter if it’s good or evil. It’s still blood. It’s guilt. You will have taken a life, and there is no going back after that.” 
 
    “If I don’t kill him, he will keep hurting people,” Rose told Erik. 
 
    “Let us kill him,” Erik urged. “We crossed that line a long time ago.” 
 
    “Please, Rose,” Kallias pleaded. “You will kill yourself if you don’t stop.” 
 
    She turned her gaze back toward Theron. “I don’t care. He needs to die.” 
 
    Erik glanced at Kallias, and seeing the desperation in his friend’s face, he said the one thing that he knew would stop her: “Kallias is dying. We have to go.” 
 
    Rose turned to look at Erik, and her eyes began to flash back and forth between the human blue color and the inhuman red haze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Every moment that we stay here, he inches closer to death,” Erik said. “If you want to save him, we have to get him somewhere safe before sunrise.” 
 
    Her eyes faded back to blue, her decision made. “Get him out of here.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias snarled, his voice a little stronger than before. 
 
    “Only if you are right behind us,” Erik added for Kallias’s sake. 
 
    “I am,” Rose said. The dagger left Theron’s throat and spiraled through the air, landing in her hand. “I’ll hold them long enough for you two to get away.” 
 
    Erik moved swiftly and lifted up Kallias, ignoring his protests. Then, he disappeared from the room in a flash of movement. Rose took several steps backward, using what little of her strength that she had left to hold Theron and the other vampires still, even as her head began to spin and her stomach heaved. 
 
    Then, she turned and ran up the stairs, stumbling as she raced toward the top. Somehow, she made it to the entrance of the building without any of the vampires grabbing her and dragging her back. Perhaps they were afraid of the sun rising before they reached her…or perhaps, more likely, they were afraid of her. 
 
    Rose collapsed on the pavement outside, the rain pelting down on her, as she began to vomit blood. Dark red blood poured from her nose and mouth. 
 
    “Shit,” Erik gasped, suddenly in front of her. “You’re both dying on me.” 
 
    Rose wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, refusing to think about what was happening to her. She glanced up at him, squinting to make out his outline, as the rain pelted her eyes, stinging like razor blades. “Where is Kallias?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Erik sighed. Then, without warning, he gathered her into his arms, one arm beneath her legs and the other beneath her back, and began to move. He moved so rapidly that her vision blurred, so she just closed her eyes. 
 
    Rose felt herself leave his arms suddenly, and as the air rushed up around her body, she realized that she was falling. She hit the floor hard, her body sprawling on the floor. She groaned as the pain shot straight into her bones. 
 
    Erik jumped, landing on his feet beside her. “Sorry. I was in a hurry.” 
 
    She blinked at the darkness. “So, you dropped me down a hole?” 
 
    “The sun was rising,” Erik said defensively. “It could have been worse.” 
 
    Rose pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. She fished the phone out of the pocket of her hoodie and glanced at the screen, noticing that, thankfully, a small amount of battery life remained. She turned on the flashlight and shined it around the room, trying to figure out where they were. She noticed a long hallway in front of them, a corridor of white walls and white, dusty flooring. 
 
    She glanced up at Erik. “Where are we?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Another abandoned building. Same street,” Erik answered. 
 
    “Is that safe?” she asked as she peered down the hallway. 
 
    Erik grasped her arm and pulled her to her feet. “It’s hidden, but that’s irrelevant when it comes to vampires. Once the sun sets, we are as good as dead.” 
 
    “Oh. How encouraging,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    He shrugged. “At least it’s a comfortable place to spend the day.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the bare walls and floors, her eyes scanning the dark, dusty basement that lacked furniture, food, electricity, and water. “You and I have two totally different views on the meaning of the word comfortable,” she muttered. 
 
    “Vampires seem to love this place,” Erik explained. “We have to clean it out every few weeks. I think it used to be some kind of bomb shelter.” 
 
    The low-battery warning flashed on the phone. “Where is Kallias?” 
 
    Erik ran his hand through his hair, ruffling the damp blonde waves, anxiety flashing in his bright green eyes. “Yeah, about that… We need to talk.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes expectantly. “Then, talk.” 
 
    “He’s alive,” he said, “but…barely. Rose, he’ll be dead before nightfall.” 
 
    Her eyes hardened with determination. “Just tell me how to save him.” 
 
    Erik scratched nervously at his clean-shaven jaw. “We can heal from almost anything, with the exception of the obviously fatal injuries, like a missing head or heart. But…our ability to heal and regenerate relies on our blood.” 
 
    “And Kallias doesn’t have enough blood left,” she realized. 
 
    He watched her warily. “Yes. But…there is still a way to save him.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Tell me. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Erik reached out and pushed the hood of her hoodie aside. He pulled her hair to one side, exposing her neck. “Blood,” he murmured, staring intensely at her neck. He drummed his finger against the pulsing artery. “He needs to feed.” 
 
    She exhaled slowly. “Okay,” she said, nodding. “Take me to him.” 
 
    He pulled back, his eyes widening. “That’s it? You’re fine with it?” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Why does that surprise you? I told you I’d die for him.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fair point,” he admitted. “Good luck convincing him.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” she asked. “You think he will refuse?” 
 
    “I know he will,” he said. “He already did. He doesn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Are you kidding me?” Rose snarled. “He is dying! He will feed from me, and that’s all there is to it. I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You scare the hell out of me sometimes. I like it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Just take me to him.” 
 
    Erik nodded and motioned for her to follow him with a tilt of his head. 
 
    As she followed him down the hallway, she staggered, nearly collapsing. She braced her hand against the wall to regain her balance. Her head spun, and every muscle in her body felt heavy with fatigue. To make matters worse, the phone’s battery chose that moment to die, plunging her into total darkness. 
 
    “You’re going to need his blood, too,” he realized. He moved to her side and grasped her arm, tugging her away from the wall. “Come on, babe. I got you.” 
 
    Erik led her the rest of the way through the long hallway, and she stumbled along beside him. She had no choice but to lean against him in order to avoid collapsing as her head continued to spin. She heard Erik push open a door and lead her into another cold, dark room. Erik positioned her against a cold wall, and then, she felt his hands leave her and heard his footsteps moving away. 
 
    “I told you not to bring her in here,” Kallias said. His voice sounded weak and strained, so raspy and quiet that it was barely audible in the silent room. 
 
    “Hey, I went back for her, even with the threat of the impending sunrise, because you insisted,” Erik muttered indignantly. His voice seemed to move back and forth across the room as he picked something up and then dropped it somewhere else in the floor. “I don’t want to hear any complaints out of you.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you for that,” Kallias grunted. “Now get her out of here.” 
 
    “No,” Erik said as he struck a match and tossed it into a dusty fireplace. 
 
    The spark of fire burned out as quickly as it started. Rose heard shuffling as he made a second attempt at starting a fire in the long-abandoned fireplace. 
 
    Kallias groaned in pain. “I mean it, Erik. I don’t want her in here.” 
 
    “Wow. Thanks,” Rose muttered, crossing her arms across her chest. 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, and even though she could not see him, she knew that he was staring at her. “Please, Rose, you need to stay away from me.” 
 
    This time, the spark caught and quickly grew into a large, blazing fire. Rose gasped as Kallias became visible in the flickering light of the fire. Blood stuck to his torn shirt, stained his jeans, and pooled around him. His skin, usually so tawny, looked papery white, and the pinkness of his lips faded, nearly matching the pale shade of his skin. Just by looking at him, she could see that he was dying. His body couldn’t reproduce the blood as quickly as he was losing it. Despite her dizziness, she crossed the room and sank to her knees in front of him. 
 
    “Kallias,” she whispered, reaching toward the wounds in his chest. 
 
    Kallias snatched her wrist and held it tightly, his brown eyes darkening as he stared at the blue veins in her wrist that contrasted sharply with her fair skin. His entire body seemed to tremble and convulse, from his fingers to his shoulders. “I can’t…resist…it,” he panted, his fingers digging into her skin. 
 
    Her brows knitted together with concern. “Then, don’t.” 
 
    He glared at her. “Have you lost your mind? Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because you need it,” she said, scooting forward, closer to him. 
 
    Kallias suddenly stiffened and squeezed his eyes shut. He turned his head away from her. “Rose, please, don’t come any closer. I can’t control myself.” 
 
    She froze, conflicted. She could see the pain in his features, and she didn’t want to make it worse. But…he needed her blood, and she refused to back down. 
 
    Erik spun toward them. “She’s right, Kallias. You will die tonight if you don’t feed. She is offering you her blood. You should take her up on the offer.” 
 
    Kallias finally managed to let go of her wrist. He narrowed his eyes at Erik. “We discussed this. I won’t feed from her. I would rather die than hurt her.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “Apparently,” he muttered bitterly. 
 
    “But you will hurt me,” Rose said, scowling at him, “if you die.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her. “Rose, you shouldn’t care. I am just…” 
 
    “The person I love?” Rose finished for him. 
 
    He froze, his eyes widening. “What… What did you say?” he sputtered. 
 
    “What? Are you deaf? I said I love you,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Rose,” he said, frowning at her. “You can’t love me. I am a…” 
 
    “A vampire,” Rose finished. “And I’m a human. Yes, I am aware. I know that this is impossible. I know that we would never make it. And I don’t care. Because what I know doesn’t change how I feel. So…I love you. Get over it.” 
 
    “There were more romantic ways to say that,” Erik complained. 
 
    “Shut up, Erik,” she muttered. 
 
    Erik laughed at her. He crouched down beside her, in front of Kallias. “Look, Kallias, we have been friends for twelve hundred years, and neither one of us is easy to like. But somehow we have managed to stick together century after century, looking out for each other. You’re all I’ve got. So, if you think that I am just going to stand by and watch you die, you’re an idiot.” He shook his head and sighed, “Hell, I’d even give you my blood if there were no way around it.” 
 
    Kallias grimaced. “Yeah, that’s not happening.” 
 
    “My feelings exactly,” Erik agreed. “That would be awkward and weird for both of us. But the point is: if it were the only way to save you, I wouldn’t hesitate. Luckily for us, there is another option.” He looked pointedly at Rose. 
 
    Rose grinned at Kallias. “I think he just declared his love for you, too.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes and shoved her playfully, except his playful shove felt more like a real shove, and it knocked her flat on her face. “Oh, shit. Sorry, Rose.” 
 
    “I’ve starved myself for twenty-five hundred years, and you think I should break that starvation with her?” Kallias snarled. “I could kill her, Erik.” 
 
    “We both know you won’t,” Erik said. “I know that hunger is supposedly the strongest thing that vampires feel, but I think you and I both know that there is something stronger than that. Besides…she’ll die without your blood, anyway.” 
 
    Kallias glanced worriedly at Rose. “You used too much power?” 
 
    Rose winced guiltily. “Oops?” she said, offering an apologetic smile. 
 
    Erik stood, running his hand through his messy hair. “I think I will go and find a place to sleep in the next room so that you two can have some privacy.” 
 
    But on his way out of the room, he stopped in the doorway. “Oh, and one more thing,” he snapped, spinning back toward them. “For Odin’s sakes, would you two stop fighting what you feel for each other? Who cares if your relationship is practical or if it can last her entire lifetime? There’s a good chance that we will all die tomorrow, and none of that will matter. What does matter is what you feel right now. I know that I act without thinking ninety-nine percent of the time and that I make some shitty choices. But if you ask me, it’s better than what you two are doing. At least I act. So, for once, stop thinking, and just fucking act.” He turned and left without another word, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Kallias and Rose stared at the empty doorway, stunned by Erik’s sudden semi-inspirational rant. Rose frowned at Kallias. “Was that his idea of a pep talk?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “He did get pretty emotional about it.” 
 
    The door jerked open again, and Erik ducked his head through. “And Kallias, I swear, if you don’t feed from her, I will force-feed you my blood.” 
 
    Kallias stared at him, his nose wrinkling in disgust. “But…” 
 
    The door slammed shut again before he could finish his argument. 
 
    “Well, then,” Rose said with an encouraging smile, “I guess it’s settled.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Rose, please, don’t ask me to hurt you.” 
 
    “You’re not hurting me,” she argued. “You’re letting me help you in the only way that I can. I remember that you once asked me to let you do the same.” 
 
    “I need too much blood,” he explained. “I will take too much from you.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Well, it’s a good thing you can heal me, then.” 
 
    “That would bind you to me,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    She scowled at his wounds and began to gently unbutton his shirt. 
 
    He winced as her fingers brushed against him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose muttered, biting her lip as she concentrated on keeping her fingers away from his wounds. She gently pulled his shirt down his shoulders. “Your shirt brushes against your wounds when you move. It must be painful.” 
 
    He leaned forward to allow her to finish removing his shirt, shivering as her fingers brushed his skin. Rose set the shirt aside and then looked back at him, gasping as she saw how terrible his wounds really were. “What did he do to you?” 
 
    Kallias leaned back against the wall. “What he always does: torture.” 
 
    Her throat felt tight with sympathy. “If I’d known sooner, maybe I…” 
 
    “Hey,” he interrupted, wiping his thumb under her eyes. “Don’t cry.” 
 
    She wiped her hands over her face, surprised to find wetness under her eyes. “It’s bad enough that you went through this, and I couldn’t do anything to prevent it. At least let me help now. You need my blood to survive the day.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, his emotions warring on his face. “But the blood bond…” 
 
    “I don’t care about the blood bond!” Rose snapped. 
 
    “You should,” he insisted. “It will connect us for the rest of your life.” 
 
    She shrugged. “That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing to me.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” he snapped. “It is intense and intimate and sexual. You would feel what I feel, and I would feel what you feel. You would never be able to move on after me because you would still be connected to me.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “With or without the blood bond, I will never be able to just move on. What part of ‘I’m in love with you’ do you not understand?” 
 
    “Rose,” he sighed, his brows furrowing with frustration. 
 
    “I am already connected to you, maybe not as literally as a blood bond, but still,” she argued. “What I feel for you is not going to just go away.” 
 
    “I’m not good for you,” Kallias insisted. 
 
    “Let me decide that,” she demanded, leaning forward onto her knees to close the distance between them. “You don’t see what I see. You just see your flaws. You look at your reflection, and you see your brokenness. But I see more than that. I see the good that you refuse to see. And isn’t that what love is, really? Knowing and accepting someone’s flaws and brokenness, choosing to love the good in them, and then, helping them love the good in them, too. You are far from perfect, as am I, but you are more than the monster you think you are.” 
 
    Despite how weak and drained he felt, he reached and placed his hand on her face because, at that moment, he felt like he needed to touch her. Her cheek felt warm against his clammy skin, even despite the cold rain water that still clung to her skin. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned into his touch. He could hear her heart racing. “I just want what’s best for you,” he tried to explain. 
 
    She opened her eyes. “Then, don’t ask me to watch you die.” 
 
    He dropped his hand, suddenly seeing the connection between this and what had happened to him. She would watch him die, just like he watched Phoebe die. The only difference was his death could be prevented. “I…” he trailed off. 
 
    “It would hurt me just like it hurt you. I can’t watch you die,” she said. 
 
    Kallias stared at her, his mind and heart warring over the decision. He knew that he shouldn’t do this. It would change their lives forever. But at the same time, he couldn’t ask her to endure the thing that had broken him. He could feel himself dying, and if he didn’t feed, he would die right here, in front of her. His eyes darted down to her neck, and his mouth watered in anticipation. 
 
    “I like the idea of being connected to you,” she admitted. “I understand that you don’t love me, so you probably don’t want to be connected to me. But…” 
 
    He placed his finger against her lips. “No. No, you don’t understand.” 
 
    “What?” she sputtered. She shivered as his finger began to trace her lips. 
 
    He laughed, “For someone so brilliant, you can be an idiot sometimes.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you sweet?” Rose muttered, shivering as his fingers traveled downward. “I declare my love for you, and you… Hey, what are you doing?” 
 
    He finished unzipping her hoodie. “Taking off your jacket.” 
 
    “Okay…” she said, drawing out the word, as he tossed her hoodie aside. 
 
    His hands returned to her, tugging up the hem of her blue T-shirt. 
 
    Rose stilled his hands, her eyes wide. “Okay, now, what are you doing?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Taking off your shirt,” he said, his eyes darkening.  
 
    “Uh…yeah…but why?” she asked. “If this is your way of bargaining…” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” he said. He gestured toward his chest, drawing her attention to all of the gashes and wounds. “I don’t want to ruin your clothes.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Kallias, what are you saying?” 
 
    Kallias wrapped his hand around her wrist and pulled her into his lap, his lips curving slowly into a smile. “I’m saying that you’re wrong. I do want to be connected to you.” His brown eyes burned with intensity. “And I do love you.” 
 
    “You…love… But…” she stammered. “You said that you didn’t.” 
 
    “I lied,” Kallias said. “Obviously, I lied. Even Theron could see I was lying.” 
 
    She continued to gape at him for a moment. “Say it again.” 
 
    He chuckled, and then, his eyes darkened. “Come closer, and I will.” 
 
    With a hesitant smile, Rose crawled onto him, straddling his hips. He raked his hungry gaze down her body, his eyes lingering on where their bodies met. She gasped as his fingers curled around her hips and jerked her closer. He leaned forward and pressed his lips against her jaw as he rolled her T-shirt up. 
 
    She couldn’t help but moan softly as his fingers brushed her bare stomach and her breasts. He tugged the shirt over her head and tossed it aside. He pulled back for a moment to stare at her. She blushed as she remembered that she’d worn a simple, white cotton bra that looked extremely unflattering against her pale skin. He didn’t seem to notice, though, as his gaze lingered on her breasts, darkening with lust. His fingers trailed along her stomach and hips as he leaned forward to press his lips against her collarbone, then her shoulder, and then trailing up her neck, seeking the pulsing artery. Rose gasped as he sucked gently on her neck. His fingers entangled in her drenched hair, tugging her closer to him. 
 
    Kallias moved his lips to her ear and murmured, “S’agapo, psychi mou.” 
 
    Her breath caught at those words: I love you, my soul. 
 
    Before she could respond, he tugged gently on her hair, tilting her head to the side to expose her neck. Then, with no further warning, he sank his fangs into her neck. She tensed at the brief pain as his fangs tore through the skin, but as quickly as it started, that pain subsided, replaced by intense waves of pleasure. 
 
    Kallias groaned as her blood poured into his mouth. The hunger took control, drawing out the more animalistic side of him. He licked and suckled the blood, intoxicated by its sweet and powerful taste. It tasted better than he had ever imagined, and after two and a half millennia of hunger, he couldn’t get enough. He clutched her hair tightly with one hand as the other hand tugged at her hip, holding her close to him as he continued to feed from her. Her soft, breathless moans filled his ear, which only intensified his hunger and desire for her. 
 
    Rose grasped his shoulders, one of the few uninjured parts of his body, as the intense euphoria continued to wreak havoc on her body. The sensations caused by the blood sharing only seemed to intensify the longer he fed, overwhelming her with pleasure and desire. She looped her arms around his neck and leaned her head against his shoulder, showering his skin with light kisses. 
 
    Kallias pulled away from her neck, panting. Blood dripped from his mouth and fangs. He stared at her, his gaze dark and intense. He suddenly grasped her thighs and pushed her onto the dusty floor. He climbed on top of her, nuzzling his face against her neck, inhaling her soft, alluring, intoxicating scent. 
 
    “I love the way you smell,” he growled against her skin. He licked the blood on her neck. “The way you taste.” He lifted her legs and wrapped them around his hips. Rose gasped as their bodies pressed together. “The way you feel.” 
 
    The floor, not yet warmed by the fire, felt cold against the bare skin of her back. She could feel his body pressing against hers, his weight pinning her to the floor. Every curve of her soft body molded to his rougher, harder body. And it was all too much and not enough at the same time. Her fingers tugged at his hair, urging him back to her neck. He smiled against her skin and sank his fangs into her neck again. Their bodies moved almost involuntarily, and the friction of his body against hers, despite the barrier of their jeans, intensified the sensations caused by the blood sharing. Soon, Rose felt lost in those euphoric sensations again, moaning softly and arching her back as he fed eagerly from her. 
 
    Kallias reluctantly tore himself away from her neck, his breath coming in harsh pants as he tried to control his feral hunger. Blood dripped from his mouth, the dark red drops landing on her breasts. “You’re letting me take too much.” 
 
    She smiled a cute, goofy smile. “I feel fine. No, awesome. I feel awesome.” 
 
    He snorted, “Yes, well, you’re also a little high from the blood sharing, so I’m not sure your word is reliable right now.” He licked some of the blood from his lips and tilted his head, listening to the slow pounding of her heart. He sighed as he realized it sounded too weak. He lifted his wrist to his mouth and sank his fangs harshly into his skin. Then, he held his hand out to her with his palm up, blood pooling on his wrist. “You have to drink this, Rose. You need it.” 
 
    Her goofy smile faded, and her nose wrinkled in disgust. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” he said. “It doesn’t even taste like human blood.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily encouraging,” she muttered, her words slurring. 
 
    “You need it,” he insisted. “It is too late to back out now.” 
 
    Rose nodded and wrapped her hand around his arm, pulling his wrist closer to her mouth. She grimaced as she watched the blood pour from the holes, and finally, she placed her mouth over them, gently suckling and licking the blood. She realized that he was right. Vampire blood tasted nothing like human blood. It didn’t exactly taste good, but it didn’t taste metallic and salty like human blood. She closed her eyes and forced herself to swallow the first mouthful of blood. 
 
    Kallias rolled off of her, curling against her side as he clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to bite her again. His hunger continued to gnaw at him, burning and clawing at his stomach and throat. He watched her, mesmerized by the way her soft alabaster skin looked in the flickering light of the fire, aroused by the sensual way that her tongue caressed his wrist. He ran his hand through the wet strands of her hair that shined bright red each time the light fell upon it. 
 
    Her eyes opened, and her breath came in quick, sharp gasps. “Kallias?” 
 
    “It’s the blood bond,” he murmured as he kissed her freckled shoulder. With a mischievous smirk, he traced his finger along her pale stomach, chuckling as she squirmed and clenched her thighs together. “I told you that it was intense.” 
 
    “Yeah. Intense,” she squeaked, unable to handle even the slightest touch. 
 
    He barely brushed his fingertip across the tops of her breasts, and she moaned. Smiling, he pushed her bra aside to reveal her soft, round breast. Her fingers dug into his arm as he took her breast into his hand, massaging it. She moaned and pressed herself into him, her breast overfilling his hand. He trailed his hand downward and wrapped his fingers around her hip. She rolled toward him, her fingers digging into his jeans as she pulled him as close as possible. 
 
    Kallias froze as he noticed her eyes. No longer blue, her eyes glowed red again. The swirling red haze that covered her eyes was unnerving and terrifying. 
 
    She frowned as she noticed his sudden discomfort. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he lied, not wanting to worry her. He smiled and ran his hand through her hair, leaning forward to kiss her on the forehead. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    She grinned at him. “You have blood all over your face.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he laughed. “Not very romantic, is it?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose, still smiling. “It is a little weird,” she admitted. 
 
    Kallias wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer to him. “We should get some rest anyway. We need to be ready for tomorrow night.” 
 
    Rose nodded, staring up at him with her glowing, red eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    Kallias stared at those blood-red eyes, wondering what the hell she was. 
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 The Blood Bond 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose awoke with her heart racing. Her breath caught in her throat. Her stomach fluttered. It wasn’t fear that caused these reactions. It was Kallias. 
 
    His feverish lips pressed against her neck, parting to allow his tongue to trace her artery. His front pressed against her back, his body curled behind her, as he held her tightly, his arms crossed around her stomach. It was the most intense sensation of her life because she could feel him. And not just in the physical sense of the word. It was much deeper than that. Everything—their bodies, their emotions—felt connected, and it was enough to drive her mad. She gasped as his lips moved, trailing along her skin until they pressed against her bare shoulder. 
 
    She opened her eyes and watched the light from the fire dance across the wall, flickering around the shadows of their intertwined bodies. The floor felt unforgivably hard and cold against her side. Yet, her skin felt overheated as he continued to tease her with his lips and teeth. “Kallias, please,” she whispered. 
 
    “Please what?” he growled softly in her ear. He sucked on the lobe of her ear, drawing a strangled gasp from her lips. His fingers traced her stomach. “Please stop? Please don’t stop? What do you want, baby? You have to tell me.” 
 
    Rose groaned in frustration, “You can read my freaking mind, can’t you?” 
 
    Kallias laughed, the sound low and gravelly in her ear. Rose gasped as he rolled her over in one swift movement, his body suddenly on top of hers. With his skin still stained with both his blood and her blood and his fangs gleaming in the glow of the fire, he looked less like a human than ever before, but she didn’t care about that anymore. It didn’t change the way she felt about him. It didn’t stop the need for him that ached throughout her body. She loved him, all of him. 
 
    His hand curled around her neck, his thumb tracing her artery, as he leaned down to kiss the sensitive skin between her ear and her neck. He moved his lips to her neck, stopping to tease the most sensitive spot with his lips and fangs. She moaned and squirmed beneath him, her fingers digging into his hip. 
 
    Kallias tensed. “Skata,” he groaned into her skin. “Patience, agapi mou.” 
 
    “Too intense,” she complained. She tugged at the waistband of his jeans. 
 
    “I did warn you that it would be intense,” he reminded her, chuckling. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. This is not really the time for an I-told-you-so,” she muttered. 
 
    “Oh? What is it the time for, then?” he asked, his voice low and seductive. “This?” he murmured as he returned to teasing her neck with his teeth and tongue. “Or this?” He traced her skin with his tongue until he reached her collarbone, kissing the bare skin there. “Or this?” He trailed his tongue down to the top of her breast, chuckling as she squirmed and moaned at the sensation.  
 
    He moved the bra aside as he lowered his lips to her bare breast. 
 
    “Hey, you two,” called a voice from the other side of the room. 
 
    Rose managed to separate herself from him so quickly that even the two vampires in the room were impressed. She wrapped her arms around herself. 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” Kallias muttered, narrowing his eyes at his friend. 
 
    Erik leaned against the doorframe, one eyebrow raised. “Usually.” 
 
    “Why are you in here?” Rose hissed, her arms still crossed around herself. 
 
    “The better question is: Why are you wearing a cotton bra?” Erik muttered. 
 
    Her cheeks turned crimson. “My shirt, Kallias. Where is my shirt?” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to remember. I was dying,” Kallias complained. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at him. “That’s not an excuse.” 
 
    Erik pushed away from the doorframe and walked into the room, his boots echoing loudly on the floor. He knelt and snatched something off of the floor and tossed it to Rose. She caught it, frowning at the blue T-shirt in her hand. 
 
    “And another important question,” Erik continued after he tossed the shirt at her. “Why do you wear clothes like that when you have breasts like those?” 
 
    Rose blanched. She turned toward Kallias. “Can I kill him?” 
 
    “I’m just saying that it wouldn’t hurt to show them off a little,” Erik said. 
 
    “Shut up, Erik,” Kallias muttered. He ran his hand through his hair, exasperated. “Why are you even in here? You knew that this was a bad time.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m sorry to interrupt,” Erik sighed. “Really, I am. It’s one of my rules. Never stand in the way of good sex. But…the sun is setting, and if we’re not gone by nightfall, Theron will kill us. So, I figured this might be more important.” 
 
    “We didn’t have sex! Why would you think we had sex?!” Rose squeaked. 
 
    Erik raised his eyebrow, his lips twitching as he tried not to laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Kallias sighed as he climbed to his feet. He gathered his own shirt from the floor, where it set next to a puddle of his blood. He turned back toward Erik as he pulled on the shredded button-down shirt. “Now, could you please leave the room before you give Rose a heart attack?” 
 
    Erik performed a melodramatic, sweeping, sarcastic bow. He cast another amused glance at Rose as he left the room, heading into the hallway. 
 
    A smile tugged at Kallias’s lips. “I guess we’ll have to continue that later.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uh…yeah,” she stammered. “So…you’re feeling better?” 
 
    He laughed at her quick change of subject. He moved closer until the light of the fire illuminated his body. He spread his arms out, allowing his shirt to fall open, revealing his bare torso. He smiled. “You tell me. What do you think?” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she realized that his wounds were gone. Blood stained every inch of his skin, but the wounds were healed, as if they’d never existed. Only scars remained where the gruesome, fatal wounds had been. 
 
    “Wow,” Rose breathed, blinking in shock. 
 
    “That’s what your blood did,” he said. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “It was,” she said, blushing, “not so bad.” 
 
    He smirked. “I bet it wasn’t.” 
 
    Her cheeks grew hotter. “Shut up.” 
 
    Kallias laughed as he buttoned his shirt. Rose wasn’t sure why he even bothered buttoning it. The shirt was so shredded that it barely covered anything anyway. His clothes, hair, and skin looked so sticky with blood that he looked as if he’d just stepped out of a horror movie, but he dressed as if he didn’t even notice, walking smoothly across the room and kneeling to pick up something. 
 
    He dropped the black hoodie in her lap. “Get dressed, babe.” 
 
    Rose blinked and nodded quickly as she remembered that she was sitting in the middle of the room without her shirt. She quickly pulled the T-shirt over her head, hiding her flushed face. As she pulled her arms through the sleeves of the hoodie, she glanced up and froze as she met his intense, unblinking gaze. His dark, dilated eyes were focused on her. “Uh…Kallias? Are you all right?” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair. “Sorry. It’s just… Sorry.” 
 
    She frowned, confused by his nervousness. “It’s all right…I guess?” 
 
    He held out his hand to her. As she placed her hand in his, he jerked her to her feet. Her body collided with his, and he placed his hand on the curve of her back to steady her. Her hands went to his arms, and her breath caught in her throat at their closeness. Her skin grew warm again. She shivered as he buried his face in the curve of her neck, his lips brushing her skin, his breath raising chills. He inhaled deeply, groaning as her scent sparked an intense wave of hunger. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Rose said, blinking, as she actually felt his hunger. 
 
    “Sorry,” he breathed, his lips against her neck. “You think that the blood bond is intense for you, but it’s worse for a vampire. And you smell so good.” 
 
    She pulled back and smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve accepted your weirdness.” 
 
    “My weirdness?” Kallias repeated, scowling at her as she zipped up her hoodie. He followed her as she stepped into the hallway. “Have you met you?” 
 
    “Kallias, you drank my blood last night,” she reminded him. 
 
    He chuckled and wrapped his arms around her stomach. She gasped as he scooped her off the floor mid-step and pulled her back against him. He buried his face in her neck, his fangs grazing her skin. “I remember,” he whispered. 
 
    She giggled at his playfulness. “You’re in a good mood tonight.” 
 
    Kallias kissed her neck. “Hmmm, yes. Very good mood.” 
 
    “Hurry, lovebirds. We need to leave in thirty seconds. The sex can wait until we get home,” Erik called as he leaned against the wall, waiting for them. 
 
    “Why does he always assume we’re having sex?” Rose complained. 
 
    Kallias set her on the floor. She expected him to release her and step back so that she could walk, but instead, he scooped her up again, this time with his arm beneath her back and the other arm beneath her knees, cradling her bridal-style. He laughed at her shocked expression, “We have to move quickly.” 
 
    “You better not drop me,” she warned, poking his chest with her finger. 
 
    He smiled and, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him, he said, “Never.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive!” Emma cried, latching onto Kallias as soon as he opened the door, her small arms wrapped around his neck. “I’m so glad you’re alive!” 
 
    Kallias patted her awkwardly on the back. “Thanks, Emma.” 
 
    Emma extracted herself from Kallias and immediately latched onto Rose, nearly breaking Rose’s ribs with her tight embrace, and then, after she pulled away from Rose, she hurled herself at Erik who, more prepared for the attack, hugged her easily. “We were worried when you all didn’t come home last night!” 
 
    “We didn’t have time to make it home before sunrise,” Erik explained. 
 
    Geoffrey stood behind Emma, already fully dressed in his black dress pants, white button-down shirt, and tie. His dark eyes assessed the blood on Kallias’s clothing and skin. “I assume that this means that Rose was correct?” 
 
    Kallias glanced curiously at Rose. “About?” 
 
    Erik answered for him, “Rose knew that you were injured, and she knew where you were. That’s the reason that we showed up to save you last night.” 
 
    “I tried to stop her from going,” Geoffrey said, “but Erik let her go.” 
 
    “Thanks, Geoff,” Erik muttered, narrowing his eyes at him. 
 
    Geoffrey shrugged. “I told you…I am not taking the blame for this.” 
 
    “Thank you, Geoff,” Kallias said. He shot an irritated glare toward Erik as he muttered, “I appreciate you not being a reckless idiot, unlike some people.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Hey, you know what? I’m not even sorry for taking her because, in case you’ve forgotten, we would all be dead if it weren’t for her.” 
 
    Rose shifted uneasily at the reminder of what she had done. 
 
    Geoffrey’s dark eyes widened in alarm. “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Rose saved our lives last night,” Kallias explained. 
 
    “She is a hell of a lot more powerful than we thought,” Erik added. 
 
    Geoffrey seemed bothered by that. He frowned worriedly at Rose. 
 
    Kallias glanced at Rose. “So, how did you know that I was hurt?” 
 
    Rose shoved her hand in her pocket until her fingers found the phone. She pulled it out and handed it to him. “You left your phone, and Audrey called.” 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Audrey. Of course. I should have known.” 
 
    Geoffrey turned his scowl toward Kallias. “Wait, you knew about her friend? Didn’t you think it was strange that her friend has a psychic ability, too?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” Kallias agreed, “but I also saw inside Audrey’s mind. She genuinely cares for Rose. I don’t see any reason to be suspicious of her.” 
 
    Rose smiled at him. “Exactly.” 
 
    “She is a bit strange,” Kallias added, “but so is Rose.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “Wow, you’re so sweet,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Geoffrey scratched his head nervously. He leaned toward Kallias. “Can you…er…perhaps…tell me exactly what happened last night?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Kallias nodded. “Sure, just let me take a shower first,” he said, gesturing toward his torn, bloodied clothing. He started toward the stairs, but then, he turned abruptly to stare at Geoffrey. His brows furrowed, and he seemed to concentrate intensely on Geoffrey. “On second thought, let’s talk privately.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously as they headed into the living room. She wondered what Kallias had seen in Geoffrey’s mind and why they would need to speak privately. She nearly jumped when she felt a hand grasp her arm. She glared down at the hand that had startled her and then at the owner of the hand. 
 
    Erik cringed as she glared at him. He scratched his head, ruffling his messy blonde hair. “Dang. I was just wondering if you wanted some coffee.” 
 
    Her anger instantly faded, and she smiled brightly at him. “Do I want coffee?” she repeated, scoffing, “As if I might say no.” She stepped past him. 
 
    Erik laughed and followed her to the kitchen. He grabbed a skillet from the cabinet. “I’ll make something quick since it’s so late. You like grilled cheese?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rose said as she prepared the coffee. “I actually know how to make grilled cheese. It usually turns out a little black when I cook it, but still.” 
 
    He stopped and frowned at her. “Black? As in…burnt?” 
 
    “I like to think of it as well-done,” she said, wincing. 
 
    Erik laughed and rolled his eyes at her. “You really can’t cook, can you?” 
 
    “I have plenty of skills,” she muttered. “Cooking just isn’t one of them.” 
 
    As Rose leaned over the coffee pot to pour the coffee grounds into the filter, she stiffened as she suddenly felt someone next to her. The person leaned forward and sniffed her. She turned toward the person, her brows furrowing as she found Emma standing next to her. “Uh…Emma? Did you just sniff me?” 
 
    Emma stood so close that Rose could feel the satin of Emma’s blue dress brushing against her hand. Emma clutched the arm of Rose’s hoodie and leaned down to sniff the fabric. She frowned and raised herself on her tippy-toes to sniff Rose’s neck. Then, she grabbed a handful of Rose’s hair and sniffed it as well. 
 
    Erik watched in fascination, a spatula poised in his hand and an amused smile tugging at his lips. Rose shot him a questioning look, but he just shrugged. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened as Emma leaned forward and sniffed the front of her shirt, or you know…her breasts. “Um…Emma?” she sputtered in shock. When Emma didn’t answer and just continued to sniff her, her face touching the front of Rose’s hoodie, Rose shot Erik a pleading look and mouthed, “Help.” 
 
    He snorted and tossed the spatula aside. He crossed the room and wrapped his hand around Emma’s arm, gently pulling her away from Rose. He looked far too amused by the strange situation. “Emma, stop sniffing Rose.” 
 
    Emma jerked her arm out of his grasp. “She smells different.” 
 
    Erik grabbed her and held her back as she tried to sniff Rose again. “Emma, it’s not considered appropriate by most people to sniff another woman’s breasts.” He grinned wickedly and added, “Kissing them, on the other hand…” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sakes, Erik,” Rose groaned. 
 
    “She smells different,” Emma insisted. 
 
    “Of course she does. Didn’t you notice that Kallias does, too?” Erik said. 
 
    Emma’s hazel eyes lightened with recognition. “A blood bond?” 
 
    Erik finally let go of her arm. “Kallias wouldn’t be alive otherwise.” 
 
    Emma danced around in a circle. “Yay!” she squealed. Rose winced as Emma patted her harshly on the shoulder. “I knew you cuties would have sex.” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow at Emma’s strange dance. “Do that again.” 
 
    Rose rubbed her shoulder, wincing at the soreness. “Why does everyone assume that we had sex? And even if we did, that wouldn’t be anyone’s business.” 
 
    But no one was paying attention to her. “I can’t,” Emma said to Erik. “I have to get out of this room before you start cooking disgusting human food.” 
 
    Erik pouted at her. “But it smells all right when I cook it.” 
 
    Emma grimaced. “Eww. No,” she said as she turned and left the kitchen. 
 
    “I smell different?” Rose asked Erik after Emma was gone. 
 
    Erik flipped the grilled cheese and glanced at her. “Sure. A little.” 
 
    She frowned worriedly. “Is it a good different or a bad different?” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Don’t worry, babe. Everyone still wants to eat you.” 
 
    She scowled. “How the heck is that supposed to make me not worry?” 
 
    He tossed two more grilled cheese sandwiches into the skillet. “It’s barely noticeable. It basically just warns other vampires that you’re bound to someone.” 
 
    Rose leaned against the counter. “And that…protects me?” she guessed. 
 
    “Ideally, yes,” Erik said, waving his hand as he explained. “It’s kind of a common courtesy among vampires not to…eh…take what belongs to another.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t belong to anyone.” 
 
    He winced. “Right. I know. I was explaining it the way they see it. Don’t shoot the messenger, okay? Look, most vampires view humans the way most humans view animals. To us, or…eh…them, humans are food. So, when a vampire decides to feed a human his or her blood, it is usually because the vampire became fond of that particular human, which kind of makes you a…pet.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Did you just call me a pet?” 
 
    Erik stepped away from the skillet. He held both hands up in the air, including the spatula-wielding hand, as if she were pointing a gun at him. “Hey, it’s what they think, not what I think. I swear to Odin and Thor and Loki.” 
 
    She frowned. “You can’t swear to Loki. He’s the trickster god.” 
 
    He winced. “Oh. You caught that, huh?” 
 
    Erik yelped as a saltshaker suddenly flew through the air and hit him in the head. He rubbed his head, scowling at the saltshaker as it shattered on the floor. “Oww,” he whined. “That’s not fair. You can’t use your abilities on me.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He grinned and reached out toward her. “Turn-about is fair play.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she quickly sidestepped him. “Truce! Truce!” 
 
    As Rose darted toward the other side of the room, placing the bar counter between them for safety, Erik burst into hysterical laughter. He laughed so loudly and so obnoxiously that he nearly fell over in the floor before he finally sobered and returned to the stove to try to save the food before it burned. 
 
    Rose cautiously eyed the coffee pot from the other side of the kitchen, not willing to risk the venture back to that side of the counter until the coffee was completely finished brewing. “So, they would spare me out of…politeness?” 
 
    “Not just that, no,” he said as he set the fourth pair of grilled cheese sandwiches on the plate. “Most vampires aren’t willing to take that kind of risk.” 
 
    She glanced longingly at her coffee as it finished brewing. “What risk?” 
 
    He frowned at her, as if he were surprised she’d asked. “The risk that the vampire bound to that human will kill them, of course.” He sighed at her puzzled expression. “The blood bond does more than just intensify the sexual feelings and hunger between the two people. It also intensifies the vampire’s protective instincts and urges. A vampire who is bound to you will rip someone to shreds without a second thought if that person threatens your safety or wellbeing.” 
 
    Rose swallowed audibly. “You think Kallias would do that?” 
 
    “Kallias would have probably done that for you before the blood bond,” he scoffed as he placed two more grilled cheese sandwiches in the skillet, apparently determined to use every slice of bread in the house on one meal. He shrugged. “But yeah. I mean, hell, I ripped a guy in half one day for calling Alana a whore. I didn’t even realize I’d done it until I saw the two halves of his body lying on the ground. But, in my defense, I’d only been a vampire for two days.” 
 
    She blinked. “Well, I was hungry before that mental image,” she muttered. 
 
    He chuckled, “The point is: they’ll hesitate before provoking Kallias.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip. “Will Theron?” she asked. “Hesitate?” 
 
    His smile faded. “No. This will just give him another reason to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Kallias leaned forward, his brows furrowing. “Her blood did what?” 
 
    “It kind of…glowed,” Geoffrey stammered. “Kallias, I have never seen blood react the way hers did. I don’t know what she is, but she is not just human.” 
 
    Kallias hung his head in his hands, his elbows resting on his thighs, as he listened to Geoffrey explain what had happened the night before. Geoffrey had listened attentively as Kallias explained what Rose had done the night before, how she’d wielded her power effortlessly and how her eyes had changed colors, being overtaken by that glowing red haze. This new information worried Geoffrey. 
 
    “She is human,” Kallias argued. “Her blood tastes like human blood.” 
 
    “Except it tasted much more powerful than human blood, right?” Geoffrey pointed out. He sat on the sofa across from Kallias, leaning forward on the edge of his seat. “Think about it. How could she be human when her blood is more powerful than vampire blood? She must be something more than human.” 
 
    “She is human, and you are not to say otherwise,” Kallias said harshly. 
 
    Geoffrey swallowed. “I understand that you care about her, but…” 
 
    “No, Geoff, you don’t understand,” Kallias snarled. “Less than two weeks ago, she was living a normal human life with no clue that we even existed. And now, she is hanging out in a house with four dangerous vampires, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. She has a blood bond with me, a twenty-five-hundred-year-old telepathic vampire, which is screwed up enough as it is. She has telekinetic abilities, and after last night, who the hell knows what she can do? Because I…I haven’t ever seen anyone do anything like that. And on top of all of that, Theron and a ton of other vampires want her dead. She has enough to deal with right now without you making her feel like some kind of freak of nature.” 
 
    Geoffrey sighed, “But Kallias, what if she isn’t human?” 
 
    “I don’t care what she is. I love her. That’s all that matters,” Kallias said. 
 
    Geoffrey stared at him for a moment, blinking in shock as he processed that declaration. He’d suspected, of course, but until Kallias confirmed it, he hadn’t been completely sure that the ancient vampire actually loved this human, or whatever she was. He exhaled slowly and ran a hand through his hair, as he tried to choose his words carefully. “Even so, surely you can see reason here. After last night, I think it is safe to assume that she is dangerous. We have to…” 
 
    “We are dangerous,” Kallias argued. “We are vampires. She is human.” 
 
    “Possibly human,” Geoffrey corrected. “And yesterday, she nearly killed a vampire that’s older than you are. We have no idea what she is capable of.” 
 
    Kallias stood. “Rose chose to stay in a house with dangerous vampires that are capable of killing her. Hell, she sleeps next to me. She knows we are dangerous, and she trusts us. And now, you think it’s too hard to trust her?” 
 
    Geoffrey held up both hands. “Kallias, calm down. I’m just saying that there’s a reason you don’t see humans letting wild animals roam free through the streets. It doesn’t matter if they trust the animal or if the animal trusts them. If there’s a chance that the animal might hurt or kill someone, you still have to take precautions. They still take care of the animal. They just put the animal in…” 
 
    “In a cage?” Kallias asked, his voice a low, blood-curdling growl. 
 
    Geoffrey winced. “Okay, so, that was a bad analogy, but I still think…” 
 
    He didn’t manage to get the correction out before Kallias shoved him back, his hand closing threateningly around Geoffrey’s neck. He paled in fear as he realized how much weaker he actually was in comparison to Kallias. 
 
    Kallias looked absolutely feral, his fangs bared. “Do not threaten her.” 
 
    Erik was already in the room before Geoffrey could react, pulling Kallias off of him. He placed himself between them. “Hey. Hey. Kallias, look at me.” 
 
    Kallias blinked at Erik, his body still shaking with anger. “Huh? What?” 
 
    Erik frowned at him. “You attacked Geoffrey. What happened?” 
 
    “I did?” Kallias asked breathlessly. He glanced toward the doorway as Rose stepped into the room. “I…I don’t know. I guess I just…snapped.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “It was the blood bond. Let me calm you down, okay?” 
 
    Kallias nodded his assent, still trembling as he tried to control the anger. 
 
    Erik placed his hands on Kallias’s face and used his abilities to soothe the primal, volatile fury that surged through Kallias. He watched as Kallias relaxed, his shoulders falling and his eyes softening as calmness swept over him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kallias mumbled as Erik dropped his hands and stepped back. 
 
    Erik nodded and turned back toward Geoffrey. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Geoffrey swallowed, still a little shaken up. “Sure. Yeah. I guess.” 
 
    Kallias stared at Rose, saddened by the hesitancy that he saw in her eyes. 
 
    Emma appeared in the other doorway. She leaned elegantly against the doorframe, her normally wide, innocent eyes now narrowed with concern. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Geoffrey said. “Kallias has never acted like that.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at him, his brows furrowed, but he remained silent. 
 
    “Kallias has never had a full-blown blood bond with anyone before,” Erik explained. “You would do the same thing if someone threatened Emma.” 
 
    Geoffrey quickly shook his head. “I wasn’t threatening Rose. I swear.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Kallias as she realized he was staring at her again. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “It must have felt like a threat to cause that reaction.” 
 
    Geoffrey’s mouth fell open. “W-what? You’re on his side?” 
 
    “I’m not on anyone’s side, asshole. We’re friends here, not enemies,” Erik muttered. He scowled at Geoffrey. “I just want to know what happened.” 
 
    “Not here, Erik,” Kallias said quietly, still not taking his eyes off of Rose. 
 
    “I wasn’t threatening her,” Geoffrey insisted to Erik. “I was just suggesting that we act rationally about this. She is obviously dangerous, and I…” 
 
    “Dangerous?” Rose repeated in shock, her eyes widening. “Me?” 
 
    “Gamoto,” Kallias muttered, cursing in Greek. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced at her, swallowing uneasily. “Well, after last night, I…” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Erik interrupted. “Stop being such a baby. We’re monsters, and look at her. She acts like it’s no big deal. A human is braver than you.” 
 
    Geoffrey glared at him. “I am just being rational, which is something I don’t expect you to understand. I expected Kallias to understand. He is usually the rational one. Yes, we are monsters, but she might be an even worse monster.” 
 
    Erik’s hand automatically shot out toward Kallias’s chest to hold him back, just in case. He glanced at Kallias, his eyebrow raised. “Try not to kill him.” 
 
    Kallias made no move to attack, but his eyes narrowed dangerously. 
 
    “Monster?” Rose sputtered. “You think that I’m a monster?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias interjected quickly. “Rose, you are not a monster.” 
 
    “Geoff,” Emma said softly. She remained in the doorway, frowning at her husband. “Why would you say that about Rose? I like her. She is nice to me.” 
 
    Geoffrey actually shrank back at that. He suddenly looked ashamed. 
 
    “I have murdered innocent humans, Geoff. I have tortured vampires,” Erik said darkly. “I am the worst monster in this room. I can assure you of that.” 
 
    Geoffrey swallowed and looked away. “We don’t even know what she is.” 
 
    “I will tell you what she is. She is an innocent human that we promised to protect,” Erik said harshly. “Now, if you have changed your mind, that is your choice. You can leave anytime you want. But we will continue to protect her.” 
 
    “No, I still want to help,” Geoffrey said. “I just think that we should…” 
 
    “Then, maybe you should shut the hell up,” Erik interrupted. 
 
    Geoffrey’s eyes widened. He sighed and stood up, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I should get some air,” he muttered as he shuffled toward the door. 
 
    But before he reached the door, he turned toward Rose. “I’m sorry if I offended you. It wasn’t my intention,” he said, offering her an apologetic smile. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she managed to say, her voice hoarse and cracked. 
 
    Geoffrey smiled and left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “I should go out there with him,” Emma said, crossing the room as gracefully as ever. She smiled at Rose. “I don’t think you’re a monster, Rose.” 
 
    Rose managed a weak smile. “Thank you, Emma.” 
 
    Emma curtsied to them. “I shall fix Geoffrey with sex. Wish me luck.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, her cheeks flushing a dark red. 
 
    Erik chuckled, “Good luck. I’ll try not to listen. Maybe.” 
 
    Rose grimaced at Erik. “Eww,” she muttered. 
 
    “I think you may have been a little harsh,” Kallias muttered to Erik. 
 
    Erik spun around on his heels and scowled incredulously at Kallias. “I was harsh? You were the one who looked ready to rip out his windpipe.” 
 
    Kallias winced. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “So…” Rose mumbled softly, biting her lip, “I’m a…monster?” 
 
    They both looked at her with startled expressions. 
 
    “No,” Kallias insisted again. “You’re not.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Erik agreed. “You’re not a monster, Rose.” 
 
    “Then, why does he think I am?” she asked, her voice cracking a little. 
 
    Kallias looked away. “Geoff is a very cautious person.” 
 
    “Allow me to translate,” Erik said suddenly. “He is a cowardly asshole.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at him. “Uh, Erik, are you all right?” 
 
    Erik groaned in frustration, dragging his hand through his hair. He glared at Kallias. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s your emotions that are doing this.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kallias mumbled. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Is it because of my blood?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “Your blood?” Erik repeated. “I figured it was about last night.” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias said, narrowing his eyes in warning. 
 
    Rose frowned. “When I used telekinesis?” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Erik scoffed. “You didn’t just shatter a glass this time. You immobilized a bunch of powerful vampires with your mind, nearly collapsed a building, and almost killed an ancient vampire. And your eyes…” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias interrupted. “Stop.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Erik muttered. “I’m just saying…it was kind of scary.” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias said again. 
 
    Erik shrugged. He frowned at Rose. “You didn’t think that there was anything unusual about last night? You didn’t feel different?” he prompted. 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “Well, I was a little scared and a little angry, but…” 
 
    “A little?” Erik repeated with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay, fine. I was terrified and furious and…” Rose trailed off as she suddenly remembered how she’d actually felt. “You know what? You’re right. I did feel different. It was the darkest thing I had ever felt. It was like I wasn’t…myself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik muttered. “It was the darkest thing I had ever felt, too.” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt worried. “What happened to me last night?” 
 
    Sensing her fear, Kallias walked over to her. His eyes softened. “Honestly, I don’t know, but what I do know is that you saved our lives.” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “I almost killed someone last night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias agreed. “But that doesn’t make you evil…or a monster.” 
 
    Her forehead creased with worry. “Were…were you afraid of me?”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Kallias assured her. 
 
    “A little bit,” Erik said, holding his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “Erik, you’re not helping.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “What? She’s a little scary, even without the telekinesis.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “I could never be afraid of you, Rose, because I trust you. I always said that I would never trust anyone…that it was stupid to trust people…and yet, I trust you. Whatever happened last night doesn’t change that.” 
 
    Rose smiled in surprise at the admission. “Okay.” 
 
    He sighed, “Besides, we have more immediate matters to worry about.” 
 
    “Like the fact that I’m almost out of alcohol,” Erik agreed. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “I meant the hundred vampires that are trying to kill us.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said, nodding. “Yeah, I guess that’s pretty bad, too.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly sniffed the air. “Were you cooking something?” 
 
    “Oops,” Erik said. “I should get that before the house catches on fire.” 
 
    “Probably,” Kallias agreed. As Erik left the room in a blur of movement, Kallias smiled at Rose and tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. He glanced down at his bloodied clothing. “Well…I need a shower, and you need to eat.” 
 
    “Shower,” Rose repeated. “A shower sounds really nice, actually.” 
 
    He chuckled, “Eat first, okay? I can feel your hunger.” 
 
    “Great,” Rose muttered. “As if reading my mind wasn’t weird enough.” 
 
    He laughed softly at her. “I’ll be back down in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll try not to die while you’re in the shower,” Rose assured him. 
 
    He frowned worriedly at her. “Try?” 
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” she sighed, shrugging her shoulders. 
 
    Kallias glared at her. “I’ll make the shower quick.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    After he finished his shower, Kallias found Erik sitting in the kitchen. He sat down at the counter, across from Erik, raising an eyebrow at the empty whiskey bottle sitting between them. Erik swirled the amber-colored liquid in his glass, his eyes blank as he stared down at the glass. His mind was clearly elsewhere. 
 
    “Rose went upstairs to take a shower,” Erik said, still not looking at him. 
 
    “Yeah. I can…tell,” Kallias said, frowning as he tried to explain it. 
 
    Erik chuckled, “Yeah, blood bonds are fun, aren’t they?” 
 
    Kallias frowned as Erik continued to stare at the glass. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m having those dreams again,” Erik muttered quietly. 
 
    Kallias nodded in understanding. “About Alana?” 
 
    Erik nodded. “The dreams are pleasant, but then, when I wake up…” 
 
    “You miss her?” Kallias asked. “Erik, she used you. She ruined you.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Erik muttered, dragging his hand through his hair. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m just…concerned,” Kallias sighed. “Are they memories?” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “Not exactly.” 
 
    Before Kallias could ask what he meant, the door opened. Erik and Kallias glanced toward the doorway as the scent of blood flooded their senses. Emma came through the doorway, her mouth, neck, and dress coated in blood. 
 
    “Uh…Emma?” Kallias asked, his eyes widening at the amount of blood. 
 
    Emma giggled at their shocked expressions. “Sorry, I’m a messy eater.” 
 
    Erik choked on his drink as he burst into a fit of laughter that was equal-parts laugh and equal-parts cough. His head fell face-first on the counter. 
 
    Kallias and Emma both gave Erik quizzical looks. 
 
    “Do either of you mind if I bathe in your facilities?” Emma asked. 
 
    Kallias scowled at the blood dripping onto the floor. “Please do.” 
 
    Emma left the room, leaving a relatively clean Geoffrey standing in the doorway, scratching his neck, as a blush crept up his neck and his ears turned red. 
 
    Kallias scowled as Erik continued to laugh obnoxiously. “Are you done?” 
 
    “Nope,” Erik snorted. “Not at all.” 
 
    Geoffrey sat on the barstool next to Kallias. His fingertips drummed the countertop nervously as he stared straight ahead, obviously still embarrassed. 
 
    “Sorry about earlier,” Kallias said awkwardly. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced at him. “It’s all right. If it had been Emma, I might have done the same thing,” he admitted. “But I assure you: I mean Rose no harm.” 
 
    As they talked, Erik stood and walked over to the sink. He grabbed a washrag and held it under a stream of hot water. Then, he tossed it to Geoffrey. 
 
    “I just…” Geoffrey stopped as he caught the washrag. He frowned at it. 
 
    Erik tapped a finger against the side of his neck. “You missed some.” 
 
    Geoffrey’s eyes widened, and he quickly began wiping the blood from his neck with the rag. “I didn’t get any on my shirt, did I?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    Erik and Kallias both scowled at him. 
 
    “What are you?” Kallias asked bewilderedly. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced at the blood on the rag. “I just got it dry-cleaned.” 
 
    “What kind of self-respecting vampire dry-cleans his clothes?” Erik said. 
 
    “The kind that dresses better than the two of you,” Geoffrey countered. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Hey, it’s not my fault I look better in leather than you do.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “You two sound like adolescent girls.” 
 
    Geoffrey and Erik frowned at each other, suddenly deciding to shut up. 
 
    Erik had just opened his mouth to say something else when a knock sounded at the door. All three of them straightened, their senses on high alert. 
 
    “Were you expecting anyone?” Geoffrey asked them. 
 
    Kallias scowled worriedly. “No.” 
 
    Erik sniffed the air. “It’s a vampire.” 
 
    “A powerful one,” Kallias added. 
 
    “Is it Theron or one of the vampires working for him?” Geoffrey asked. 
 
    “I was a little too distracted by the mass amounts of Kallias’s blood everywhere to memorize their scents,” Erik scoffed, glaring pointedly at Kallias. 
 
    “No,” Kallias said suddenly. “It’s not any of them.” 
 
    Erik frowned at him. “Are you sure? Because you were kind of…dying.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Kallias growled. “I made a point to memorize their scents, just in case I did survive. This is a scent that I have never encountered before.” 
 
    “It could still be a vampire working for Theron,” Geoffrey advised. 
 
    Two knocks sounded again, just as calm and emotionless as the first one. 
 
    Kallias stood and started walking toward the foyer, almost begrudgingly. 
 
    “Is it really a good idea to answer it?” Geoffrey asked cautiously. 
 
    “I might as well,” he said. “He’s a vampire. If he wants in, he’ll come in.” 
 
    “Do you have a weapon?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Kallias answered, as if the question were absurd. 
 
    As Kallias left the room, heading into the foyer, Erik glanced at Geoffrey. “I should go with him just in case this gets bad. You should go get Emma.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Geoffrey agreed as he disappeared into the hallway. 
 
    Erik joined Kallias in the foyer as Kallias answered the door. 
 
    Kallias froze as he saw the last person he ever expected to see at his door. 
 
    The man stood directly in front of him, his long, pale blonde hair so long that it nearly reached his waist. His pale blue eyes stared back at Kallias, lifeless, emotionless eyes that set Kallias on edge. The pale man looked exactly as he had in that ancient Greek temple two and a half millennia ago, except for the clothing, of course. Instead of a white chiton, he wore a black button-down shirt and black slacks that contrasted sharply with his pale skin. No hint of emotion showed on his face. 
 
    “Hello, Kallias,” he said, his voice as impassive as his eyes. 
 
    “Erastos,” Kallias said coldly. 
 
    “Ah, you do remember me,” Erastos said. 
 
    “How could I forget the person responsible for my death?” Kallias said. 
 
    Erastos didn’t respond to that. “Are you going to invite me inside?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. “What the hell are you doing on my doorstep?” 
 
    “If you had listened to me, you would remember that I warned you that you would see me again when the time has come,” Erastos reminded him. 
 
    “I can see you are still annoyingly vague,” Kallias muttered. “What time?” 
 
    “Her time,” Erastos answered simply. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Whose time?” 
 
    “The Eklektos,” Erastos said tiredly. 
 
    Kallias frowned at the vampire. “The Eklektos.” 
 
    “Yes,” Erastos said. “You should have listened to me, Kallias.” 
 
    “Uh…Kallias?” Erik said, scowling. “How do you know the pale guy?” 
 
    Kallias turned toward Erik. “Do you remember me telling you about that priest that gave me that Stone and caused Theron to kill Phoebe and me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Kallias jerked his head back toward Erastos. “This is the priest.” 
 
    “The idiotic priest was a vampire?” Erik asked, frowning. 
 
    “Apparently,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “I am neither idiotic nor a priest,” Erastos said. “I only impersonated a priest because I knew that Phoebe would trust a priest. She was very devout.” 
 
    Kallias’s jaw tightened. “I know what she was.” 
 
    Erastos shrugged. “Anyway, it is my understanding that the Stone of the Eklektos, which you so carelessly lost, has come back into your possession.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Erik said, gaping at Kallias. “When?” 
 
    “It is not in my possession,” Kallias corrected harshly. 
 
    Erastos nodded. “But she is.” 
 
    Kallias paled in shock. “She?” 
 
    “The one who holds the Stone,” Erastos said. 
 
    At the mention of Rose, Kallias lost his patience. He didn’t trust this unusual vampire at all, especially not now. “I think you should leave.” 
 
    “No. The time has come,” Erastos stated, disregarding Kallias’s frustration. He placed his hand on the door before Kallias could close it. 
 
    Kallias growled, “What the hell does that even…” 
 
    “Hey! Kallias!” Rose yelled as she ran down the stairs, stumbling as she tried to take them two at a time. Her long hair, still soaked from her shower, hung around her shoulders, drenching her pale green T-shirt. Her skin looked pale, and her eyes were wide with worry. “That Stone is glowing, and not just the way it sometimes glows when I touch it. It’s glowing extremely brightly now. What does that mean? Is that bad?” She stopped abruptly as she saw the man at the door. 
 
    Before Kallias could even react to all of the new information, Erastos answered, “It means that the Stone of the Eklektos has been activated.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at him. “Activated? What does that mean?” 
 
    Rose gaped at Erastos. “You. It’s you,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias looked at her, his eyes widening in surprise. “You know him?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “He’s the one who gave me the Stone.” 
 
    “You didn’t mention that a vampire gave it to you,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Rose said. “Kallias, why is he here?” 
 
    Erastos studied her intensely. His pale eyes remained blank and emotionless, but his lips lifted into a slight, almost unnoticeable smile. “I am here for you,” he answered, bowing courteously, as if she were royalty, “my Eklektos.” 
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    “Your what?” Rose asked again, narrowing her eyes at the creepy vampire. 
 
    Erastos now sat on the sofa across from them, after insisting that they let him come inside the house before even attempting to answer that simple two-word question that Rose had already asked him several times now. Rose sat between Kallias and Erik on the other sofa, watching Erastos with a scowl. 
 
    “Eklektos,” Erastos said simply, as if that answer was enough. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard you,” Rose muttered. “I want you to explain.” 
 
    Erastos frowned at her. “Eklektos. It is Greek for…” 
 
    “Chosen. Elected. Fated. Exquisite. Etcetera. Yeah, I know Greek,” Rose finished for him. “What I want to know is: Why are you calling me that?” 
 
    “How do you know Greek?” Erik muttered. “I don’t even know Greek.” 
 
    “I offered to teach it to you,” Kallias reminded him. 
 
    “Why would I want to learn a language that’s older than I am? Which again begs the question…” Erik turned toward Rose. “Why do you know Greek?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “I’m an Ancient History major.” 
 
    Erik scowled. “Am I supposed to know what that means?” 
 
    Erastos ignored their banter. “I called you the Eklektos because that is what you are,” he answered, drawing Rose’s attention. “The awakening of the Eklektos has been anxiously awaited since the early days of Ancient Greece.” 
 
    “Oh. So you’re insane. You could’ve just led with that,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Erastos frowned at her. “No, my mental state is stable.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at his literal answer. “I’m sorry, but you can’t expect me to believe that thousands of years ago, someone knew I would exist.” 
 
    “Not just someone,” Erastos corrected. “Many people.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That made it more believable,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias drummed his fingers irritably against the arm of the sofa. “If that were true, wouldn’t I have heard of this before I met you?” he asked Erastos. 
 
    Erastos shrugged. “It was long before your time.” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow at that. “Just how old are you?” 
 
    “Older than you would believe,” Erastos said vaguely. 
 
    Erik scowled. “Older than Aaron?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    “Much older,” Erastos assured him. 
 
    Rose sighed, “What makes you think that I am this Eklektos?” 
 
    “I do not think you are the Eklektos. I know you are,” Erastos corrected. 
 
    “Okay…” she said, drawing out the word in confusion. “But uh…how?” 
 
    “I know things,” Erastos answered, completely serious. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Um… That’s…not really an answer.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time trying to get a real answer from him,” Kallias muttered. “All he does is make vague statements and expect you to understand.” 
 
    Erastos glanced at him. “I understand that you do not trust me…” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    “But I assure you that I have reasons for each thing that I choose to say or not say,” Erastos continued in an emotionless voice. “My intentions are good.” 
 
    “Do you expect that to make me trust you?” Kallias asked. “Evil people always have reasons and good intentions. You can justify anything in your mind.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose hissed, elbowing him in the side. “You’re being rude.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “And?” 
 
    “And…you should at least give him a chance,” she scolded. 
 
    “The last time I gave him a chance, I was tortured and turned into a vampire,” Kallias said. “Forgive me if I’m hesitant to make that mistake again.” 
 
    “In all fairness, you did not trust me then either,” Erastos said. 
 
    Kallias leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at the weird, pale vampire. “Let me just reiterate,” he said between clenched teeth, “that you got me killed.” 
 
    “I told you that you had a choice,” Erastos reminded him. “You could trust what I told you and protect the Stone of the Eklektos, or you could disregard what I told you. I warned you that the path you chose was the most painful one.” 
 
    “If you knew what would happen, why didn’t you stop it?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “I cannot stop what is meant to happen,” Erastos stated. 
 
    “Like hell you can’t,” Kallias snarled. “You could have warned me.” 
 
    Erastos seemed completely unaffected by Kallias’s frustration. “If I had interfered with what was meant to happen, it would have resulted in disaster.” 
 
    “Again, Theron tortured me, killed me, killed Phoebe, and turned me into a monster,” Kallias reminded him. “So, what constitutes a disaster to you?” 
 
    Erastos sighed, “Your perspective is different from mine. I see the big picture, but you do not. What happened to you accomplished a greater purpose.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “Have you ever been tortured?” 
 
    Erastos frowned at him. “Uh, no. Of course not.” 
 
    “The way I see it,” Kallias began. He leaned forward, toward the strange vampire, as he snarled, “In the big picture, torture is still pretty fucked up.” 
 
    Rose realized that she could feel Kallias’s anger. It was a calm, controlled rage, but it felt intense, almost as intense as it would’ve felt if it had been her own emotion. “Kallias,” she said quietly. Kallias glanced at her, the anger in his expression instantly fading. “I think that we should give him a chance. If he knows as much as he says he does, then, maybe he can tell us how to defeat Theron and those other vampires, and we need all of the help we can get.” 
 
    “Are you sure that you want his help?” Kallias challenged. “Because based on his track record, I’m assuming his help probably involves you dying.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Erastos, her brows furrowing as she noticed him shift nervously. “Why would you think that what happened to Kallias was good?” 
 
    “Because it led to the present,” Erastos explained. “Each moment of the past played a role in leading to present and future events. Each thing that happens changes people, which in turn, changes the future. If I had interfered with even one thing that happened to him, this moment might have never happened.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Like the butterfly effect?” 
 
    Erik frowned at her. “What are you talking about now?” 
 
    “Chaos theory,” she said, scowling at his annoyed tone. “The butterfly effect means changing a minor detail can result in major differences at a later time, like the flapping of a butterfly’s wings changing the path of a hurricane.” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “This is why no one has had sex with you.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “You know what? Just because you’re too shallow to appreciate intelligence in a woman, doesn’t mean that everyone else is.” 
 
    Kallias—who, until that moment, had been as tense as physically possible and had yet to stop glaring suspiciously at Erastos—suddenly started laughing. 
 
    Erik just raised an eyebrow at her. “Damn. I’m impressed,” he admitted, his lips twitching into an amused smirk. “I don’t even have a comeback for that.” 
 
    “It looks like you finally met someone who can out-sass you,” Kallias said. 
 
    Erik snorted. “This isn’t over,” he warned Rose. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Erastos watching her. He didn’t laugh. He just stared with those icy, emotionless eyes. 
 
    Rose froze as she met that unsettling gaze. She wanted to give Erastos the benefit of the doubt, but even she had to admit that there was something eerie about those pale eyes of his and the way they always looked so cold and lifeless. Erastos stared intensely at her, as if he were assessing her every feature. It reminded her of the way someone might appraise an expensive car before committing their money to it. She shivered as a sense of unease settled over her. 
 
    “That is the general idea,” Erastos said after they stopped bickering. “If I had stopped those things from happening to Kallias, he would not be alive. He would not have shared that link with Theron. He would not have been there the night that Theron attacked you, and you would have died, as you did in your friend’s dream. If even one thing had changed—if, for example, he had arrived just one night later—you would have died, and humanity would be doomed.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Rose sputtered, her eyes widening. “Doomed?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erastos said impatiently, as if this should have been obvious. “You are the Eklektos. You are fated to save or destroy humanity. You must live in order to fulfill that purpose. If you die, humanity does not stand a chance.” 
 
    Rose actually laughed at that. “Are you sure you’re not insane?” 
 
    “Quite sure,” Erastos assured her without even a hint of humor. 
 
    “And you know all this,” she laughed, “because you…know things?” 
 
    Erastos scowled at her. “You are not taking this seriously.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “I’m trying, but come on. You can’t expect me to believe that I’m supposed to save the world, like some kind of superhero. I’m just a human.” 
 
    “You are mistaken. You are not just a human,” Erastos told her. 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “What do you mean? What else could I be?” 
 
    “Rose Foster is human, but the Eklektos is not,” Erastos explained. 
 
    She frowned. “But you said that I am the Eklektos…” 
 
    “You are,” Erastos sighed. “The Eklektos is…part of you.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted. “Which part? The left or the right?” she asked dryly. “Because my left side is uncoordinated. Is the Eklektos the clumsy one?” 
 
    Erastos scowled at her. “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    “You obviously don’t understand jokes either,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Rose scowled as she tried to process all of the crazy things that Erastos said. “Okay, so, if I’m not just human, what else am I? What is the Eklektos?” 
 
    “The Eklektos is your power,” Erastos answered. 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “Um…okay… But what…species…is it?” 
 
    “It is older than species,” he said simply, as if that actually made sense. 
 
    She sighed irritably, losing patience with his nonsensical answers. “Do these answers actually make sense in your head before you say them out loud?” 
 
    “Yes, and in time, they will make sense to you as well,” Erastos said. 
 
    “Sure they will,” she muttered doubtfully. “Regardless of what you think I am, I don’t understand why you’d think that I am capable of saving the world.” 
 
    “You are far more powerful than you realize,” Erastos told her. 
 
    “Thanks. I just love vague, nonsensical answers,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “Why are you doing this now?” Kallias asked Erastos. “And don’t give me that ‘the-time-has-come’ shit. Because, in case you haven’t noticed, this is a bad time. If you know as much as you say you do, you know that Theron and about a hundred or so vampires are looking for us and that damn Stone of yours.” 
 
    “It is not my Stone,” Erastos said. “It belongs to the Eklektos.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Kallias said irritably, “while you are wasting our time spewing this nonsense, those vampires are getting closer and closer to killing us.” 
 
    “I am here because I am needed,” Erastos answered. He held up his hand as Kallias opened his mouth to snap at him about the vague, unhelpful answer. “And, more specifically, I am needed because the Eklektos has awakened.” 
 
    “Um…actually,” Rose said, “I woke up a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    “Not you. The Eklektos,” Erastos corrected impatiently. 
 
    She sighed in frustration, “You just said that the Eklektos is…” 
 
    “Part of you,” Erastos reminded her. “And until last night, that part of you was latent, buried in the deepest and darkest part of your mind.” 
 
    “Last night,” Kallias repeated. “What changed last night?” 
 
    Erastos stared at him for a moment. “You almost died.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “The Eklektos could not be awakened by just any emotion,” Erastos explained. “It is a dark and unstoppable power. It requires equally dark and powerful emotions to be awakened, emotions more powerful than any others.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “What do you mean? Like anger? Fear?” 
 
    “Love,” Erik said suddenly, his voice quiet and sure. 
 
    Erastos nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    She frowned at both of them. “Love isn’t dark. It’s…” 
 
    “It can be dark,” Erik argued, turning toward her. His green eyes carried no humor now. He was gravely serious. “Love is the most powerful emotion because it evokes so many emotions. It is the one emotion that is both light and dark. Because love evokes kindness, happiness, joy, selflessness, and hundreds of other small, wonderful emotions, but…it also evokes fear, selfishness, insecurity, jealousy, sadness and pain, anger, and rage. It is potent and all-encompassing.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, frowning worriedly. “And last night…” 
 
    “You saw someone hurt the person you love. You saw Kallias almost die. Last night, your love for him evoked some very dark emotions. I have never felt anything as dark as the emotions that I felt radiating from you,” Erik admitted. 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I don’t remember much about last night, honestly.” 
 
    “That is because the Eklektos took control,” Erastos told her. 
 
    She turned abruptly toward him, her face suddenly pale. “It took control? Like…possession? Are you suggesting that there is someone inside of me?” 
 
    “No. Not someone,” Erastos sighed. “The Eklektos is the power that is inside of you, not another person. It is still you. It is just a different side of you.” 
 
    “I tried to kill someone. That doesn’t sound like me,” Rose argued. 
 
    “My Eklektos,” Erastos said with a slight bow of his head, as if he were addressing some type of authority. “With all due respect, light does not exist without darkness. The same thing that makes you so kind and compassionate is what made you so merciless last night. Love. You love more deeply and freely than most, and because of that, you are the most dangerous person in the world.” 
 
    The blood drained from her face. “I don’t want to be dangerous.” 
 
    An odd smile tugged at his lips. “Ah, but you are.” 
 
    Rose froze as an eerie, hair-raising chill traveled down her spine, like some kind of instinctual warning that something was off about that smile of his. 
 
    “Is that why her eyes turned red?” Erik asked. “The Eklektos?” 
 
    She spun around to gape at him. “My eyes did what?!” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Damn, Erik, just blurt it out, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erastos said in answer to Erik’s question. 
 
    “Because those eyes scared the hell out of me,” Erik added. 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias said again, narrowing his eyes at his friend. 
 
    “What? They did,” Erik muttered defensively. 
 
    “As they should have,” Erastos responded to Erik. “The eyes of the Eklektos should be seen as a warning to all of her enemies that their time is up.” 
 
    Rose turned her disbelieving stare toward Erastos. “What? No, no, I don’t hurt people. That’s not me. You’re wrong about this. I would never…” 
 
    Erastos tilted his head to the side, studying her curiously. “You would do whatever it takes to save someone you love, would you not?” he interrupted. 
 
    She frowned. “Well, yeah, but…” 
 
    “Whatever it takes includes hurting people,” Erastos stated. 
 
    “No. I can’t… I can’t process this. It’s insane,” she sputtered, shaking her head in denial. Then, she turned and narrowed her eyes at Kallias. “And by the way…was anyone planning on telling me that my eyes change colors?!” 
 
    Kallias winced. “I didn’t want to freak you out.” 
 
    “I would not have freaked out!” Rose snapped. 
 
    Erik tapped on her shoulder. “But you are freaking out,” he argued. He cowered in the corner of the sofa when she turned her murderous glare toward him. He grinned and held his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Just a little.” 
 
    She sighed and turned back toward Erastos. “I don’t want this power,” she stated, “not if it’s going to make me hurt people. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “You cannot change who you are,” Erastos said. “You are the Eklektos.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose snarled. “What is the purpose of this dangerous power?” 
 
    “To save or destroy the world,” Erastos repeated. 
 
    “How? By defeating Theron?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    To her surprise, Erastos smiled at that. Really, it wasn’t so much a smile as it was a smirk…an amused, arrogant smirk. “Theron is not the real threat. He is just a minor stepping stone to your fate. The real threat is far more powerful.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes suspiciously at the dubious vampire. 
 
    “Have you met Theron?” Rose asked irritably. “Or, you know, the hundred or so vampires that are following his every command right now?” 
 
    Erastos almost looked offended by the mere suggestion that Theron was a threat. “The Eklektos will face far more dangerous threats than Theron.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s comforting,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Erik ran his hand through his wavy hair, obviously frustrated. “Do you mind—oh, I don’t know—maybe giving us a heads-up on these threats?” 
 
    “I will warn you when the time is right,” Erastos assured him. 
 
    Erik blinked in disbelief. “Is he serious?” he asked Kallias and Rose. 
 
    “Then, what the hell are you doing here right now?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    Erastos glanced at him, his expression impassive. “Because she must defeat Theron. If she does not, well, as I said before, the world is doomed without her. In order to defeat Theron, she needs to know what I am telling her. She needs to know about her power and the Stone. I am here to help her understand.” 
 
    Rose raised her hand. “Uh, for the record, you’re not helping me understand anything. You’re actually the most confusing person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “What does the Stone of the Eklektos have to do with this?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “It unlocks the potential of her power,” Erastos explained. “It is important that she has it in her possession when you face Theron again.” 
 
    “Do you mind telling us when that might be?” Kallias sighed. 
 
    “It is better if I don’t,” Erastos said. “It will be soon, though.” 
 
    Kallias glared at him. “How helpful.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Erastos. “It is just a stone. How could it possibly do anything to my…power? I mean, sure, the way it glows is weird, but still…” 
 
    “You are sitting next to vampires with psychic abilities. Surely the connection between you and the Stone is not that hard to believe,” Erastos said. 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of is. I don’t believe in magic stones,” she scoffed. 
 
    “Magic is a word that humans use when they cannot explain something. Whether it is magic or science, the truth remains the same,” Erastos said. 
 
    “It’s just a stone. It can’t have power,” Rose insisted stubbornly. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    “It does not have power. You do,” Erastos corrected. “The Stone of the Eklektos is simply a tool that will help you focus and utilize your power.” 
 
    “Theron seems to think the Stone has power,” Kallias told him. 
 
    Erastos nodded. “That is because Phoebe misunderstood what I said and miscommunicated the information. The truth is…the Stone of the Eklektos is of no use to Theron without the Eklektos. She is the only one who can use it.” 
 
    “Great, so, if he finds that out, he will want Rose,” Kallias sighed. 
 
    “He already wants to kill me,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, but he’ll want you alive so that he can use you,” Kallias said. 
 
    She grimaced. “Yeah, that sounds even worse.” 
 
    Erastos nodded in agreement. “Yes, it is immensely important that the Eklektos never falls under Theron’s control…or anyone else’s, for that matter.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t plan on being under anyone’s control,” she declared. 
 
    Erastos seemed amused by that. “The writings were correct about your fiery spirit.” That odd smile tugged at his lips again. “That will be very…useful.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “The writings? There are writings?” 
 
    “Yes. Greek writings, hence your title: Eklektos. But those are not important at this time,” Erastos said. “For now, what you need to know is that you are the Eklektos and the Stone belongs to you. I must admit that I am disappointed that you did not understand that from the scrolls that I gave you.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “I spent many nights translating those scrolls, and all I learned from them was a bunch of information that I didn’t need to know about Kallias’s dead wife’s sex life. I don’t know what you think I missed, but…” 
 
    Midway through gulping down his drink, Erik choked. “What?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Long story.” 
 
    “The scrolls described the Stone of the Eklektos,” Erastos said. 
 
    “Mentioned would be the correct word to use there,” Rose corrected. 
 
    “Fine. It briefly described it,” Erastos amended. “The point is that the scrolls did explain that the Stone of the Eklektos belongs to the Eklektos.” 
 
    “And I was supposed to just know that it meant me?” she asked. 
 
    Erastos sighed, “When I gave you the box in Greece, I told you that the contents of the box belonged to you. If the Stone of the Eklektos belongs to you, that makes you the Eklektos. It is quite simple. Does no one listen to what I say?” 
 
    “We listen. We just think you’re crazy,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “Our time together is up,” Erastos announced. “Listen to me closely, Rose Foster. When you face Theron, you will need the Stone of the Eklektos.” 
 
    “Because it makes me more powerful,” Rose guessed. 
 
    “No,” Erastos said impatiently. “Because it focuses your power. It draws out the power. It manipulates it. The Stone will allow you to use limitless power.” 
 
    “Manipulates,” Kallias repeated. “Interesting choice of words.” 
 
    Erastos sighed, “Kallias of Athens, you can choose to trust me or not. But I hope that you remember what happened the last time you chose to distrust me. I assume that you do not want to lose another person you love.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Kallias asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No, I am warning you,” Erastos said, “that if she does not have the Stone of the Eklektos when you face Theron again, none of you will survive.” 
 
    Erik set his empty glass on the table. “You said limitless power. Does that mean that it will allow her to use her power without consequences?” 
 
    “No,” Erastos answered. “Only her power is limitless. Unfortunately, her body is still human. When she uses too much power, she will die.” 
 
    Rose straightened as she realized that Erastos had said when and not if. She glanced at Erik and Kallias, but neither of them seemed to have noticed. She tried to calm herself. The last thing she needed was for them to notice her fear. 
 
    “I must admit that a vampire body would be more ideal for the Eklektos than a human body,” Erastos continued. That eerie smile tugged at his lips again. “Ah, what a beautiful, dangerous monster she would be as a vampire.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I should go,” Erastos announced, standing suddenly. He shared a long, meaningful look with Rose. “You know all that I can tell you at this time.” 
 
    “What? That’s all?” Erik objected. “You’re not going to help us?” 
 
    “I have helped,” Erastos said. “And the type of help that you are referring to is not mine to give. It is yours and Kallias’s and Geoffrey’s and Emma’s and many other allies’ that Rose has yet to meet. My purpose is elsewhere.” 
 
    “Conveniently elsewhere,” Kallias muttered under his breath. 
 
    “I still want to know how you know all of these things,” Erik grumbled. 
 
    Erastos ignored them. “You know what you have to do,” he told Rose. 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    Geoffrey and Emma chose that moment to join them in the living room. Emma’s brown hair dripped water onto her pale yellow dress, and her skin didn’t appear to have been dried well either, leaving wet blotches all over the fabric. 
 
    Geoffrey pointed at Erastos and asked Kallias, “Friend or enemy?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    “You’re really pale,” Emma told Erastos, “like an angelic bunny.” 
 
    Rose turned to frown at the peculiar vampire. “A bunny?” 
 
    Erastos stared blankly at Emma, obviously confused by her strangeness. 
 
    “A white one,” Emma said, nodding, “from Heaven.” 
 
    Erik glanced at Geoffrey. “Uh, Geoff, is Emma okay?” 
 
    Geoffrey raked his fingers through his short hair and sighed as that familiar blush crept up his neck again. “She drank a lot of my blood.” 
 
    Erastos bowed politely to Rose again. “Until next time, my Eklektos.” 
 
    Rose was so stunned that this strange vampire kept bowing to her, as if she were royalty or something, that she let him leave without saying anything. When she heard the door close, however, she jumped to her feet. “Hey! Wait!” 
 
    Kallias caught her hand to stop her as she tried to run after Erastos. He stood and drew her back toward him. “Where are you going?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “I just need to talk to him for a second,” Rose told him. 
 
    “No. Absolutely not,” he said. “You can’t go out there alone.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “That’s not what I…” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just don’t trust him, and I don’t think you should either.” 
 
    “You don’t trust anyone, Kallias,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “There is something off about him,” Kallias insisted. 
 
    “Kallias is right,” Erik said. “You shouldn’t go out there.” 
 
    “Since when are you cautious?” Rose asked incredulously. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Since I met someone who feels no emotion.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Erik frowned, visibly disturbed by this. “I’ve never encountered anyone so cold. I feel nothing from him. Nothing. He might as well be an object, instead of a living being. Everyone feels something. But not him. He just…sits there.” 
 
    Rose sighed as she attempted to think of an explanation for why someone might be so emotionless. “Theron doesn’t show much emotion.” 
 
    “Theron is a psychopath, Rose,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    She grimaced. “Good point.” 
 
    “And even Theron feels more emotion than this guy does,” Erik added. 
 
    “His mind is unusual as well,” Kallias agreed. “Reading his mind is like reading a list of command prompts on a computer. There is no personalization to his thoughts. It is as if his mind is always blank, aside from the task at hand.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s an android,” Rose muttered dryly. 
 
    “A what?” Erik asked, frowning irritably at her again. 
 
    “A robot that looks like a human,” she elaborated. 
 
    Erik looked at Kallias. “Did she seriously just suggest that?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “She reads a lot of science fiction.” 
 
    “When I’m not reading horror novels,” Rose agreed. 
 
    Erik grimaced at her. “Translation: You’re weird.” 
 
    She flashed a sarcastic smile at him. 
 
    “Whatever Erastos is,” Kallias said, “something is clearly off about him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rose sighed. “I still need to talk to him.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her for a moment. “Okay, then, I will go with you.” 
 
    “Alone,” she amended. “I need to talk to him alone, Kallias.” 
 
    He sighed tiredly, “He could kill you before I could even…” 
 
    “You trust me, right?” she interrupted. “You said that you did.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her for a moment and then nodded. “Yes. Only you.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then, act like it. I promise that I will be fine.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “You can’t promise that.” 
 
    “I just did,” she said stubbornly. “Now, you have to trust me.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Fine. But if I feel that you’re in danger…” 
 
    “You’ll come out there. Got it,” she finished for him. She smiled and pulled her hand out of his as she spun around to follow Erastos outside. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just let her do that,” Erik muttered after she left. 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” Kallias said. “I can’t tell her what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Erik scoffed, “and the old Kallias would have.” 
 
    Kallias sighed in frustration. “I’ll be upstairs,” he muttered irritably. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose stopped beside a long, black car in the driveway. “I was worried you might have already left,” she said as someone opened the back door for her. 
 
    “I knew you were coming,” Erastos replied easily. 
 
    She peered into the car, scowling as she saw the man in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Give us some privacy,” Erastos told the man.  
 
    She could only see the back of the man’s head and his neatly cropped black hair. The man nodded and hit a button on the dashboard. Her eyebrows lifted as a divider slid down between the front seat and the spacious backseat. “Huh, I thought that only happened in movies,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Erastos gestured toward the empty seat beside him. “Sit.” 
 
    Rose crawled into the oversized car that might have reminded her of a limousine, if she’d ever been in one, and sat down beside the strange vampire. She glanced at him. He stared straight ahead, his pale blue eyes fixed on the divider. His pale blonde hair fell around his shoulders and midway down his back, contrasting starkly with his black shirt. He sat rigidly, his posture impeccable. 
 
    She sighed and pointed at the divider. “Who is the man?” 
 
    Erastos glanced at her. “He is only a human. He is unimportant.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I am a human.” 
 
    “No, you are the Eklektos,” Erastos corrected. “It is different.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, giving up. “Doesn’t he ask questions?” 
 
    “No,” Erastos said. “It is my understanding that he is paid well.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Your understanding? You don’t know?” 
 
    His lips thinned. “Ask your question.” 
 
    She ran her fingers along the black leather seat as she considered the Stone, the scrolls, and everything else that had happened. “Why didn’t you tell me more when you gave me that box? Why did you just disappear like that?” 
 
    “It was not time for you to know,” Erastos said simply. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “But why…” 
 
    He held up his hand to stop her. With a long, tired sigh, he said, “With all due respect, my Eklektos, neither of us has time for this. Now, I know that there is a very specific question that you wanted to ask. Ask that question.” 
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that she doesn’t follow orders, but she realized that he was right about the time issue. Theron could find her at any minute, and it would be a bad idea to be sitting outside in a car, defenseless and waiting, when he found her. She swallowed. “I am going to die, aren’t I?” 
 
    Erastos watched her, his pale blue eyes steely and cold. “Yes.” 
 
    She nodded. She’d expected that answer. “When?” 
 
    “It is best if you don’t know that part,” he stated. 
 
    Rose blew out a shaky breath. “And…there is no avoiding it?” 
 
    “Any path that you might choose will ultimately lead to your death,” he answered. “It is necessary and unavoidable. You should prepare yourself for it.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that should be easy,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “It is important that Kallias does not know,” Erastos added. 
 
    She stared at him blankly. “You realize that he’s a telepath, right?” 
 
    “Do not think about it. Kallias will not look past your conscious thoughts if he has no reason to suspect anything is wrong,” he told her. “He often will not even read your conscious thoughts. He trusts you enough to ignore them.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “You want me to deceive him?” 
 
    “Think of it more as an intentional omission,” Erastos corrected. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “That’s still lying.” 
 
    “Do you want him to die?” he asked, his tone still emotionless. 
 
    “No,” she said worriedly. “I’ll do anything to prevent that.” 
 
    “Then, you will do this,” he told her. “It is the only way.” 
 
    Rose stared at the dark tinted window, as she processed the imminence of her own death. “How will it happen? Will Theron kill me? No, that’s not what you said. You said I’d die from using too much power.” She sighed, “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “You will experience unbearable pain before your death,” he said. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Thanks for sugar-coating it.” 
 
    “I am afraid your future involves much suffering,” he added. 
 
    “Again with the sugar-coating,” she muttered sarcastically. She glanced at him, her brows knitted in worry. “But my friends? If I die, they will survive?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “You will lose many loved ones before this is over.” 
 
    “Many?” she sputtered. Her heart pounded harshly against her chest. “But…how? Those four vampires inside are the only people that are involved.” 
 
    “At this time,” he agreed, “but there will be more in the future.” 
 
    She swallowed audibly. “No, no, no…I…I can’t lose anyone. I can’t. I will do anything to prevent that. Please. Tell me how to prevent it.” 
 
    “Ah, that I cannot do,” he said. “Loss is necessary for strength.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, thinking that she must have heard him wrong. “You…heartless jerk!” she snarled, finally. “You honestly think that it’s okay for innocent people to die because it might make me stronger?” 
 
    “No one is innocent,” Erastos stated. “Even the kindest people have a dark side. You are proof of that. As a matter of fact, the kindest are often the darkest. You have to know the darkness before you want the light.” 
 
    Rose felt a strange twisting in her stomach, a surge of adrenaline that shot through her, boiling her blood with fierce, fiery anger. “So, they deserve death? Is that what you’re saying?!” she growled, her eyes narrowing dangerously. 
 
    His lips tugged upward into that odd smile again, that smile that never failed to send an unnerving chill down her spine. “Ah, I had hoped that I would witness it. I have waited so long to see this. It is so beautifully terrifying.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked, suddenly confused. 
 
    “The eyes,” Erastos said, smiling. “The eyes of the Eklektos.” 
 
    She froze. “What? Right now?” she asked, shocked. She covered her eyes with her hands, as if that would somehow change them back to their normal blue. 
 
    “You should not be ashamed of them. They are a sign of your power,” he told her. “That being said, it is best if you do calm yourself. Kallias is bound to you. He will feel your anger, and he will come out here to check on you.” 
 
    “I’m a circus freak,” Rose muttered bitterly. 
 
    “No, there is no one like you in a circus,” Erastos assured her. 
 
    She frowned at him. “You really don’t get metaphors, do you?” 
 
    He suddenly seemed disappointed. “Ah, the eyes are blue again.” 
 
    “Good,” she muttered, still disturbed that her eyes had changed colors without her knowledge. “Erastos, I need you to tell me how to save everyone.” 
 
    “Even you cannot save everyone. You must accept that,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t accept that. I refuse to accept that,” she snarled. 
 
    He smiled. “And that is what makes you so powerful.” 
 
    “Tell me how to save them,” she insisted. 
 
    Erastos sighed, “Sacrificing yourself will save them. This time.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean? If I die, how can there be a next time?” 
 
    He straightened, his pale hair falling down his back. “I must go now.” 
 
    “No, I have more questions,” Rose argued. 
 
    “I cannot answer them,” Erastos stated. “Leave now.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “I need to know how…” 
 
    “I will see you again,” he interrupted, “when you need me.” 
 
    “I need you now. I have questions,” she pleaded. 
 
    “None that can be answered at this time,” he told her. 
 
    She sighed in frustration, raking her hand through her long, red hair. 
 
    Even though they were in a car now, he bowed his head to her. “Until the next time, my Eklektos,” he murmured as he opened the car door for her. 
 
    She glared at him, but then, she reluctantly climbed out of the car. 
 
    She trudged through the muddy yard toward the door, using the headlights of the car to see. Thankfully, the driver waited until she reached the door before driving away. She sighed and did her best to clear her mind of the conversation before opening the door and heading into the house to find Kallias. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Kallias, stop! You don’t need to read that!” Rose exclaimed. 
 
    He lounged on the guest bed, one arm folded beneath his head, his long legs hanging over the end of the bed, as he scanned one of the scrolls as if it were a newspaper, rather than an ancient document written by his dead wife. His black clothing contrasted starkly with the white quilt that covered the bed beneath him. 
 
    She crossed the room and snatched the scroll out of his hand, finally gaining his attention. “Why are you reading that? Are you trying to torture yourself?!” 
 
    He seemed bored. “It doesn’t bother me anymore, Rose.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s believable,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    He pulled the scroll from her hand and tossed it onto the nightstand, next to an empty coffee mug. She gasped as he suddenly grasped her hand and pulled her onto the bed, causing her to stumble forward on top of him. His fingers entangled in her hair as he pulled her face close to his. “I always believed that those wounds couldn’t heal, you know,” he murmured, “before I met you.” 
 
    Rose shifted to get into a more comfortable position, which resulted in her straddling his hips. She flushed as her body pressed so intimately against his. “Uh…yeah, I…I remember you saying that once,” she stammered nervously. 
 
    “I was wrong,” he told her, “because I’m healing now.” 
 
    A surprised smile curved at her lips. “Good.” 
 
    His hand rested on her hip, on the bare skin between the waistband of her jeans and the hem of her shirt. His thumb rubbed the sensitive skin of her hip, moving in slow, languid circles, raising chill bumps on her skin. “I love you.” 
 
    The bright smile that spread across her face at those three words enthralled him. “I love you, too,” she said as she leaned close to kiss him. 
 
    Kallias groaned as her soft, plump lips pressed against his, and his hand tightened around her hair, clutching her close to him as he kissed her back. His hunger reacted immediately to her closeness, ravenous pain burning and twisting in his gut. Rose gasped and pulled back, panting harshly as she felt his hunger. 
 
    “Is that,” she asked, swallowing at the pain, “your hunger?” 
 
    His eyes softened with sympathy. “Sorry. That is one of the downsides to being bound to me. You feel what I feel, so you can feel that pain, too.” 
 
    “It’s this bad?” she breathed in shock. “Every time?” 
 
    He winced. “No, you actually only feel a mild version of everything that I feel. It would be confusing if you felt it exactly as I do. It would drive you crazy.” 
 
    “You’re hurting worse than this?” she gasped. 
 
    He nodded. “Technically.” 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. “How do you handle so much pain?” 
 
    Kallias stared at her thoughtfully for a moment. Then, he grasped the collar of his T-shirt with three fingers and pulled it down to reveal the detailed, orange and red flames that colored his skin. He traced the tattoo with his fingertip. “Do you know why I chose to get this tattoo?” he asked. 
 
    “To cover the scars on your neck,” Rose assumed. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, but do you know why I chose the flames, specifically?” 
 
    “Because it meant something to you?” she guessed. 
 
    “Fire is painful and powerful,” he explained uneasily. “It changes everything that it touches. It destroys the weaker things, like paper…wood…” 
 
    “And human flesh?” Rose offered with a cute smile. 
 
    Kallias snorted at the unexpected dark humor. “Yeah… But the stronger things, like stone and metal, can withstand the fire, and in the end, the fire will make them stronger or purer. They’re changed by the fire but not destroyed by it.” 
 
    “I get it,” she said, nodding. “The pain in your life made you stronger.” 
 
    “No,” he said, surprising her. “I let what happened to me destroy me.” 
 
    “Kallias,” she began, shaking her head. 
 
    “But you, on the other hand…” Kallias said. “You are what I wanted to be. What happened to you made you stronger and more compassionate.” 
 
    She sighed, “Kallias, you’re not destroyed. You’re not.” 
 
    His thumb continued to rub the soft skin of her hip, distracting her. “I was,” he argued, “until you picked up the ashes and put me back together again.” 
 
    She blinked, speechless at the uncharacteristically affectionate statement. 
 
    He winced immediately afterward and raked his fingers through his long, brown hair. He offered her a nervous smile. “That sounded corny, didn’t it?” 
 
    Rose laughed softly and kissed him, her body falling completely against his, as she leaned into him. She braced one hand against the pillow as her other hand clutched his T-shirt. For a moment, he just lay still, stunned by the kiss. 
 
    But then, he groaned against her lips and instantly matched her fervor, pressing his lips harshly against hers. With a low, animalistic growl, he rolled and pinned her to the bed beneath him as his lips attacked hers, leaving them sensitive and sore. He lightly nipped her lips with his fangs, tasting a hint of her blood. 
 
    A light jolt of pleasure shot through her, and she quickly and clumsily pulled his T-shirt over his head. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him onto her again. His heavy, hard body pressed hers into the bed, but the bed felt so soft that it didn’t matter. Not that it would have mattered anyway. Nothing really mattered when he was kissing her, not even the fact that she might die soon. 
 
    He pulled away suddenly, his breath coming in harsh pants. 
 
    “It’s fine. Just do it,” Rose said breathlessly. “Just feed.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I’m not going to treat you like food, Rose.” 
 
    “You don’t. You never have,” she assured him. 
 
    Kallias held himself above her, his eyes dark with hunger, his fangs flashing in the lamplight. “I brought you here to protect you, not so that I can feed from you every time I get hungry,” he insisted. “I won’t do that to you.” 
 
    Rose moved her hands to his face, smiling as he leaned into her, as she pressed her fingers against his lips, against his fangs. “I’m not asking you to treat me like food. I’m asking you to let me help you, like I did last night. I want to take care of you because that’s what people do when they love each other. Right?” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes darkening with hunger. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Rose pulled her hair to one side, exposing her neck. “Of course.” 
 
    Kallias leaned down and pressed his lips against her neck, slowly, gently, giving her time to change her mind. He nipped her skin with his fangs and kissed her neck, watching as she twisted and squirmed, her body reacting to the blood bond. Then, when he could no longer hold back, he sank his fangs into her neck. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The next night, Erik looked as if he were about to hyperventilate by the time he found Rose sitting on the stairs. He placed his hands on both of her shoulders and projected calm emotions to her, sighing in relief as he sensed her anxiety beginning to ease. Kneeling beside her with his hands still on her shoulders, he complained, “Damn it, woman, you’re making me a nervous wreck.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose sighed. “I’m just worried about tonight.” 
 
    Theron hadn’t shown up the night before, which meant that he still didn’t know where to find her. So, the four vampires, along with Rose, had spent the night hanging out and watching movies, almost like normal people, almost like humans. It had been an awesome night, but like all good things do, it had come to an end, and now, tonight, things would end badly. She was certain of it. 
 
    “He will be okay,” Erik told her. “I won’t leave his side. I promise.” 
 
    “And don’t get me wrong. That does make me feel better,” Rose said nervously, “but…those other vampires have you outnumbered thirty-to-one.” 
 
    Erik grimaced at her. “Ugh. Please tell me you didn’t actually count them all and do the math and everything. Who does that? You seriously have a problem.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “And let me guess… Sex is the solution?” 
 
    He grinned proudly. “You know me well.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “You’re not really hard to figure out.” 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” Erik stated. 
 
    Rose frowned. “But…it wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    “Listen,” he said as he moved to sit beside her at the bottom of the stairs. His leather-clad legs stretched out farther than hers on the floor. He put his arm around her shoulders to maintain contact with her as he continued to control her emotions. “Kallias is more powerful than he was when he was ambushed a couple of nights ago. He’s had your blood. And, besides, he won’t be alone this time.” 
 
    “Theron is still stronger,” she sighed, “and you’re outnumbered.” 
 
    “But we have the element of surprise this time,” Erik argued. 
 
    Rose turned toward him, her long, wavy, auburn hair falling over her shoulder as she moved. She raised an eyebrow. “Not if it’s a trap,” she challenged. 
 
    Erik rubbed her arm soothingly, his hand wrinkling her white T-shirt. “Just have a little faith. It’s not a trap, and Kallias will be fine. I promise.” 
 
    She leaned her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, accepting the empathic comfort that he offered. “I hope you’re right,” she said skeptically. 
 
    “Babe, I’m always right,” Erik said with a cocky grin. 
 
    “I think you meant to say never,” Rose said. “You’re never right.” 
 
    He laughed arrogantly. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    Kallias came down the stairs, then, his boots thudding against the steps behind them. He stepped around them. As he buttoned the last couple of buttons of his black button-down shirt, he turned to frown at Rose. “I don’t know why you’re so worried. I’ve already told you a hundred times that I will be fine.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “Yeah, and a couple of nights ago, you assured me that you’d be fine, then, too. You know…the night that you almost died?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “It won’t be like that this time.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just let me go with you?” Rose pleaded. 
 
    “Because it’s too dangerous,” Kallias sighed. 
 
    She glared at him. “That’s all the more reason for me to go.” 
 
    “You can’t come with us,” Erik argued, “because if you did, then how would you be able to show up and save our asses when we need you to?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t patronize me.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Erik assured her. “I mean it. We might need you.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Kallias told Rose. “If we wind up in trouble, I want you to stay as far away as possible. No more heroics. Please.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at Kallias. “Just so you know, I’m liking Erik more than you at the moment, and that’s bad. Because I don’t like Erik.” 
 
    “Awww, I thought we were best friends now,” Erik pouted. 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you later,” Kallias told her, “when we’re all still alive.” 
 
    Geoffrey and Emma joined them in the foyer, entering from the living room. Emma looked impeccable, as always. Dressed in a sheer white dress that hugged her petite figure, she looked as if she were attending a wedding or a fancy party. Geoffrey wore his usual white shirt and black tie, but he’d at least rolled up the sleeves this time. He smiled at Rose and then turned his gaze toward Kallias. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Geoffrey asked, his shoulders rolled back. 
 
    Kallias nodded and then stepped toward Rose. He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close, his body pressing against her. He pressed his lips to hers and kissed her intensely. 
 
    When Rose finally broke the kiss, she felt breathless, and her face felt warm. “Kallias, if anything happens tonight, I want you to know that I…” 
 
    “Rose,” he interrupted, “nothing is going to happen.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” she insisted. 
 
    Kallias sighed and reached into his pocket. “I asked Geoff and Emma to pick this up for you when they left here last night. I know that yours is lost.” 
 
    She glanced down at the new phone as he placed it in her hand. 
 
    “I will call you often, just so you won’t have to worry,” he told her. He held up his own phone for her to see. “Do you think that will ease your fear?” 
 
    She smiled and closed her hand around the phone. “Yeah.” 
 
    He nodded and followed Geoffrey outside, leaving her standing in the foyer with Erik and Emma. She slipped her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. Erik paused on his way out the door and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her and projecting serene emotions to her, one last time, before he left. 
 
    “Kallias will be fine,” he said in her ear. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Take care of yourself, too.” 
 
    He stepped back and grinned at her. “Awww, you do care!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I care about all of my friends.” 
 
    “Friend?” Erik repeated with a smile. He placed his hand over his heart in a melodramatic show of emotion. “Stop it. You’ll make me cry.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Please don’t. That would be awkward.” 
 
    Erik laughed and waved at Emma. “Have fun, you two.” 
 
    Emma smiled and nodded eagerly as he left with the other two vampires. 
 
    Rose sank back down onto the bottom step and sighed. “Why does it feel like I just told them goodbye for good?” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Emma grabbed her hand and pulled her back to her feet again. “You are only worried because of what that strange, angelic-bunny vampire said.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed, but that didn’t make her feel any better. 
 
    “Come on,” Emma said, dragging Rose into the living room by the hand. “I brought board games. You will feel better after you play a few games with me.” 
 
    “Sure,” Rose sighed, sinking down onto the leather sofa. 
 
    It was three hours later when Emma suddenly froze, her nostrils flaring. She straightened, and her hazel eyes widened in fear. She jumped to her feet so quickly that it knocked the dice, board, and a glass of tea off of the coffee table. 
 
    “Rose, get in the basement,” Emma hissed. “Now!” 
 
    Rose frowned up at her. “What? Why?” 
 
    But before either of them could react, a thunderous crash sounded in the foyer as the door was thrown open, and seven vampires flooded into the living room in a rapid blur of movement. Three of them grabbed Emma and restrained her, and one of them jerked Rose up harshly and bent her arms behind her back. 
 
    “No! Rose!” Emma cried, squirming in the hold of the vampires. 
 
    Her fighting only made matters worse. A large, bald, male vampire hit Emma over the head hard enough to knock her forward onto her knees. She whimpered at the pain as the three vampires roughly held her on the floor. 
 
    “I’m fine, Emma. Just take care of yourself, okay?” Rose yelled. She groaned in frustration as she heard a click and realized that the vampire holding her had handcuffed her. She pulled at her hands, wincing as the metal bit into her wrists. “Was that necessary?” she complained to the vampire restraining her. 
 
    “Shut up, human,” the vampire sneered in her ear. 
 
    “What a creative insult,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “I’m so offended that you called me by the name of my species. I’m going to start doing that. Stop barking, canine, you member of the Canis species. Shut up, you homo sapien.” 
 
    Rose winced as she suddenly felt a sharp pain in her arm. She tried to turn to see what had caused the pain, but she couldn’t move with the vampire holding her so tightly. She closed her eyes, concentrating as hard as she could on breaking the handcuffs with her telekinetic abilities, but she suddenly felt light-headed. She staggered backward, involuntarily surrendering her weight to the vampire behind her. She opened her eyes, blinking as the room began to spin around her. Then, she heard a familiar laugh, a laugh that turned her stomach. 
 
    “Ah, you didn’t think that I would make the same mistake twice, did you?” taunted a voice with a Greek accent. A mocking voice. Theron’s voice. 
 
    Rose squinted, trying to make out his blurred figure. 
 
    “You can’t use psychic abilities if you cannot concentrate,” Theron said, his warm breath fanning against her face. “You are defenseless right now.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered closed as she suddenly lost consciousness. 
 
    Theron looked at the vampire that held her and then at another nearby vampire. “You two, take the unconscious human to the car,” he commanded sneeringly. He turned around to face the other vampires. “As for the rest of you, stay here and look for the Stone of the Eklektos. Don’t return until you find it.” 
 
    “What about this one?” asked a gruff voice. The vampire jerked Emma up by her hair, showing her to Theron. “What do you want us to do with her?” 
 
    “Kill her,” Theron demanded. 
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    Rose awoke with the most excruciating headache of her life. Her heart pounded thunderously in her head, along with a low, incessant ringing.  
 
    She whimpered and opened her eyes, squinting as the flickering light of a fire that burned in the corner of the room burned her eyes. She tried to focus her gaze on the shadowy figure in front of her, but it was too blurry to make out. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake,” Theron said, leaning forward in his chair. 
 
    She quickly became aware of how uncomfortable she felt. Her arms felt twisted too tightly and stretched in the wrong direction. The back of the cold metal chair dug into her back. Her ankles burned and stung. She tried to shift positions, only to realize that she couldn’t move. She tried to move her feet, but that only caused the ropes that were tied so tightly around her ankles, holding each leg to the legs of the chair, to dig into her skin. She winced and pulled at her hands, but that only caused the cold metal handcuffs to bite into her wrists. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Theron warned. His voice sounded much too close for comfort. She could hear the smile in his voice. “You will make yourself bleed, which wouldn’t be wise, considering your present company.” 
 
    “You tied me up,” she said lethargically. Her voice sounded strange to her ears. It was too low and too raspy, and her words slurred together. 
 
    She squinted again, trying to make sense of the blurry figures. 
 
    “I admit that tying you up was a little unnecessary. You’re clearly in no shape to escape. But what can I say?” he chuckled darkly. The chair squeaked as he leaned forward. “Seeing you helpless like this brings me immense pleasure.” 
 
    “Seeing you dead would bring me immense pleasure,” she muttered. 
 
    “Ah, and you used to be so innocent,” Theron laughed. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at the shadowy figure in front of her and decided to ask the most pressing question first. “What did you give me?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” Theron said mockingly. 
 
    “You drugged me,” she stated. 
 
    The longer she stared at the blurry figure, the easier it became to make out his features. She slowly became aware of the fact that Theron sat in the chair directly in front of her, so close to her that his knees nearly touched hers. 
 
    Theron smiled. “You don’t miss much, do you?” he taunted. He pulled a syringe from his pocket and held it up for her to see. “Honestly, I don’t know what it is. One of the vampires working for me used to work as an apothecary when he was human. Wait, no, that’s not what you call them anymore, is it? He was one of those people who sold medicine, or maybe it was poison…” 
 
    “Close enough,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “What do you call those people now?” he asked. 
 
    “Pharmacist. Or drug dealer. Depends on the context,” she said. 
 
    Theron waved his hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah, one of those. The point is that he knows about medicines, and he helped me pick the perfect one for what I have planned. You see, this little drug impairs your mind, but it doesn’t dull the pain. It was very important to me that you felt every bit of the pain.” 
 
    “Of course it was,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It is a great plan, don’t you think?” Theron bragged. “You can’t use your telekinetic abilities if you can’t concentrate, but you can still feel everything.” 
 
    “You know, it says a lot about your mental state that you need approval from your victims,” she muttered. The metal handcuffs clanged together as she tugged at her hands. She cringed as the metal cut into the side of her wrist. 
 
    Theron stood and walked over to her. He reached behind her and drew his finger across her wrist, causing her to wince in pain again. She grimaced at him as he stepped back and licked a drop of her blood from his finger. 
 
    “It tastes funny,” he sighed sadly, “because of the medicine.” 
 
    “Well, that’s your own fault, isn’t it?” she sassed. 
 
    He knelt down, bracing his hands on her legs, his fingernails digging into her thighs, as he moved his face close to hers. She could smell the metallic scent of blood on his breath as he snarled, “That attitude will get you nowhere tonight.” 
 
    “It never gets me anywhere,” she mumbled with a weak shrug. “That’s never stopped me before. It’s still my default response to stupidity.” 
 
    She screamed in agony as Theron suddenly shoved a knife into her leg. Before she could even catch her breath, he smiled and twisted the blade. 
 
    “I did warn you,” he snarled in her ear. 
 
    Her head fell back against the back of the chair as she stared up at him. Her entire body convulsed from the pain. She stilled herself for the next wave of pain as he ripped the dagger out of her leg, but unable to hold it back, she screamed out again. The warm blood poured rapidly from the gaping wound in her leg, drenching her jeans. Her stomach lurched, and her head spun violently. 
 
    Theron smiled. “Not so tough now, are you?” 
 
    “I never said I was,” she rasped. 
 
    Theron stepped back, smirking. He walked back to his chair and sat down in front of her. He leaned toward her. “As I said earlier, I would rein in that attitude of yours, if I were you. You’re completely at my mercy right now. I can make this as painful as possible, if I want. I have all of the power right now.” 
 
    “You’ll never have all of the power,” Rose said. “You might be able to do whatever you want to my body, but my mind is and always will be mine.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t think you understand…” 
 
    “I understand perfectly,” she said hoarsely, leveling him with a cold, icy stare. “I understand that you use fear to control people and that you can’t handle not having that power over them. That’s why you hate me so much. That’s why you hate Kallias. You can’t control us, not in the way you want. You will never control me because I refuse to be afraid of you. I retain that power.” 
 
    “Careful,” he cautioned, “or I will…” 
 
    “You will what? Kill me? Hurt me?” Rose interrupted. “But you’re already planning to do that, aren’t you? Do I look afraid? Because I’m not.” 
 
    He growled threateningly, his grip tightening around the handle of the dagger. “I will kill you. I will cause you more pain than you can imagine.” 
 
    “But you won’t scare me,” she stated. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Theron snarled. 
 
    “No,” she argued. “I just know how people like you work. Do you honestly think you’re the first monster I’ve ever encountered? You’re not. I’ve been dealing with people like you my whole life. Sure, maybe they were human, less powerful, less immortal, but really, you’re all the same. You use fear to control and manipulate others. You enjoy causing other people pain, and you pride yourselves in it because you think that makes you stronger somehow. But it doesn’t. You may have fangs, Theron, but really, you’re just a glorified bully.” 
 
    “Do not compare me to a human,” he growled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you think you were special?” she asked with a weak, mocking smile. “Think again. There are plenty of evil people out there who are just like you. You’re one in a million. But people like Kallias? Erik? Geoff? Emma? They’re one of a kind. It takes strength to be good. It takes nothing to be evil. Evil doesn’t scare me, Theron. The good guys are much scarier.” 
 
    Her eyes never even registered his movement until he was suddenly in front of her, shoving a dagger into her stomach. She screamed out as he buried the blade, all the way to the hilt, in her stomach. He waited for a moment, watching her face contort in pain, before he jerked the dagger out roughly, leaving a gaping wound in its place. Blood poured out, soaking her white T-shirt. 
 
    “You’ll die from that wound,” Theron told her. 
 
    She coughed as she began to choke on her own blood. 
 
    He leaned in close again and hissed, “But not fast enough.” 
 
    She stared at him, her head spinning violently from the blood loss. 
 
    He smiled. “I know that you love Kallias.” 
 
    “Oh, how brilliant of you,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You think I can’t do anything worse than hurt you and kill you, but you’re wrong. Oh, I can do much worse. Don’t think I didn’t notice Kallias’s scent in your blood. You share a blood bond with him. That means he can feel what you feel. He will feel your pain, and he will come to save you,” he said. He moved closer to her again. “And, then, I can kill you both.” 
 
    “Kallias is too smart to walk into a trap,” she argued. 
 
    “But he loves you,” Theron sneered. “That is his weakness.” 
 
    She paled, coughing again as more blood gurgled in her throat. 
 
    Theron walked over to the fire and held the blood-coated dagger over it. “Tell me. How much do you know about what I did to your boyfriend?”  
 
    Rose had begun to notice a few shadowy figures along the edge of the room as her vision cleared. A wave of cold dread washed over her as she realized that there were other vampires in the room, many vampires, just waiting for Kallias to arrive. She turned her blurry gaze back toward Theron. “I’ve seen the scars.” 
 
    “Ah, but that’s not really the same, is it?” Theron asked. “Don’t you think you would understand him so much better if you shared the experience?” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily as she realized what was about to happen. 
 
    Theron returned to her and leaned in close, grazing the tip of the dagger across her neck. “With that wound, you will die, but until then, you will wish you were dead. Do you want to guess how we’re going to pass the time until you die?” 
 
    “You’re going to torture me,” she answered impassively. 
 
    “Yes,” Theron said with a sickening smile. “I am.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I am telling you,” Erik grumbled, “this is where they were.” 
 
    Geoffrey sighed and cast another glance around the dark, empty building. “I believe you, but the fact remains that there is no one here now.” 
 
    Erik knelt in front of the fireplace and ran his fingertip across the thick layer of fresh ash. “There were so many of them. It seems pretty hard to believe that every one of them packed up all of their things and left in one night.” 
 
    “Savage vampires are not really known for carrying a lot of luggage around. They pretty much just take what they want when they want it,” Geoffrey muttered. He lifted an eyebrow. “I mean, that is how you are, isn’t it?” 
 
    Erik stood and turned back toward Geoffrey, his eyes narrowing. “You’re an asshole sometimes,” he complained, shrugging past him. 
 
    “Not really. I just disagree with your way of thinking,” Geoffrey said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve made that clear many times,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Geoffrey sighed, “Look, I wasn’t trying to…” 
 
    “Geoff?” Erik interrupted, holding up his hand. He faced toward the doorway, away from Geoffrey, as he stared at the empty room in front of him. 
 
    Geoffrey stopped talking. “What is it?” 
 
    “What happened to Kallias?” Erik asked worriedly. 
 
    Geoffrey glanced around the room with an equally worried frown. “I…I don’t know. He was right behind us just a minute ago. He was talking to us.” 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Erik hissed, spinning on his heels to face Geoffrey again. He braced his hands on Geoffrey’s shoulders. “Tell me what you feel.” 
 
    “What?” Geoffrey asked, scowling at the strange question. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “Kallias and Rose have a blood bond. My guess is that, if he disappeared without saying anything, Rose is in danger, mostly likely the painful kind of danger. Rose was with Emma. So, what do you feel?” 
 
    Geoffrey shook his head. “I haven’t felt anything…” he trailed off, his eyes widening as he suddenly realized what he was feeling. “Oh. Oh, no.” 
 
    “Fy faen,” Erik cursed. He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Kallias’s number, even though he knew Kallias would never answer the phone. 
 
    As he listened to the long, dull dial tone over and over, he ran up the stairs, taking two steps at a time, the metal steps clanging under his feet. He glanced around the empty building, cursing under his breath. He shoved his phone into his pocket. “We have to figure out where they took Rose. That is where we’ll find Kallias,” he said as soon as Geoffrey reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What? No,” Geoffrey snapped. “I have to find Emma.” 
 
    “What about Rose and Kallias?” Erik asked. 
 
    Geoffrey narrowed his eyes. “Emma is my wife, Erik. She comes first.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “Yeah, I know. You’re right. Fine, you worry about Emma, and I will try to figure out where Kallias and Rose are. Did you try calling…” 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, the door creaked open. 
 
    Geoffrey sighed in relief as Emma stepped into the room. Her hazel eyes were wide and panicked, and blood coated her entire body, from her face to her feet. Blood thoroughly soaked her white dress, turning the material blackish-red. 
 
    Geoffrey ignored all of that, just relieved to know that she was all right. He ran to her and scooped her into his arms, embracing her tightly. 
 
    Erik walked toward them slowly, grimacing at the blood that covered her body. “Please tell me that there is a funny story behind all of that blood on you.” 
 
    She pulled away from Geoffrey. “They took Rose.” 
 
    “That would be a not-funny story,” Erik objected. 
 
    Geoffrey pulled a white handkerchief from his suit pocket and handed it to her, as if that one handkerchief could wipe off the bloodbath that coated her. 
 
    “They left me with five vampires to guard me,” Emma continued. 
 
    “Why did I never feel your fear?” Geoffrey asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t afraid of them,” she explained. “I was just worried for Rose.” 
 
    “What happened to the vampires he left with you?” Erik asked. 
 
    Emma spread out her arms and smiled shyly. “I was a little angry.” 
 
    Erik stared blankly at the blood on her dress. “Oh…that’s theirs.” 
 
    “We should get you home,” Geoffrey said, taking her by the hand. 
 
    Emma jerked her hand away from him. “Not until we find Rose.” 
 
    “Do you know where they took her?” Erik asked. 
 
    She shrugged, her brows knitted in despair. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Erik sighed and glanced around the room, desperately looking for some clue about where they might have gone, but every scrap of evidence had disappeared. They’d disposed of all of the bodies, cleaned the blood, and taken everything else with them. If they’d left just one vampire behind, then maybe… 
 
    Erik froze as he heard a woman giggling. He noticed a set of shuffling, clumsy footsteps and a set of sure, aggressive footsteps moving closer to the door. 
 
    When the two people reached the building, the door creaked open, and a man and woman stumbled inside, clutching each other and kissing. The woman, obviously drunk, giggled each time she almost tripped over absolutely nothing, but the man pursued her, holding her against the wall as he kissed her. 
 
    Erik cleared his throat, and the two people separated and turned to look at the three vampires. The intoxicated woman screamed at the sight of the blood on Emma’s dress. Erik just smiled at them. “I hate to interrupt, but…” 
 
    The man shoved the girl aside and suddenly raced toward Erik, but Erik caught him easily and threw him against the wall. As the man—or rather, the vampire—groaned in pain and tried to pull himself back to his feet, Erik turned toward the woman. “Go home, babe. You’re drunk, and this guy’s bad news.” 
 
    The woman didn’t need much convincing. She took off running. 
 
    “That was my dinner, asshole,” the man yelled at Erik. 
 
    Before the man could even react, Erik had his hand wrapped around his throat, shoving him into the wall again. The vampire cringed in pain. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll find someone else. Just calm down,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You attacked me,” Erik said, “which means you remember me.” 
 
    “No. I…I don’t know you,” the vampire sputtered. “Just let me go.” 
 
    With his hand still tight around the vampire’s throat, Erik pulled the vampire forward and slammed him back against the wall. The vampire groaned. 
 
    “Where is Theron?” Erik growled. 
 
    “I…I don’t know a Theron,” the vampire stammered. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes. “I don’t believe you. You brought that human back here, a place that just so happened to have been housing Theron and nearly a hundred other vampires last night. You had to have known it would be empty. So, I will give you one more chance to answer truthfully. Where is Theron?” 
 
    The vampire’s brown eyes hardened with resolve. “Whatever you plan on doing to me is nowhere near as bad as what Theron would do to me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Erik snarled. 
 
    Erik’s hand curled tighter around the vampire’s neck as he began to use his empathic abilities. The vampire let out a shrill, blood-curdling scream, but Erik still didn’t stop. He continued to mercilessly project the powerful, tormenting terror even as the vampire sobbed and screamed for Erik to stop. 
 
    “Erik! Stop that! Have you lost your mind?” Geoffrey yelled. 
 
    Emma turned her head away, unable to watch it. “Please, Erik. Stop.” 
 
    Erik ignored them, keeping his focus on the vampire. 
 
    “Okay! Fine! I’ll tell you! Just stop! Please!” the vampire cried. 
 
    Erik stopped immediately, raising an eyebrow. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Just…just promise me that you will kill me afterward,” the vampire sputtered, his voice hoarse from screaming for so long. He looked ghostly pale, and his entire body trembled in fear, still affected by the terror. “I’d rather die than endure what Theron will do to me when he finds out that I told you.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “If you insist.” 
 
    “Erik!” Geoffrey snapped, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Okay,” the vampire sighed. His shoulders continued to rise and fall quickly, in time with his short, shallow breaths. “There is an old building a few blocks from here. It used to be a morgue, I think. That’s where they are.” 
 
    “A morgue,” Erik muttered bitterly. “How poetic.” 
 
    “Just turn left at the end of the street,” the vampire panted. 
 
    “Erik, don’t kill him,” Emma pleaded. “It’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “No, no!” the vampire exclaimed, his wide eyes darting frantically between Emma and Erik. “You have to kill me! You promised! Please. Kill me.” 
 
    Erik nodded tiredly. He shoved his hand into the vampire’s chest and ripped out his heart. He stepped back as the vampire’s body collapsed onto the concrete floor, blood pooling beneath it. Blood and bits of flesh coated his arm. 
 
    “You’re as bad as the vampires we kill,” Geoffrey snarled in disgust. 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder and dropped the vampire’s heart onto the floor. He turned toward them. “Yeah. I know,” he sighed. “But now that I know where they are, I’m going to find Kallias and Rose. Are you two coming?” 
 
    “You’re as foolish as you are insane,” Geoffrey stated. “Kallias walked straight into a trap when he went after Rose, and you know it. That is exactly what Theron wanted. And now, you’re suggesting that we do the same?” 
 
    “Do you not understand what friendship means?” Erik snapped. “It means that you care about the person, that you love them, even, that you would do anything so that you don’t lose them, including walking into a trap. Kallias has been my best friend for twelve hundred years. And Rose is my friend now, too. So, I’m going after them, even if it means dying, because they’re my friends.” 
 
    Geoffrey stared at him. “Do you know how crazy that sounds?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “As crazy as everything else I say.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Emma declared. 
 
    “Good,” Erik said as he turned to leave. “Then, come on.” 
 
    Geoffrey spun toward her in shock. “Emma, no.” 
 
    “Geoff… Baby,” she sighed, her hazel eyes soft and apologetic, “Kallias is our friend. And Rose…she was kind to me, and kindness is rare. I really like her, and I think, if she survives, we could be friends, and I would really like to have her as a friend. So, I’m sorry, but I can’t just stay here while they die.” 
 
    “If you go, you could die,” Geoffrey told her. 
 
    She shrugged. “I have to do what I can.” 
 
    “Emma, please, don’t do this,” Geoffrey pleaded, his face pale. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again as she turned and followed Erik outside. 
 
    Erik stood at the end of the alley, waiting for her, but before she reached him, she heard the soft, quick pounding of footsteps behind her. 
 
    She turned, her eyes widening in surprise as she saw Geoffrey. She smiled when he reached her. “I thought you considered this plan too foolish.” 
 
    “I do,” he assured her as he took her hands into his. “But I can’t let you go alone. Emma, you’re the only person in this world I’ll be foolish for.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Well, I’m glad you changed your mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re both adorable,” Erik said. “Now can we go?” 
 
    Geoffrey nodded. “Do we have a plan at all?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik answered easily. “Don’t die.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Theron chuckled as his body slammed face-first into the old, brick wall. He turned his face, his cheek pressing hard against the wall, so that he could see Kallias out of the corner of his eye. “It took you long enough,” he taunted. “I was beginning to wonder if you even cared enough to try to save her.” 
 
    Kallias growled as several vampires pulled him off of Theron, restraining the furious vampire as well as they could. “I’ll kill you. I will rip you apart.” 
 
    Theron turned around and straightened his clothes, raising an eyebrow at Kallias’s arms that were being held tightly by six vampires. “I am not sure you’re in any position to be threatening me,” he laughed. Kallias growled lowly as Theron stepped toward him. “I bet you were frightened when you felt her pain.” 
 
    Kallias didn’t even look like himself. His entire body shook with violent rage, and his eyes looked wild and feral. “Where is she?” he snarled. 
 
    Theron’s lips curved into a sick, sadistic smile. “Take him to her.” 
 
    The vampires led him downstairs. When they reached the basement and Kallias finally saw Rose’s crumpled, bleeding form, the color faded from his face, his enraged expression morphing into an expression of fear and horror. “Rose?” 
 
    Rose didn’t even lift her head. She just lay there, curled forward in her chair. Kallias called her name again and again, desperate to wake her. 
 
    “I doubt she will wake,” Theron laughed. “She has lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    “How could you do this to her?” Kallias breathed. 
 
    Theron snorted at the ridiculous question and the despair that he heard in Kallias’s voice. “How could I do this? You sound so pitiful,” he sneered, rolling his eyes. “I did it for the same reason that I did it to you. Because I enjoy it.” 
 
    Kallias looked at Theron, pain twisting at his face. “You will pay for this.” 
 
    Theron glanced at Kallias’s restrained arms and scoffed, “I doubt it.” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at Rose, another jolt of fear traveling through his veins as he listened to her slow, weak heartbeat. “Let me heal her,” he said quietly. 
 
    Theron raised an eyebrow. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because she’s dying,” Kallias said. “Let her go, and you can kill me.” 
 
    “No,” he answered. “That’s not good enough. I want to kill you both.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly twisted and swept his leg under the feet of the nearest vampire, managing to knock one of the vampires that held him off of his feet. 
 
    After he’d allowed them to drag him down the stairs so easily, the sudden fight took the vampires by surprise, and he managed to get the upper hand fairly quickly, kicking one of them in the stomach and slinging another vampire across the room. He used the brief break to remove his dagger from its sheath. 
 
    He heard a flurry of movement behind him and spun just in time to swing his blade, beheading the approaching vampire in one, clean sweep. 
 
    A short, male vampire tried to grab Kallias from behind, but Kallias elbowed him and twisted to shove his dagger into the vampire’s chest.  
 
    With no time to dislodge the blade, he spun around and shoved his hand into another approaching vampire’s chest, ripping out the vampire’s heart. 
 
    By now, every vampire in the room had joined the attack, more vampires than he could count. He no longer saw the vampires as they attacked him or considered his next move. There was no time for that. He acted on instinct, on ages of experience and training, killing everything that approached him. He didn’t notice the spray of blood that seemed suspended in the air, or the shallow wounds that he obtained as he fought. He simply fought and killed all who attacked him. 
 
    The battle continued for just a matter of minutes, in which Kallias managed to kill more than half of the vampires that engaged him, but it all came to an end when Theron decided Kallias had killed too many of his followers. 
 
    Kallias swung a sword that he’d acquired after disarming one of the other vampires and beheaded the tall, broad-shouldered, mountain of a vampire approaching him, and before he could turn toward the next vampire, he felt his body pulled back as someone placed a cold blade against his neck. He froze as he realized that fighting now could result in losing his head. Literally. 
 
    He heard Theron’s low chuckle in his ear. “You may be stronger than every other vampire in the room, but you will never be stronger than me.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s easy to say when you have a blade against my throat,” Kallias said. “Put it down, and we’ll find out which of us is actually stronger.” 
 
    “I don’t need to prove anything to you,” Theron muttered. 
 
    Kallias wanted to respond with the retort Theron’s cowardice deserved, but he couldn’t. Because as the surviving vampires gathered their composure and returned to their places around the room, he saw Rose’s wounded body again. His breath caught in his throat as he realized that she could die at any moment. 
 
    He stared at the dark crimson blood that saturated her white T-shirt, the holes that opened around gruesome stab wounds. He heard the slow, weak beating of her heart. Theron was right. She would never wake up in this state, not without being healed by vampire blood first. She would remain unconscious until her heart stopped, and it would stop soon. She’d been almost fully bled out. 
 
    “Give up, Kallias. There are too many of us here for you to fight. You might as well accept her fate,” Theron told him. “She is dying as we speak.” 
 
    “I will never accept that,” Kallias said in a broken voice. 
 
    Theron laughed. “Well, you will have no choice soon enough.” 
 
    Kallias closed his eyes and concentrated as much as possible. It was difficult because all he could think about was Rose. He wanted to focus on every aspect of her, her slow, labored breaths, her weakened heartbeat. He needed to focus on her to make sure that she was still alive. But as the rage built inside of him, he concentrated intensely until his mind was clear of everything else. 
 
    Theron suddenly collapsed onto his knees, the blade sliding across the floor as he dropped it, as his hands went immediately to his head. He began to scream in agony. As soon as the dagger left his throat, Kallias ran toward Rose. 
 
    While many of the vampires were shifting and glancing around nervously, not sure whether or not to go after Kallias and not sure what was happening to Theron, one, a stout, blonde male vampire, narrowed his eyes at Kallias and raced toward him. Before Kallias reached Rose, the vampire reached him and stabbed him from behind, shoving a sword in the center of his back. 
 
    The tip of the blade protruded from Kallias’s chest, the rest of the sword still buried in his heart. The vampire jerked the sword out of his chest, and Kallias fell to his knees, gasping as blood poured rapidly from his heart. 
 
    The pain of the injury was too much. He lost his concentration. 
 
    Theron stopped screaming as the agonizing pain in his head suddenly disappeared, as if it had never been there. Still gasping, he glanced at Kallias in shock and then at the vampire that had stabbed him. “What just happened?” 
 
    The blonde vampire moved to the other side of Kallias so that he could stare down at him. His amber eyes narrowed with suspicion. “He did that to you. I know because I have seen it done before. It is something that Alana does.” 
 
    Kallias glanced up at the vampire, frowning suspiciously at the vampire’s use of present tense, rather than past tense, in reference to Erik’s dead lover. 
 
    “Alana?” Theron repeated, still gasping for air. “The telepath?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The vampire spoke with an obvious Norwegian accent. “Telepaths can make you feel pain, or they make you think you feel it, at least.” 
 
    “How do you know Alana?” Kallias asked, his voice weaker now. 
 
    “Ex-lover,” the vampire answered with a shrug.  
 
    Kallias exhaled slowly, trying to ignore the pain that throbbed in his chest as his pulse began to slow from blood loss. “She had a lot of those, apparently.” 
 
    “I did her dirty work for a while,” the vampire bragged. 
 
    “And now you’ve moved on to Theron?” Kallias chuckled. “Pathetic.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Kallias. “I will stab you again, you…” 
 
    “York!” Theron yelled, glaring murderously at the vampire. 
 
    The vampire scowled at Theron. “It’s Bjorn, not York. My name is Bjorn.” 
 
    “Do not change the subject,” Theron snapped. “You agreed to follow my commands. I am in charge here, not you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Bjorn sighed, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I will be the one to kill him, not any of you,” Theron muttered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bjorn repeated again, still glaring at Kallias. 
 
    Theron came to stand beside Bjorn. “So, how did he do that to me?” 
 
    Bjorn turned toward Theron, his eyebrows lifting at the ridiculous question. “Well, obviously, he is a telepath, like Alana,” he pointed out. 
 
    Theron narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “Unless you want to end up in the same shape as he is, I would suggest you watch that attitude.” 
 
    Bjorn cowered, ducking his head. “I apologize.” 
 
    “Pathetic,” Kallias repeated, taunting the vampire. 
 
    Bjorn glared at him again, tightly gripping the hilt of the sword. 
 
    “Kallias isn’t a telepath,” Theron insisted. “I would know if he were.” 
 
    “Because you’re such a genius, right?” Kallias scoffed, smirking. 
 
    Theron growled at Kallias and took a threatening step toward him, but Kallias didn’t even flinch. He just stared at Theron, daring him to come closer. 
 
    “He didn’t even touch you, and yet, he somehow caused you pain. The only explanation is that he is a telepath, just like Alana,” Bjorn insisted. “He’s not dangerous right now because he’s too injured to use his abilities, but still, maintaining a safe distance from him is probably a good idea, just in case.” 
 
    Theron narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “Did I ask for your opinion?” 
 
    “I was just trying to help,” Bjorn sputtered. 
 
    “No, you were trying to sound smarter than me,” Theron growled. He pulled out his blade and shoved it into Bjorn’s stomach. The vampire fell to his knees in front of him, as Theron snarled, “Next time, keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “And you should also probably consider not helping psychotic killers, for once,” Kallias added as he scowled at the injured vampire kneeling beside him. 
 
    Kallias sucked in a harsh, shaky breath as he glanced down at the chest wound that continued to bleed profusely. He could feel himself growing tired and weak, and he knew that it wouldn’t be long before he lost consciousness. 
 
    Theron knelt in front of him. “See? You’re harmless, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kallias made eye contact with him. “Let me heal Rose.” 
 
    Theron blinked. “Uh, yeah, okay. Why not?” 
 
    Kallias sighed, relieved that his abilities had actually worked, despite his injuries. He couldn’t stand or walk, so he had no choice but to crawl toward Rose. 
 
    The rest of the vampires began to shift and mutter under their breath. 
 
    One woman stepped forward. “Um…Theron? I thought… It’s just…you said you wanted them both dead,” she stammered, her hands shaking. 
 
    Theron spun toward her and growled, “Are you questioning me?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “No. No. It’s not… I just…” 
 
    A man spoke up. “Uh…you did say you would kill them tonight.” 
 
    Theron glared murderously at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Still holding his hand over the wound, Bjorn looked back and forth between Theron and Kallias. Just before Kallias could reach Rose, Bjorn lunged at him, knocking him to the ground. Bjorn crawled on top of him and shoved his sword into his chest, twisting upward to ensure that he was too injured to move. Already too weak and injured to fight back, Kallias yelled out as the sword ripped through his chest. His skin grew pale as the blood drained out of him. 
 
    Theron just stood there, gaping at them. “What…what just happened?” 
 
    “He was controlling your mind,” Bjorn said in a pained voice. “I had to stop him before he healed her. His concentration should be broken now.” 
 
    Theron ran a hand through his short, black, hair, and glanced around at the other vampires, furious that Kallias had fooled him so easily. 
 
    Bjorn fell over to the side, wincing in pain as he did. 
 
    Theron noticed that Kallias was losing consciousness. He looked at the two vampires that had questioned him. “You two, take him over to the opposite wall and restrain him. It shouldn’t take much. He’ll be dead soon,” He glanced at Bjorn. “And I have decided to forgive your faults just this once. Go feed.” 
 
    Bjorn nodded. He climbed to his feet and staggered toward the stairs. 
 
    Once Kallias was restrained, Theron walked over to him, careful to keep a safe distance. “Your girlfriend seemed to think that you knew better than to walk into a trap. Too bad she will never wake up to find out that she was wrong.” 
 
    Kallias’s eyes fluttered opened, his breathing sharp and unsteady as he struggled to stay conscious, despite his fatal injuries. “I did know better,” he said hoarsely. “But I couldn’t just leave her to die. I had to try to save her.” 
 
    “Well, you definitely tried,” Theron laughed, “but you failed.” 
 
    Kallias looked again at Rose, desperately wishing he could save her. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik, Geoffrey, and Emma stopped just short of the abandoned morgue as they realized that they were not alone in that dark alleyway. They peered toward the darker end of the alley, at the man and woman pressed up against the wall. 
 
    “I recognize that scent,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    Geoffrey stepped forward, preparing to attack the man, but as the man stepped back to look at them and the woman collapsed onto the ground, he realized they’d arrived too late. The woman’s heart was no longer beating. 
 
    The man wiped the blood from his mouth as he walked toward them. Blood soaked his blue button-down shirt, and the large, ripped hole in the middle of his shirt indicated the reason for all of the blood. He’d been injured recently, but the wound was already healing. The man brushed his long blonde hair out of his eyes as he stared at Erik, his amber eyes wide with shock. “Erik Olafsson?” 
 
    “Bjorn,” Erik responded. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Bjorn laughed. “What has it been? A thousand years?” 
 
    “Longer than that,” Erik corrected. “Twelve hundred, at least.” 
 
    He nodded. He veered off toward the left, beginning to circle the three vampires. His bloodstained lips curved into a smirk. “I know why you’re here.” 
 
    “Oh, do you?” Erik said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Your friend is inside, isn’t he?” Bjorn asked in an amused tone. 
 
    “Wrong,” Erik said. “Both of my friends are inside.” 
 
    Bjorn laughed, his eyes widening in surprise. “The human? You’re siding with humans now? What would Alana think of her precious lover-boy now?” 
 
    “You were with her once, too, you know,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Bjorn narrowed his eyes. “But I was never her favorite,” he sneered bitterly, the jealousy so thick that it tainted his voice. “She always picked you over me, no matter what I did. You and that stupid, lesbian whore. You’re the only ones she ever loved.” 
 
    Erik winced. “Her name is Kara. And I’d watch it with the sexist and homophobic remarks. She’ll come across the world and kick both of our asses.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of her,” Bjorn snarled. 
 
    “Then you’re an idiot,” Erik muttered. “Kara’s a badass by anyone’s standards. I am not ashamed to admit that she scares the hell out of me.” 
 
    Geoffrey and Emma just stood there awkwardly, not exactly sure why they were talking, instead of fighting. “What are we doing?” Geoffrey asked Erik. 
 
    Erik turned toward him and grinned. “This is the part where we talk before we fight because we’re both waiting for the other to let his guard down.” 
 
    Bjorn chose that moment to attack. He lunged at Erik, shoving him into the block wall of the building. Erik winced as pain spread across his back, but he didn’t hesitate to counterattack. He turned and slammed Bjorn against the wall, but then, Bjorn managed to reverse their position with surprising ease.  
 
    Bjorn pulled a sword from the sheath on his belt and placed the tip of the blade against Erik’s neck. “You’re much weaker than you used to be.” 
 
    Erik grimaced and leaned his head back against the wall, putting space between the blade and his neck. “I wish I could say the same about you.” 
 
    Bjorn laughed, “How long has it been since you fed?” 
 
    Erik suddenly grasped Bjorn’s hand, ready to use his empathic abilities, but Bjorn quickly shifted away from him and held his sword out at arms-length. 
 
    “I remember how your abilities work,” Bjorn reminded him. 
 
    Erik smirked. “What’s wrong? Afraid I’ll make you cry again?” 
 
    Bjorn stood his ground, his feet squared off with his shoulders, prepared to withstand Erik’s next attack. Erik, on the other hand, leaned lazily against the wall, wearing a cocky smirk, as if this were some kind of game, rather than a battle to the death. Of course, to Erik, the two were one in the same. 
 
    Just as Bjorn stepped forward with his sword, Erik leapt to the side, dodging the attack. Erik moved to stand where Bjorn had stood moments ago. 
 
    Bjorn growled and ran toward him again, but Erik dodged him just as he’d done before. Erik laughed at him. “What’s wrong? Can’t keep up?” 
 
    Bjorn stopped short before he ran into the wall. He turned around again, growling at Erik. “Would you stop running and face me already?” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow. “Fine. Just remember…you asked for it.” 
 
    Bjorn rolled his eyes and attacked him again. Erik stood still for so long that Bjorn thought the ancient, Viking vampire was just going to let him run him through with the sword, but just as the sword pressed against Erik’s stomach, he grasped the sharp end of the sword, wincing as the blade sliced into his hand, and spun away from him, jerking the sword from Bjorn’s hand.  
 
    Bjorn stumbled back as Erik flipped the sword and held it out, the tip of the sword pressed against Bjorn’s throat. Bjorn held his hands up in a show of surrender and began to back away from the sword, but Erik pursued him, keeping the tip of the sword pressed to his throat, still wearing that cocky smirk. 
 
    “It must suck to always lose to me,” Erik commented. 
 
    Bjorn grimaced as his back collided with the wall. He leaned against the wall, realizing that it was over. The sword would slice through his neck if Erik took another step toward him. Holding his body as still as possible, he met Erik’s arrogant gaze. “We can still stop this and pretend it never happened…” 
 
    Erik laughed. “After I won? Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    “Because then, you could leave,” Bjorn explained. “Theron would never know you were here. There are at least fifty vampires left alive, ready to kill all of you. If you go inside, you will die. It’s not possible for you to win that battle.” 
 
    “He has a point, Erik,” Geoffrey pointed out. 
 
    “We’ve already been over this, Geoff,” Erik said, his eyes on Bjorn. “Leave, if you want. But I am going in to do whatever I can for our friends.” 
 
    “To die?” Bjorn asked. “Because that’s all you can do for them.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Then, at least they won’t have to die alone.” 
 
    “I do kind of like the idea of you being dead,” Bjorn commented. 
 
    Erik smiled. “Ditto,” he said as he shoved the blade through the vampire’s neck, slicing off Bjorn’s head. He tossed the blood-coated sword on the ground as the vampire’s beheaded body crumbled onto the pavement. 
 
    “Uh…Erik?” Geoffrey said suddenly. 
 
    Erik sighed and turned toward Geoffrey and Emma. “What is it?” 
 
    Geoffrey gestured around them with a tilt of his head. “Look around.” 
 
    Erik frowned and looked around him. His eyes widened. “Oh.” 
 
    “We’re surrounded,” Geoffrey elaborated. 
 
    Erik stared at the thirty or more vampires that surrounded them, some gathered by the door of the old, abandoned morgue beside them, and the rest spread out around them, apparently having come from other exits. He glanced down at the Bjorn’s decapitated body. “Well, at least I killed him before I died.” 
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    “Kallias, don’t die on me. Not yet,” pleaded a familiar voice beside him. 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes, fighting to even stay partially conscious. He glanced beside him, his brows furrowing as he noticed Erik sitting next to him. 
 
    He couldn’t remember how Erik had gotten there. He realized that he must have been unconscious when Erik had arrived. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He lifted his tied hands and flashed a guilty smile. “Same as you.” 
 
    That is when Kallias noticed the blood that drenched Erik’s shirt and skin. Like Kallias, Erik had suffered too many injuries. Thankfully, his injuries didn’t appear to be fatal injuries, like Kallias’s, but they were still severe enough that he doubted Erik had any strength left to fight or move. The worst wound on Erik’s body was a deep, gaping wound in his stomach, most likely a sword wound. 
 
    “You idiot,” Kallias snarled in a hoarse, raspy voice. 
 
    “Yep,” Erik agreed with a weak, tired grin. 
 
    Kallias glared at his friend. “Now, all three of us will die.” 
 
    Erik winced. “Uh…all five…actually,” he corrected nervously. 
 
    Kallias frowned and followed Erik’s gaze to see Emma and Geoffrey tied up on the other side of Erik. “Why in the hell did you two come?” he asked them. 
 
    “Because Erik’s an idiot,” Geoffrey muttered. 
 
    “Oh, come on, guys. I will be dying soon,” Erik grumbled. “You are supposed to be showering me with compliments and declarations of love.” 
 
    “We are all dying soon, thanks to you,” Geoffrey complained. 
 
    “I think you’re a good friend, Erik,” Emma said loudly. 
 
    “See? That’s what I’m talking about,” Erik said to Geoffrey and Kallias. He leaned forward as much as he could in his injured state. “Thank you, Emma!” 
 
    Kallias closed his eyes. “I am not telling you that I love you, Erik.” 
 
    Erik pouted. “Ah, come on. I’ll say it: I love you, Kallias.” 
 
    Kallias grimaced, his eyes still closed. “Please, stop.” 
 
    “Not until you say it back,” Erik said. “Say it with me: I love you, Erik.” 
 
    “No. Now, shut up, and let me die in peace,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    Erik sighed, “You don’t happen to have a last-minute plan, do you?” 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes and looked at Rose again, his chest tightening at the sight of all of her gruesome injuries. Even if they could survive this somehow, he would never forgive himself. If he’d just stayed home with her, then maybe… 
 
    “Begging?” he suggested in a soft, broken voice. 
 
    Erik scowled at him. “Yeah, right. Kallias of Athens does not beg.” 
 
    “I will for her,” he whispered so quietly that only Erik heard him. 
 
    Erik watched him, his eyes softening with sympathy. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “I can’t let her die, Erik,” Kallias admitted to his best friend. 
 
    “You’ve done all you can,” Erik assured him. 
 
    Kallias leaned back, his eyes fluttering closed again. “It’s not enough.” 
 
    Erik leaned toward him. “Listen, I need you to try to calm down. Your heart is barely beating as it is, and the longer you stay upset like this, the quicker you die. And I want you to stay alive as long as possible, okay?” He sighed. “You tried your best. You’ve done everything you could possibly do for her.” 
 
    As he heard footsteps moving toward them, Kallias opened his eyes to watch as Theron approached. His eyes narrowed as he noticed the splatter of Rose’s blood all over Theron’s shirt. “Not everything,” he said suddenly. 
 
    Theron stopped in front of him, smiling down at the four wounded vampires. “I’m glad that you managed to stay alive this long, Kallias. I had worried that you would not live long enough to see that I’ve captured your friends, too.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Erik announced. “How did you manage to find so many vampires that can tolerate you for more than like a…millisecond?” 
 
    Theron narrowed his eyes at Erik. “I think I will kill you first.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I like going first,” Erik said. “It makes me feel special.” 
 
    Theron turned back toward Kallias. “I assume that you’ve noticed how weak her pulse has gotten. She has a few minutes left, at most. Now, you will not only watch the woman you love die, but you’ll also watch your friends die as well.” An arrogant smirk curved at his lips. “I couldn’t have planned this any better.” 
 
    “But you didn’t plan it,” Geoffrey corrected, frowning at Theron. He glared pointedly at Erik as he added, “We came to you, like imbeciles.” 
 
    “I love you, Geoff,” Erik said. 
 
    Geoffrey rolled his eyes at him. 
 
    “I thought you wanted the Stone of the Eklektos,” Kallias said. 
 
    Theron froze. “I do,” he said, scowling at Kallias. He narrowed his eyes at Emma. “I left several vampires to look for it, but your friend killed all of them.” 
 
    “They were unkind. Unkind people should die,” Emma stated. 
 
    Theron blinked at the small, soft-spoken vampire. 
 
    “I will give you the Stone of the Eklektos,” Kallias told him, ignoring Geoffrey’s protests, “but only if you let Rose, Erik, Geoff, and Emma live.” 
 
    “Do you have it?” Theron asked. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “I know where it is.” 
 
    Theron laughed, “You expect me to let you leave?” 
 
    “It’s not like you wouldn’t know that I would come back,” Kallias said, scowling incredulously at him. “I would never leave Rose here to die. Never.” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “Even so, you’re dying. You obviously can’t leave.” 
 
    “Then, let them go, and I will tell you where it is,” Kallias amended. 
 
    “Kallias, you need to think about this,” Geoffrey said. “If what Erastos said is true, giving the Stone of the Eklektos to Theron could doom the world.” 
 
    “My entire world is in this room!” Kallias snapped. “Do you think I care about anything Erastos said right now? No! I just want to save all of you!” 
 
    “I love you, too, Kallias,” Erik said with a victorious grin. 
 
    “I won’t let them go until I have the Stone of the Eklektos in my hand,” Theron stated. “I suppose you’ll have to go ahead and tell me where it is.” 
 
    “No, I have to see you let them go. I’ll be dead soon,” Kallias argued. 
 
    Theron shrugged. “Unless you have it on you, that is impossible.” 
 
    “Rose will die soon. You have to let me heal her,” Kallias pleaded. 
 
    Theron smiled. “Once again, until I have the Stone of the Eklektos…” 
 
    “Untie me,” Emma demanded suddenly. 
 
    All four of the vampires turned to look at her. 
 
    “Kallias, I have it,” Emma told him. “The vampires had already found it by the time I killed them. So, I took it and put it in my pocket. I have it.” 
 
    Kallias sighed in relief, “Thank you, Emma. Thank you so much.” 
 
    Emma looked at Theron. “So, you can let him heal Rose now.” 
 
    Theron walked over to her. “When I have it in my hand.” 
 
    She sighed, “It’s in my pocket. You have to untie me.” 
 
    Theron knelt down in front of Emma and shoved his hand roughly into her pocket, rooting around until his hand closed around the large, rough Stone. 
 
    He stood, staring at the dark red Stone in his hand. “I finally have it.” 
 
    “You have to heal her now,” Emma reminded him. “You promised.” 
 
    “You have to let all of them go,” Kallias added. 
 
    Theron rolled his eyes. He slid the Stone in his pocket. He turned back toward the other vampires and yelled, “Someone give me a sword! Now!” 
 
    The vampires scrambled to follow the order, obviously afraid of what would happen if they didn’t, but few of them carried weapons at all, much less large, conspicuous swords. Finally, a tall, muscular woman with long black hair stepped forward and unsheathed a long, beautifully engraved sword from a strap slung across her back. Theron took the sword into his hand, scowling at it. 
 
    “This feels different,” he muttered. 
 
    “You’re probably used to a long-sword. That’s a katana,” she explained. 
 
    Theron frowned at her. “A what?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “A samurai sword, sir.” 
 
    “Is it sharp?” he asked irritably. 
 
    “Very,” she assured him. 
 
    He shrugged. “Then I suppose it’ll do.” 
 
    Theron suddenly pressed the tip of the sword to Erik’s throat. 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t see that coming,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Kallias used every bit of his energy to try to move, but it was useless. He had no strength left. He barely had anything left, for that matter. His skin already felt cold from the blood loss, and his heart had already slowed to the point that he wondered each time whether it would beat again. “Stop,” he grunted, his voice barely audible. “You have the Stone. You promised that you would let them go.” 
 
    Theron shrugged. “And I lied. Does that really surprise you?” 
 
    “Please,” Kallias rasped, lifting his head as much as he could. “You will still get to kill me. I’m the one you hate so much, not them. Just let them go.” 
 
    “It’s because I hate you that I want to kill them. I know you, Kallias. You’ve been at peace with your own death for twenty-five hundred years now. It’s watching the people you care about die that hurts you,” Theron laughed.  
 
    Kallias took quick, sharp breaths as he tried to stay conscious. “Please.” 
 
    Theron smiled at Erik as he dragged the tip of the blade along his neck. “This reminds me of my days as a human prince. Executing prisoners. It was my favorite part of the job. Well, that…and torturing them for information.” 
 
    “Seriously, what vampire looked at you and said, ‘Hey, look, that guy’s psychotic. Let’s add immortality to that and see what happens’?” Erik asked. 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed. “Say goodbye to your friend, Kallias.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said hoarsely. “No. Theron, just stop. Just please…” 
 
    But Theron didn’t listen. He lifted the sword and began to swing it. 
 
    Erik looked away and cringed in anticipation of the blade’s contact with his neck. But then, as seconds passed, he frowned and looked back at Theron. 
 
    Theron scowled at the suspended blade. “What the…” 
 
    Before he could even finish the sentence, his body flew through the air, hitting the block wall of the morgue with so much force that the walls shook. 
 
    Kallias opened his eyes again. “Rose,” he breathed. 
 
    As Theron groaned in pain, still not aware of what happened, the rest of them stared in shock at the bloody form standing in the center of the room. 
 
    Blood from her many injuries soaked her clothing and matted her hair. She looked inhuman, like something from a horror film, her skin as white as a corpse, and her injuries too severe for any living being, and yet, somehow, she stood. Her eyes glowed red, that strange red haze swirling and flickering like fire. 
 
    Her head tilted to the side as she watched Theron with those frighteningly inhuman eyes. It was clear that she wasn’t herself anymore. 
 
    Theron paled in terror when he laid eyes on her. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry. Did I forget to tell you?” she said in a cold, eerily calm voice as she shuffled toward him, her steps slow and clumsy. She lifted her hands to show him her unbound wrists and wiggled her fingers. “I got free.” 
 
    “How are you even conscious? You should be dead already,” he said. 
 
    “Probably,” she agreed. 
 
    “You should be in too much pain to move,” Theron continued. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything anymore, actually,” she told him. She cocked her head to the side thoughtfully. “Which is probably not a good sign.” 
 
    “Rose, please, stop,” Kallias said hoarsely. “You’ll kill yourself.” 
 
    She stopped, and her strange red eyes shifted toward where all of them sat against the wall, severely injured and restrained. “I’m dying anyway.” 
 
    “We can still save you,” Kallias rasped. “You just need vampire blood.” 
 
    “What are all of you waiting for? Get her! Now!” Theron yelled out. 
 
    Most of the vampires in the room actually looked terrified by the human, or whatever she was, that stood there so calmly, despite the fatal injuries that should have killed her already. They had never seen anything like this. 
 
    Two of the bravest vampires in the room, the woman who had given Theron her sword and a small, male vampire who looked like a human teenager, suddenly raced toward her. Rose didn’t even turn around to look at them. 
 
    Her eyes flashed a darker red as she flung out her hand. A discarded dagger lying on the floor suddenly shot through the air, slicing through the neck of the approaching woman before clanging against the concrete floor. 
 
    Rose turned slowly, clumsily toward the other vampires, as the severed head fell to the floor, followed by the thud of the body as it collapsed. She held out her other hand toward the other approaching vampire, stopping him with her mind before he reached her. He froze, his eyes widening as an invisible force prevented him from moving. She twisted her wrist, and the vampire cried out in pain, the veins bulging in his forehead. He let out an agonized scream that stopped short as his heart ripped out of his chest. The heart floated, suspended in midair as the bleeding, lifeless body crumbled to the ground, only a few feet from the other. As Rose dropped her hand, the heart fell to the floor beside it. 
 
    Her inhuman, glowing eyes scanned the crowd of vampires.               
 
    “Anyone else?” she asked in that same eerie, lifeless voice. 
 
    Surprisingly, the rest of the vampires took several steps backward, many of them holding up their hands in a show of surrender. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’d surrender, too,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    Rose turned back toward Theron. The flickering red haze that covered her eyes seemed to darken when she looked at him. “It looks like you’re all alone.” 
 
    Theron swallowed audibly. “What are you?” 
 
    A thin stream of blood began to pour from her nose. She reached up and touched the blood, frowning curiously at it. “I am human, I think.” 
 
    “You’re dying,” Theron warned her as he watched the stream of blood pour steadily from her nose. “I don’t even know how you’re alive right now.” 
 
    “You’re right. I am dying. But the question is,” Rose said as her frightening, inhuman eyes shifted toward him, “Will I die first, or will you?” 
 
    Theron swallowed. “If you let me go, I might let you live.” 
 
    Rose smiled. It was just a slight, barely noticeable smile, but it was still the first hint of emotion she’d shown since she awoke. “That was almost funny.” 
 
    “You’ll definitely die if you don’t let me go,” Theron sputtered. 
 
    She shrugged. “It might be best if I do.” 
 
    “What the hell, Rose?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    Rose didn’t even look at Kallias this time. Instead, she held out her hand and watched as the Stone of the Eklektos suddenly slid out of Theron’s pocket and flew through the air, landing softly in her hand. The moment it touched her skin, the Stone began to glow the exact same luminous shade of red as her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Theron stammered, shocked. “Why is it glowing?” 
 
    “Because it’s mine,” Rose murmured, “apparently.” 
 
    Theron’s brows furrowed. “Yours?” he breathed, his skin paling. 
 
    She glanced back at him and held out the necklace, the chain looped around her fingers. The heavy, red Stone dropped and swung from the gold chain. “Can’t you tell? It matches my eyes. That’s like a fashion thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Erik turned toward Geoffrey. “Did she just make a joke?” he asked. He shifted, wincing in pain. “I can’t tell because of that zombielike voice.” 
 
    Geoffrey ignored him, his dark eyes never leaving Rose. 
 
    “No,” Theron said. “You can’t be. Because if you are…” 
 
    Rose smiled and finished for him, “Because if I am, then, the Stone will be useless to you soon because I will be dead, and you need me to use it.” 
 
    “Let go of me. I will heal you,” Theron pleaded again. 
 
    “I’ll be dead because of you. Isn’t that ironic?” she said. 
 
    He struggled to move, but his body remained held in place by an invisible force, by her. “Please,” he begged. “I can fix this. Just let me heal you.” 
 
    She ran her fingers over the glowing Stone. “I have some conditions.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. “Rose, what are you doing?” 
 
    Theron stilled. “Anything,” he said, nodding quickly. 
 
    “My friends live,” Rose said, her voice still emotionless. 
 
    “Of course,” Theron said, nodding. “I can heal them, too.” 
 
    “And,” she said, drawing out the word as she stared at the Stone. “You have to make all of the other vampires leave the room. I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “What?” Theron said. “But then, I’ll have no one to protect me.” 
 
    “They’re not protecting you anyway,” Erik pointed out, drawing Theron’s attention. Erik laughed, “They’re more afraid of her than you.” 
 
    Theron’s eyes narrowed. “At least let me kill that one,” he asked Rose. 
 
    “No,” Rose said, looking up at him. “All of them live, including Erik.” 
 
    Theron looked at her. “You can’t expect me to send everyone away.” 
 
    “Send them upstairs,” Rose said, shrugging. She felt a warm liquid begin to stream out of her ears and lifted her fingers to touch it. She drew her hand back and stared at the blood that coated her fingers. “Or…I will just die.” 
 
    “Rose, please stop. You’re killing yourself,” Kallias pleaded. 
 
    “Okay,” Theron said quickly. He looked at the crowd of vampires who already seemed eager to leave the room. “Go upstairs. We will speak later.” 
 
    Rose waited until the last one had left the room, her dark crimson gaze narrowed on Theron. And then, finally, she released him. He fell forward, collapsing onto the ground, but he quickly regained his composure and stood. 
 
    She staggered, her eyes fluttering, as she began to lose consciousness. 
 
    Theron stepped toward her. “I need to heal you. Now.” 
 
    She held up her hand. “Not yet. First, untie them.” 
 
    “Rose, you don’t have time for this,” Kallias rasped. 
 
    “For once, I have to agree with your boyfriend,” Theron said. 
 
    “Untie them. Now,” she snarled at him, her eyes flashing dangerously. 
 
    Theron sighed and held his hands up in surrender. He shook his head as he walked over and knelt in front of Kallias, breaking the ropes with one tug. 
 
    They froze as they heard the screams of the vampires above them, long, agonizing, desperate screams that echoed off the brick walls of the building. 
 
    Theron stood and looked up at the ceiling, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “I smell fire,” Geoffrey said worriedly, “and burning flesh.” 
 
    “She is killing them,” Erik said under his breath, “all of them.” 
 
    “Rose!” Kallias yelled out as she collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    Theron spun back toward her, his eyes wide. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She couldn’t answer because she was choking on her own blood. She knelt on the floor, on her hands and knees, as blood poured from her nose and ears, and now, it had begun to trickle from her mouth as well. As she looked up at him, he realized that blood streamed from her eyes, too, dark, crimson streams that matched her glowing, red eyes. She was dying. 
 
    “I have to heal you! Now!” Theron said as he bit into his own wrist. 
 
    “I warned you not to hurt him,” Rose said. “You should have listened.” 
 
    Theron froze and glanced down at her. He vaguely realized that the screams on the upper level of the building had ceased. He opened his mouth to ask her what she meant by that, but a strangled scream escaped his mouth instead. 
 
    He met her terrifying, inhuman gaze as she ripped his heart from his chest with her mind. She waited until Theron’s lifeless body hit the floor before she surrendered to the darkness that had been threatening to overtake her. 
 
    Rose collapsed face-first onto the floor, dying in a pool of blood. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, but as soon as they did, a blinding light burned her eyes, pain shooting like daggers through her eyes to the back of her head. She cried out and flung her arm over her eyes. Instinctually, her body curled into the fetal position as she tried to protect her eyes from the excruciating light.  
 
    Even with her eyes covered, she could not stop the thundering noise that pounded at her ears, like a perfectly timed bass drum buried deep inside her head, intensifying the agonizing pain that already throbbed so relentlessly in her head. 
 
    If that headache were not enough to make her feel nauseated, the scents certainly were. She smelled so many different scents at once: wood, detergent, leather, after-shave, cologne, soap, bleach, grass, trees, water, and hundreds of other scents that she couldn’t identify. She smelled everything so strongly. It was as if someone had placed the scents right under her nose…or perhaps it was even stronger than that would’ve been. She’d never smelled anything so overpowering. The scents made her stomach swirl and lurch violently. She whimpered in pain. 
 
    Aside from pain, she only felt one other thing: hunger.  
 
    Violent, unbearable hunger. 
 
    “You can uncover your eyes now. I turned off the lamp,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Stop yelling at me,” she growled. 
 
    She heard him sigh, “Sweetheart, I’m barely speaking over a whisper.” 
 
    Rose uncovered her eyes and rolled toward him. She never took the time to think about where she’d heard his voice. She just knew where he was somehow. She knew, without looking or listening, that he was sitting next to her, on the edge of his bed. The blinding light was gone, and she could see him now. She could see him sitting there in just a pair of jeans, one of his hands braced on the mattress and the other braced on the nightstand, as if sitting were a difficult task for him at the moment. His unshaven face looked reddened, stained by blood. Her eyes trailed down his abdomen, noticing the bandaged wounds, a large chest wound and a stomach wound. Her stomach burned as she noticed the dark red wet stains on the bandages. An intoxicating, sweet scent filled the air, calling out to her. 
 
    “What is that sound? And that smell?” she breathed. “Make it stop.” 
 
    Kallias glanced down, away from her, and Rose realized that she could feel his anxiety, his shame. “I’m afraid that would require me dying,” he sighed. 
 
    She winced at the pain in her ears. “I don’t…I don’t understand.” 
 
    As he looked at her again, she saw two very different emotions warring in his eyes: happiness and pain. He seemed both relieved and fearful at once. 
 
    A sharp pain shot through her stomach, the pang of hunger, and she curled up again, this time with her arm over her stomach, as she cried out in pain. 
 
    Kallias sighed and shifted to put more weight on the hand braced on the nightstand. It was obvious from the slow, labored way that he moved that he was still very injured. He held out his other arm toward her and waited expectantly. 
 
    The bass drum grew louder, unbearable and thunderous, quaking her entire body, and the scent called to a part of her that she couldn’t control. Before she even realized what she was doing, she’d unfurled her body and flung herself out toward his arm. She wrapped his arm up with her arms and sank her teeth into his wrist, moaning as the warm, sweet blood poured into her mouth. She sucked at the bite wound mercilessly as the blood soothed the pain of her hunger. 
 
    She must have been feeding for a minute or so before she realized what she’d done. Her eyes shot open suddenly, and she shoved his wrist away from her. Her red, swirling eyes darted back and forth between him and the blood trickling from the bite wound in his wrist. “What…” she sputtered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kallias told her. He looked pale and weak. “You can take more blood. I can handle it, and…you need more. I can feel your hunger.” 
 
    “My…hunger?” she breathed. Her head spun violently. 
 
    He stared at her, his brown eyes drawn together with concern and pity. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on the blood on his wrist, and her stomach clenched with hunger again. She quickly scurried to the other corner of the bed, drawing her knees up to her chest as she tried to control the urge to bite him again. It felt so overpowering, so instinctual. Her entire body convulsed from the pain. 
 
    He turned toward her, holding his hands up. “It’s okay. Just breathe.” 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” she breathed, her eyes widening in horror. 
 
    He watched her nervously, as if she were a bomb about to explode at any moment. “Why don’t you take a little more blood before we talk? You need it.” 
 
    “No!” she growled, her eyes flashing a darker red. 
 
    Kallias nodded slowly. “Okay,” he conceded, “if you’re sure.” 
 
    “I bit you,” Rose sputtered breathlessly. “I…I bit you.” 
 
    Again, he nodded slowly, uneasily. “It’s fine. I knew you would. It’s…” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why…why would I do that?” she stammered. 
 
    He winced. “Try not to talk so much. You’re cutting your lips.” 
 
    She frowned, but as soon as she thought about it, she realized that her lips did feel raw. She pressed her fingers to her lips, wincing in pain, and pulled them away, surprised by the droplets of blood she saw on them. And then, without thinking, she licked the blood from her fingers. For a moment, she just felt relief from the taste of blood, but then, it occurred to her what she’d done. 
 
    Her breath began to come in quick, harsh pants. Her heart raced. 
 
    “Rose, calm down,” Kallias said uneasily. “This is all…normal.” 
 
    “Normal?” she growled. She vaguely realized that her voice sounded almost like an animal, a growling animal. Her eyes flashed such a dark shade of red that they looked almost black. “Normal?! What about this is normal? I bit you! I want to bite you again! I just…” she trailed off, her yelling morphing into sobs. 
 
    Kallias looked as if he were suddenly in pain. “Rose… Baby, don’t cry.” 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” she breathed, her entire body shaking. 
 
    He inhaled sharply and turned toward her, moving closer. Her eyes grew wide as another wave of hunger threatened to take over. She quickly leapt out of the bed and backed into the wall. He froze, his brows drawing together. 
 
    “I…I can’t… I can’t control it,” she stammered. 
 
    He crawled out of bed as well, his movement still slow and labored. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” she pleaded. 
 
    Kallias approached her slowly with his hands outstretched, as if he were afraid of spooking her. “It’s fine. You can have as much blood as you want.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice cracking. 
 
    He exhaled slowly, nervously. “How much do you remember?” 
 
    She flinched as flashbacks assaulted her mind, more vivid than any memory had ever been. “I remember…Theron t-torturing me,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias’s face contorted with pain, as if the memories hurt him as well. “I’m sorry. You were right. I should have never left you. I…” he trailed off as he noticed that she was shaking. “He can’t hurt you anymore. He’s dead.” 
 
    Rose nodded, her eyes dark and haunted now. “I killed him, didn’t I?” 
 
    He stopped in front of her, his brown eyes full of empathy. “We don’t have to do this right now. You don’t have to process everything all at once.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did I kill him?” 
 
    Kallias sighed and nodded slowly, his brows knitted with worry. 
 
    “And the other vampires?” Rose asked. “What happened to them?” 
 
    He continued to stare at her apprehensively, terrified that this would be too much for her to handle, especially now that she was… “They’re also dead.” 
 
    “Because I killed them?” she prompted, her voice cracking. 
 
    “It was the last thing you did before you killed Theron,” Kallias said. 
 
    “I killed fifty vampires at once?” she breathed. 
 
    He nodded nervously. “You burned them. With your mind. You saved our lives. If you hadn’t killed them and Theron, they would have killed all of us.” 
 
    Rose nodded as the memories began to stitch themselves together in her head. Her eyes grew haunted as she stammered, “I remember… Kallias, I remember being…dead. It was dark and cold. I actually remember it. I…I died.” 
 
    He swallowed uneasily. “You have to understand that…I couldn’t lose you,” he whispered. “In the end, it wasn’t even me who made the decision. It was Erik. I was too distraught, too upset, too…broken. Rose, you were dead.” 
 
    She stared at him, hating the agony and grief that she saw in his eyes. 
 
    “You’ll hate me for this,” he mumbled. He looked so depressed, so brokenhearted. “And you have every right to hate me. It was so, so selfish.” 
 
    “You turned me,” Rose realized. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do. I…I couldn’t lose you,” he whispered again. 
 
    She nodded. “Then, that means I’m a…” she trailed off, running her tongue across her teeth. Even though she’d expected it, she still gasped when her tongue scraped across the sharp fangs where her canine teeth should have been. 
 
    “Yes, Rose,” Kallias sighed. “You’re a vampire.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik stepped out of the bathroom, toweling his wavy, blonde hair dry, as he headed toward the bed. He froze as he saw her standing in front of him. 
 
    “What the hell?” he gasped. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she murmured, her voice as soft, lilting, and seductive as it had always been. She walked toward him, her long lashes fluttering. She raised an eyebrow at the towel around his waist, a smile curving at her lips. Her dark blue eyes met his astonished gaze. “It seems I’m overdressed.” 
 
    “You’re dead,” Erik said, still gaping at her. 
 
    She took the ends of her blue dress into her hands and curtsied, giving him a smoldering, seductive look as she did. “What do you think of the dress?” 
 
    “It matches your eyes,” he responded almost automatically. 
 
    Her plump, pink lips curved in amusement. “I knew you’d say that.” 
 
    “This is a dream,” Erik realized. “I’m dreaming about you again.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m dead, I suppose it must be,” Alana said, smiling at him. 
 
    “I need to wake up,” he said, wincing as he pinched himself. 
 
    She tilted her head back, her pale blonde hair falling behind her shoulders, as she looked up at him through her long, fluttering eyelashes. “Why would you want to wake up? Didn’t you miss me? I know I missed you.” 
 
    “It’s hard to miss someone who treated you like shit,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she pouted, poking out her bottom lip. She trailed her long fingernails along his bare stomach until they reached the towel. She cupped the other hand behind his neck and pulled his face toward hers. “I treated you very well,” she murmured, her lips curving as they brushed against his, “in bed.” 
 
    Erik knew he should pull away from her, that he shouldn’t kiss her, not even this dream version of her, but he couldn’t help it. His body and soul would always respond to her, the only woman he had ever loved. He pressed his lips to hers, groaning at how real her lips felt against his, at how real she tasted.  
 
    Never breaking the kiss, Alana walked backward, her heels clicking on the hardwood floors with each graceful step. She pulled him with her, tugging him toward the bed, as they kissed. When the backs of her legs collided with the oak footboard, she turned and, with one easy push, shoved him onto the bed. 
 
    His green eyes grew dark with lust as she crawled onto him, her blonde hair falling over her shoulders to frame her soft, feminine face. She straddled his stomach, and he groaned as he felt the silk of her panties against his bare skin. He trailed his fingers along her thighs, along her perfect, alabaster skin. 
 
    “My subconscious remembers you well,” he commented. 
 
    She leaned down to move her face close to his. Her soft, pale blonde hair fell around their faces like a curtain. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You always did use sex to get your way,” he spat harshly. 
 
    Her blue eyes narrowed, and for a moment, he expected her to pull back and slap him. It was the kind of thing she would have done in real life, after all. But instead, she just smiled an innocent, coy smile. “Only because it works.” 
 
    “Why do you haunt my dreams?” he sighed, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “Because you still love me,” Alana whispered as she kissed him. 
 
    He pulled back suddenly, pushing her until she was sitting upright on him, her lips far away from his. “I don’t still love you. That’s not true at all.” 
 
    Alana licked her lips and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really?” 
 
    He pushed her off of him so that he could sit up. He glanced at her, trying to ignore the way her dress rode up her legs, revealing every inch of her thighs to his gaze. “You’re a manipulative, psychotic bitch. You ruined me.” 
 
    She ran her hand through her perfectly straight, blonde hair, and shifted her body so that her legs spread provocatively. She flashed a seductive smile at him. “You enjoyed every minute of it. Stop pretending that you didn’t.” 
 
    “I loved you,” Erik said sadly, “and you used me.” 
 
    She shrugged. “People use each other. I know that better than most.” 
 
    “You became just as much of a monster as the ones who enslaved you,” Erik told her. He shook his head. “No, you became a worse monster.” 
 
    “Worse?” she repeated, her voice a harsh growl, as she sat up suddenly. She gripped his arm and pulled him to face her. He winced as her fingernails dug into his arm, drawing blood. “You know nothing! You have no idea what it’s like to be raped and beaten every day, many times a day. You know nothing of worse!” 
 
    Erik glanced down at the blood flowing down his arm. “You’re right. I don’t. But you know nothing of loving someone who will never love you back, someone who will never see you as anything more than a toy, a weapon.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You were always so sensitive.” 
 
    “Once upon a time, you liked that about me,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “Only because it made you so easy to manipulate,” Alana said. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes and crawled out of bed. He began searching his dresser drawers for a pair of sweatpants, anything to put between him and the beautiful but evil seductress lying on his bed. “I hate seeing you here.” 
 
    “In your bed?” Alana asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “In my dreams,” he corrected. “I should call them nightmares, really.” 
 
    She giggled, “Stop being so melodramatic.” 
 
    He picked up one of the daggers lying on his dresser and sliced his arm. 
 
    Alana sat up suddenly, scowling at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to wake myself up,” Erik muttered, wincing at the pain. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and hopped out of bed, striding over to him with small, graceful steps, her hips swaying seductively with each step. She took the dagger out of his hand and wrapped one of her small hands around his arm.  
 
    He watched her apprehensively as she leaned down and covered the cut with her mouth. She licked from the beginning of the cut to the end, closing her eyes as she swallowed the blood. His eyes darkened hungrily as he watched her. 
 
    By the time she pulled back and licked the blood from her lips, the cut had already healed. “You taste just like I remember. I’ve missed your taste.” 
 
    “You’re dead,” Erik reminded her, or maybe he was reminding himself. 
 
    She smiled. “So you keep saying.” 
 
    “I just want to wake up and not see you here,” he said quietly. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You’ll wake up when I want you to wake up.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “You’re just a figment of my imagination. A memory. You have no control here. You can’t stop me from waking up.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Alana said as she fiddled with the dagger. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Erik stated, “because you’re dead.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her lips curving at the edges into her most seductive smirk. “Telepaths can control dreams, you know. Dreams are just illusions. They happen all in the mind.” She tapped her forehead for emphasis. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Of course I know. You used to get into my head all of the time when I was dreaming. You would do it to Kara, too.” 
 
    “Kara,” she repeated, smiling. “Kara and I had so much fun together.” 
 
    “Yeah, when you weren’t being a bitch to her, too,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Those dark blue eyes narrowed at him. “You’re being mean tonight.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s my dream. I can say whatever I want here.” 
 
    She raised a challenging brow at him. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    He frowned at her, not sure what she meant by that. 
 
    “Speaking of Kara,” Alana said suddenly, “have you seen her lately?” 
 
    “Not since I left the Tomb of Blood,” Erik answered, still frowning. 
 
    “You should go see her,” she suggested. “You might need her help.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “For what? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “I suppose I’ve just grown tired of waiting.” 
 
    “This dream is making no sense,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    She stepped away from him, still carrying the dagger, and began to circle the room. “Your bed stinks of other women,” she muttered bitterly. 
 
    “Jealous?” Erik teased with a cocky grin. 
 
    She looked back at him. “A little,” she admitted. 
 
    His smile faded as he realized how honest she seemed. For a moment, he almost forgot that this was just a dream. “You had tons of lovers.” 
 
    “As did you,” Alana murmured. “Maybe that’s why it didn’t work out.” 
 
    He glared at her. “It didn’t work out because you controlled me.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m a telepath. It’s what we do.” 
 
    “Kallias doesn’t do that to me,” Erik told her. 
 
    “Awww. Does Kallias make love to you, too?” she sneered. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. “It’s not like that, and you know it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know anything. I’m dead, remember?” 
 
    Erik frowned at her and the mocking tone of her voice. 
 
    She continued to circle the room, trailing her hand across the red satin sheets and the oak dresser. “I’ve always thought this was such a sensual room.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen it. You’re dead,” he reminded her. 
 
    She returned to him. She trailed the tip of the dagger along the dragon that stretched across his torso. “Why did you do this to your beautiful skin?” 
 
    He scowled at his tattoo. “I like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t,” Alana snarled. “I liked your skin before.” 
 
    Erik glanced apprehensively at the dagger. “Good thing you’re dead.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him and then leaned in close to him. She entangled her fingers in his wavy, blonde hair and pulled his face closer until she could press her lips to his ear and whisper, “If I were still alive, I would make you claw your skin off until there was nothing left of that ugly mess.” 
 
    He jerked back, his heart pounding rapidly in his chest, cold, icy fear rushing through his veins. “My subconscious remembers you a little too well.” 
 
    She flashed a taunting smile at him. “Because…you still love me.” 
 
    “I think you’re mistaking hate for love, princess,” Erik snarled. 
 
    Alana glared at him and shoved the dagger into his stomach. He fell forward and braced his hands on her shoulders to stop himself from collapsing on the floor, feeling the pain as intensely as he would have if it were real life. 
 
    “You hurt my feelings,” she said, the dagger still buried in his stomach. 
 
    “So you stabbed me?!” he croaked. 
 
    Alana pulled the dagger from his stomach and glanced down at the wound that wasn’t healing. He fell back against the wall, covering the wound with his hand as he tried to slow the bleeding somehow. “You’re starving yourself. It’s ridiculous,” she snarled. “If you were still with me, I would make you feed.” 
 
    “I don’t want to feed,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You can’t lie to me. I see your thoughts.” 
 
    “Fine. You’re right,” Erik admitted. “But that’s not who I am anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t like seeing you in pain like this,” Alana sighed. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “You just stabbed me!” 
 
    “You deserved that. You were being mean to me,” she muttered. 
 
    He glared at her. “Forgive me, princess. Should I bow? Kiss your feet?” 
 
    She laughed. “Now you’re just being snarky.” 
 
    “This is my dream,” Erik whined. 
 
    “Is it?” Alana said, raising an eyebrow. She placed her hand over his stab wound, letting the blood ooze through her fingers, as she stared at it. 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened as he realized that the wound was healing. 
 
    “Because it seems to me,” she sighed, “that I’m the one in control.” 
 
    He stared at the closed wound in shock. Aside from the remaining blood that coated his skin, it looked as if it had never been there. He had to remind himself that, of course, it had never been there. This was only a dream. 
 
    “I brought you a gift,” Alana announced, her blue eyes wide and bright. 
 
    He scowled at her. “A gift,” he repeated dully. 
 
    Alana held out her hand, which was still coated with his blood, and as he stared at the empty hand, an orchid suddenly materialized out of thin air. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “What? Are you a magician now?” 
 
    “It is pretty neat, isn’t it? This is why I like dreams,” she said, smiling. 
 
    As he saw that innocent, childlike smile on her face, he almost smiled back, but then he caught himself. He couldn’t keep doing this to himself. 
 
    “Do you remember?” she asked, holding out the orchid to him. 
 
    Erik glanced at the orchid. The blood on her hands stained the petals, turning some of them black in places, but he could still clearly see that it was a blue orchid. It wasn’t a common type of flower, but he knew one place where he could always find them. It was a place he’d gone often…back when he loved her. 
 
    “Of course I remember,” he murmured. 
 
    “You used to give them to me,” she said, smiling. “You’d say…” 
 
    “It matches your eyes,” Erik finished for her, returning the smile. 
 
    Alana twirled the orchid’s stem between her fingers. Her eyes seemed reminiscent and sad as she stared at it. “You loved me so much back then.” 
 
    “And you didn’t love me at all,” Erik said bitterly. 
 
    She looked up at him, her blue eyes soft and sad. “Maybe I tried.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed. 
 
    She skipped happily over to the nightstand and deposited the orchid beside an empty liquor bottle. She seemed so innocent now, so good, but that was the way Alana always was. She seemed good until she wasn’t. She returned to him and pulled him in for another kiss, and he didn’t resist. He was hurting too much to resist right now, not from the stab wound, but from the memory of her. 
 
    They kissed for the longest time, a slow, affectionate kiss that Erik had never shared with anyone else. Finally, he pulled away, breathless and wanting. 
 
    “I want you back, Erik,” she whispered against his lips. She stepped backward, flashing a seductive smile at him. “And I always get what I want.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik came awake with a start, his heart pounding rapidly against his chest. He glanced around the dark bedroom and breathed a sigh of relief as he realized that he was alone. He ran his hand over his stomach, paranoid that there would be blood, but of course, there was none. He was fine, and he was alone.  
 
    “Alana is dead,” he told himself over and over. “It was just a dream.” 
 
    He briefly considered finding Kallias and Rose and telling them about the unsettling dream, but he decided against it. They had bigger problems to deal with—life-or-death problems, problems far more immediate than his weird dream about a dead, psychotic ex-girlfriend. Certain that he wouldn’t fall asleep again anytime soon, he crawled out of bed and began sifting through drawers, searching for clean clothes. He froze as he noticed something on the nightstand. 
 
    Erik forced his feet to move back over to it, his heart now thundering in his chest again. Lying on the nightstand was a blue orchid with blood-soaked petals, the same exact orchid that Alana had given him in the dream. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Be Continued… 
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