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    SUMMARY 
 
      
 
    Rose Foster is just starting to adjust to her new life as a vampire when a series of highly publicized murders throws the world into chaos. Rose, Kallias, and Erik must intervene if they want to prevent the imminent war between vampires and humans. 
 
      
 
    But when they realize that the woman behind these murders is Alana—a vampire they believed to be long dead—intervening becomes complicated. Alana is as powerful as she is seductive. She is a master of manipulation and the queen of mind games. She craves vengeance, and she doesn’t care if she has to tear the world apart to get it. And now, she has an army. 
 
      
 
    Outnumbered and overpowered, Rose, Kallias, and Erik turn to the only person who might be able to help: a cunning and skilled warrior by the name of Kara Unnarsdóttir. Kara is the second-in-command of the largest vampire colony in the world—the Tomb of Blood—and she offers to help them infiltrate the Tomb of Blood and form an alliance with Aaron, the most ancient vampire known to exist. There’s just one problem: Kara is Alana’s lover, and Aaron is the last person in the world that should ever be trusted. No one knows who will betray whom, only that betrayal is inevitable. 
 
      
 
    In this second installment of the Creatures of Darkness series, Rose will unravel more of the mystery behind what it means to be the Eklektos. 
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 Nothing Says Romance Like a Fresh Corpse 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    716 A.D. in Northern Europe… 
 
      
 
    “Alana,” Kara murmured in their native tongue. “Baby, wake up.” 
 
    Alana awoke to her lover’s voice, low and lilting, in her ear. She blinked in the darkness, watching as the light from the fire danced along the rock walls of the cave. Choking back a sob, she snuggled closer to Kara and buried her face in the bend of Kara’s arm as warm, wet tears began to stream down her face. 
 
    Kara held Alana securely in her arms, their bodies curled together, her front pressed against Alana’s back. Kara lifted her hand and gently swept Alana’s pale blonde hair aside so that she could place a kiss against the side of Alana’s forehead. “Another nightmare?” she asked, her lips against Alana’s skin. 
 
    Alana nodded. “How did you know?” she whispered. 
 
    Kara sighed sadly, “I always know, Alana.” 
 
    “I thought,” Alana sobbed, her voice barely audible, even in the quiet, empty cave, “that I was back there. In the barn.” She cried harder. “Chained up.” 
 
    Kara pressed her face in the curve of Alana’s neck, her arms looped tightly around Alana’s waist. “Shh…it’s okay,” she whispered soothingly against Alana’s skin. “It was just a dream. No one will ever hurt you like that again.” 
 
    “I know. I won’t let them,” Alana said. She turned in Kara’s arms until they were face-to-face, and then, she tilted her face up, her lips meeting Kara’s lips in a slow, tear-soaked kiss. “Honestly, I’d rather not talk about the dream,” she said, her lips still brushing against Kara’s lips. “I’d rather you distract me.” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, pinning Alana with her piercing, blue gaze. “Oh?” she said, her voice dropping lower, becoming breathier. She moved her hands to rest on the curves of Alana’s hips. “And how do you want me to do that?” 
 
    A seductive smile curved at the edges of Alana’s lips. She lifted her hand and dragged her fingernail over Kara’s bottom lip. “I’m sure you can guess.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, playfully nipping at Alana’s fingertip. Alana giggled at her, and Kara couldn’t help but smile at the cute, bubbly sound of Alana’s laugh. Kara pushed Alana onto her back and climbed on top of her. Straddling Alana’s hips, Kara dragged Alana’s undergarment—a sheer, white gown—over her head and tossed it aside. She pressed her hands against the rock floor beneath them and leaned forward, holding herself over Alana. Her brownish-blonde hair fell forward, around them, as she captured Alana’s lips in a long, slow kiss. She moaned softly at how soft and warm Alana’s bare skin felt beneath her own. 
 
    Kara trailed soft kisses from Alana’s lips down to her neck. She lingered there for a moment, inhaling the sweet, powerful scent of Alana’s blood, her stomach burning and twisting with hunger. She desperately needed to feed, but she continued her descent down Alana’s body anyway, delivering warm, wet kisses to Alana’s skin—to her collarbone, breasts, stomach, the curve of her hips. 
 
    “Kara,” Alana gasped, squirming under Kara’s sweet, torturous kisses. Her blood thrummed with energy—a sign of nightfall. “The sun is setting.” 
 
    Kara looked up at Alana. “So?” 
 
    Alana moaned lowly as Kara kissed the inside of her thighs. “So,” she managed to say before moaning again, “we don’t have time. We have to leave.” 
 
    “Or,” Kara said, moving to kiss Alana’s left breast, “we could…” She moved to the other breast and delivered another kiss before adding, “just stay.” 
 
    “Appealing offer,” Alana said, “especially when you frame it like that.” 
 
    Kara looked up at Alana, sensing that she wasn’t finished. “But?” 
 
    “But,” Alana sighed, smiling apologetically at her, “I have a date.” 
 
    Kara groaned in frustration and rolled off of her. “With that guy?” 
 
    Alana stood, gathering her clothes from the floor of the cave. “His name is Erik,” she said as she slipped into her undergarment, “and yes, it is with him.” 
 
    Kara watched as Alana dressed. “You’ve been seeing him a lot lately.” 
 
    Alana glanced at Kara, an amused smile tugging at her lips. “Jealous?” 
 
    Kara grunted at that, throwing her arm over her face. “I’m not the jealous sort. You know that,” she muttered. “I just think it’s unusual for you.” 
 
    Alana stepped into a heavy, pale blue dress. “He says he loves me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know you,” Kara said tiredly. 
 
    Alana bristled at that. “I’ve spent the last three nights with him.” 
 
    Kara uncovered her eyes and raised an eyebrow. “You think three nights is enough? It took me a decade to realize how much of a heartless bitch you are.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue eyes flashed with anger. “Excuse me?” she growled. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Was that too harsh for you, princess?” Kara taunted. 
 
    “Don’t you dare mock me, Kara,” Alana snarled. 
 
    Kara sat up suddenly. “Or what?” she challenged. She smiled bitterly, defiantly. “What could you possibly do to me that you haven’t already done?” 
 
    Alana’s lips curled into an unflattering scowl. “Why must you be this way?” she said between clenched teeth. “You’re always so angry, so…bitter.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “A hundred years of you can make someone resentful.” 
 
    “Hmph!” Alana said, spinning away from Kara. She tilted her head back, her long, pale blonde hair cascading down her back. She smiled. “Erik adores me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know what you are,” Kara sighed. 
 
    Alana dragged her tongue across her fangs thoughtfully. “He might, after tonight,” she said elusively. She glanced back at Kara. “Lace up my dress.” 
 
    Kara rose to her feet gracefully, stepping over the bedding to stand behind Alana. She leaned forward, her warm breath falling against Alana’s neck as she laced up the dress, purposely dragging her fingertips along Alana’s spine. 
 
    Alana moaned, tilting her head back against Kara’s shoulder, their lips nearly touching. “I think,” she whispered, smiling playfully, “that you’re jealous.” 
 
    “I think you want me to be jealous,” Kara countered. 
 
    “Now, why would I want that?” Alana asked, feigning innocence. 
 
    “Because you’re manipulative,” Kara growled, “and cruel.” 
 
    Alana stepped away from Kara, her dress swaying around her feet. She turned back toward Kara. “I am not cruel,” she argued. “I care greatly for you.” 
 
    “Mm,” Kara grunted skeptically, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Which is why I know that you’re hungry,” Alana added. 
 
    “You know I’m hungry because you can feel my hunger,” Kara said tiredly, rolling her eyes. “We share a blood bond. You feel everything I feel.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Alana agreed, “and I’m concerned. Why haven’t you fed?” 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows in disbelief. “Because of you,” she snapped. She ran her hands through her long, brownish-blonde hair, growling in frustration. “Let’s see,” she began, listing the reasons on her fingers. “I would have fed on Odin’s Day, but you killed my girlfriend. Then, on Thor’s Day…” 
 
    “I killed her because you were too attached to her,” Alana interrupted. 
 
    Kara glared murderously at her, but aside from that, she didn’t respond to Alana’s comment. “Then, I would have fed on Thor’s Day,” she continued, “but instead, I had to clean up your mess after you massacred an entire village.” 
 
    “I couldn’t clean it up myself,” Alana said. “I would’ve ruined my dress.” 
 
    Kara sighed at that, clearly used to hearing that excuse. “And I couldn’t feed from anyone on Frigg’s Day because you commanded me to stay here.” 
 
    Alana shrugged her thin, delicate shoulders. “I was angry at you.” 
 
    “Because Odin forbid I have an opinion different from yours,” Kara said. 
 
    Alana scowled. “There’s no need to get snarky,” she chided. She slipped on her shoes. “I need to go. Erik is waiting. Find someone to feed from tonight.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Kara found herself in a small shack at the base of the mountains with her next meal. Or so she hoped. Her stomach felt as if it would split open from the hunger pains if she didn’t feed from someone soon. 
 
    Sigrid—a young, curvy woman with curly, red hair—set a loaf of bread on the small, square table in the corner and dusted her hands off on her long, heavy, green dress. She turned toward Kara. “Do you like bread?” she offered. 
 
    Kara pushed away from the wall and prowled toward the human, a playful smile curving at her lips. Sigrid gasped in surprise as Kara pressed her against the wall. “I prefer sweet things,” Kara said with a flirty smile, “like you.” 
 
    Sigrid giggled, “You’re so…bold.” 
 
    Kara watched her curiously. “Does that offend you, my lady?” 
 
    Sigrid blushed. She stared into Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes, enthralled by her beauty, as humans often were in the presence of a vampire. “I should say yes,” she said hesitantly, her blush deepening, “but it doesn’t. I actually…like it.” 
 
    A wolfish grin curved at the edges of Kara’s lips. She leaned in close, so close that their lips almost touched. “Hmm,” she murmured, her icy blue eyes sparkling mischievously. She lifted her hand and trailed her finger along Sigrid’s jaw, tilting Sigrid’s face up toward hers. “Then, maybe you will like this, too.” 
 
    Kara kissed her, slowly at first, sensually. The kiss felt like a question, as if Kara were asking for permission, as if she were checking to see if the human wanted it as much as she did. Sigrid blinked, surprised by the kiss, but the warmth of Kara’s lips melted away any hesitation she might have felt, until all that was left was desire—intense, overwhelming desire. She melted against her, wrapping her arms around Kara’s neck, her lips needful and desperate against Kara’s. 
 
    Kara slid her hands down to the woman’s hips, pulling her away from the wall, moving toward the bed. Sigrid tasted like mead and cranberries—sweet and warm. As Kara backed the woman toward the bed, she moved her lips down Sigrid’s jaw and neck—kissing, licking, sucking, devouring her hungrily. Kara felt Sigrid’s blood pulsing through the artery in her neck, just beneath Kara’s lips, and the painful, overwhelming urge to feed surged through Kara’s body. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” Sigrid said, moaning. “How are you so beautiful?” 
 
    Kara pulled back, still in control of her hunger. Somewhat. “So are you.” 
 
    Sigrid blushed and shook her head. “Not really. No one thinks so.” 
 
    Kara kissed her again. “I do,” she whispered against the woman’s lips. 
 
    Sigrid smiled and kissed Kara again, threading her fingers in Kara’s hair. 
 
    Kara moved her lips to the woman’s ear. “Turn around,” she whispered, her lips curving into a mischievous smile. “Let’s get you out of that dress.” 
 
    The woman shuddered as Kara’s warm breath fell against her ear. She swallowed nervously and turned around, facing the bed, as Kara began to unlace the back of her dress. “You know,” she said breathlessly, shivering at Kara’s soft, gentle touch. “I have never seen a woman in trousers. Before you, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m a warrior,” Kara explained, her lips near Sigrid’s ear, her warm breath falling against Sigrid’s skin. She continued to unlace the heavy, pale green dress. “You can’t very well wear dresses underneath a set of armor, now can you?” 
 
    Sigrid shuddered, her body temperature climbing steadily, as Kara’s breath fell against her ear, as Kara’s fingertips brushed against her spine. “You have armor?” she asked, moaning softly as Kara leaned in and kissed her neck. 
 
    “Not with me,” Kara murmured, kissing Sigrid’s neck again, “but yes.” 
 
    “You’re a Viking, aren’t you?” Sigrid said. “I recognize your accent.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said as she finished unlacing the woman’s dress, allowing it to drop to the floor, leaving the woman only in a sheer, white undergarment. 
 
    “Have you done this before?” Sigrid asked nervously. “With a woman?” 
 
    Kara wrapped her arms around the woman’s waist, pulling the woman’s soft, curvy body back against her. “I’ve only ever done this with women,” she said as she kissed and sucked at the woman’s neck, causing her to moan softly. 
 
    “I…I always thought I was the only one,” Sigrid stammered, gasping as Kara pulled the undergarment off, leaving her skin bare, “who felt like this.” 
 
    Kara turned Sigrid around to face her. “You’re not. I promise.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not hungry?” Sigrid asked breathlessly as Kara gently pushed her onto the bed and climbed over her. “The bread will get cold.” 
 
    Kara straddled her hips and smiled at her. “I am hungry.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sigrid asked, somewhat disappointed. “Okay, well, I have the loaf of bread, and I also have a few baskets of cranberries. What do you want to eat?” 
 
    Kara grinned mischievously. She leaned forward, her fully-clothed body pressing against Sigrid’s bare skin. “You,” she said, her lips against Sigrid’s ear. 
 
    “W-what? What does that mean?” Sigrid sputtered, her words trailing off as Kara began to trail kisses along the curve of her jaw and neck. She moaned when Kara’s mouth, warm and wet, found the most sensitive spot on her neck. 
 
    Kara grazed her fangs against Sigrid’s neck, smiling as she heard Sigrid gasp. Sigrid’s blood smelled so appealing that she almost sank her fangs into the human’s neck, but she pulled back, determined to fully enjoy the night. Kara began to crawl down the human’s body, showering kisses all over the woman’s soft, freckled skin. Sigrid’s curly, carrot-orange hair hung over her breasts, partially shielding them from Kara’s sight, but Kara swept it aside, bending to press her lips to each breast. Sigrid gasped at that, and Kara continued lower. 
 
    Sigrid’s chest heaved with every harsh, erratic breath, and desire burned throughout her body, throbbing and aching. She glanced down at Kara, watching as Kara bent lower, kissing her stomach. “W-what are you doing?” she gasped. 
 
    Kara paused when she reached the woman’s hips. She glanced up at Sigrid, a mischievous smirk curling at her lips. “Kissing you. Obviously.” 
 
    “Then, why are you…ahh…” Sigrid’s words were cut short when Kara lowered her head and trailed her tongue over the curve of Sigrid’s hipbone. 
 
    Kara spread the woman’s soft, fleshy thighs and knelt between her legs. Sigrid gasped as Kara’s lips pressed against the inside of her thigh. Sigrid’s moans grew deeper and more frequent as Kara trailed her lips upward and inward, planting warm, open-mouthed kisses against Sigrid’s soft, fair skin, until Kara reached her destination between the woman’s legs. A soft, cry-like moan escaped Sigrid’s lips, her fingers entangling in Kara’s hair, as Kara’s tongue swept against her. 
 
    And…that’s when Alana barged in, dragging a man’s body behind her. 
 
    Alana scowled at the sight of Kara’s head between the woman’s legs. She dropped the blood-soaked body on the floor of the shack and planted her hands on her hips. “Kara, I know you know that I’m standing here,” she chided. 
 
    Sigrid let out a shocked, horrified squeal and scrambled back on the bed, pulling herself into a less compromising position. She crossed her arms across her chest, covering her breasts as well as she could. Her mouth fell open in shock as soon as she saw Alana. She stared, momentarily stunned by Alana’s beauty. 
 
    “Of course I knew you were standing there,” Kara said as she turned around, moving to sit on the edge of the bed. She smiled. “But I wasn’t finished.” 
 
    Alana narrowed her eyes. “That is rude.” 
 
    “So is interrupting,” Kara countered, “but you didn’t mind doing that.” 
 
    Sigrid seemed to finally snap out of her daze. She screamed, suddenly, her green eyes widening, as she noticed the body lying in the floor. “Is he dead?!” 
 
    “Kara, tell your annoying girlfriend to shut up,” Alana growled. 
 
    Kara’s lips tilted into a mischievous smirk. “Shut up,” she said to Alana. 
 
    Alana’s dark blue eyes flashed with murderous rage. “Not me!” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “You weren’t specific.” 
 
    Sigrid gaped at Alana, paling in horror. “Is that blood on your face?!” 
 
    Alana wiped her hand across her face, frowning as she examined the blood that coated her hand afterward. “Yes, that is blood,” she answered simply. 
 
    Utterly terrified, the woman jumped off the bed, wrapped a wool blanket around her naked body, and ran, fleeing out into the cold, snowy night. 
 
    “You forgot your dress!” Kara yelled out pointlessly. 
 
    “I need your help,” Alana said, casually licking the blood off of her hand. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Kara muttered. “You wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t be like that.” 
 
    “This is the fourth night in a row, Alana,” Kara complained, lazily climbing to her feet. “Do you know how hard it is to find lesbians around here?” 
 
    “Ugh,” Alana groaned. “You’re always complaining. It’s so annoying.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow at the hypocrisy of that statement. 
 
    “Unlike you, I have real problems,” Alana complained, gesturing toward the motionless, armor-clad body on the floor. “I need your help with Erik.” 
 
    “Erik?” Kara repeated, glancing down at the man lying in the floor—a tall, lanky man with wavy, blonde hair. Her eyes widened as she noticed that his heart was still beating. “Please, tell me you didn’t do something this stupid.” 
 
    Alana glared at her. “I can do whatever I want to do,” she growled. 
 
    “Is that what you’re going to tell Aaron?” Kara said, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t you remember how angry he was when you turned me into a vampire?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Aaron,” Alana muttered indignantly. Her dark blue gaze shifted toward the door as she heard another scream. “We should hurry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara agreed, “before the angry mob comes after us.” 
 
    “I need your help carrying Erik up to the cave,” Alana stated. 
 
    Kara glanced down at him. “So, this is him, huh? You couldn’t kill him?” 
 
    “I did kill him,” Alana corrected. “I just didn’t leave him dead. I figured that he would be more useful to me as a vampire than he would as a corpse.” 
 
    “How romantic,” Kara muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “He told me that he wanted to be with me forever,” Alana added. 
 
    Kara laughed, “He’ll probably regret those words for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    “He wanted forever,” Alana said irritably. “I gave him what he asked for.” 
 
    Kara raked her fingers back through her long, brownish-blonde hair. “Alana,” she sighed, exasperated. “When humans say forever, they don’t mean the same thing that vampires mean when we say forever. Humans are very dramatic, especially when they think they’re in love. They think forever means a few years, a few nights, a few minutes even. You know you can’t believe what a human says.” 
 
    “He’ll be with me forever,” Alana stated, “whether he wants to or not.” 
 
    Kara glanced down at the unconscious man. “Poor guy,” she muttered. 
 
    “You know,” Alana mused, twirling a strand of her pale blonde hair around her finger, “I could take control of your mind right now and command you to cut out your own tongue, and you would have to do it.” She smiled. “Then, I would never have to listen to you say anything like that again.” 
 
    Kara didn’t even flinch at the threat. Instead, she flashed a flirty smile at Alana. “You’d never do that. You like my tongue too much,” she quipped. 
 
    Alana wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, why must you be so crass?” 
 
    Kara laughed, not the least bit offended by the insult. She again glanced at the unconscious man in the floor—the man who was currently in the midst of transforming into a vampire. Although his bite wound had already healed, bloodstains still covered his neck and face, and his chainmail armor still looked wet with blood. Kara frowned at the familiar design of the armor. “So,” she said impatiently, “are we going to stare at your boyfriend all night, or are we leaving?” 
 
    “He looks peaceful,” Alana commented. 
 
    “He looks dead,” Kara corrected. 
 
    Alana scowled. “Oh, don’t be so self-righteous. You kill people, too.” 
 
    “Sure, but I usually do it before they declare their love for me,” Kara muttered. Still squinting curiously at the armor that he wore, she knelt in front of the man and dragged her fingertip over the chainmail, examining the design. “I recognize this design. This is Norse armor. It’s a lot like mine,” she mumbled thoughtfully. She turned toward Alana, lifting an eyebrow. “He’s a Viking.” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “Yeah,” she said irritably. “What’s your point?” 
 
    Kara stood gracefully, her brown, leather clothing smoothing over her skin as she straightened. She flashed a taunting smile at Alana. “I just find it strange. For someone who hates Vikings so much, you sleep with a lot of us.” 
 
    Alana shot her a peeved look. “I also kill a lot of you.” 
 
    “I know,” Kara said, crossing her arms. “You killed me.” 
 
    “Can’t you smell the power in his blood?” Alana asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Kara said, shrugging. “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “He has power, like me. A psychic ability of some kind. That makes him useful to me,” Alana said. She stepped closer to Kara, her pale blonde hair falling around her shoulders as she tilted her face up toward Kara’s, a cruel smile curling at her lips. Her blood-scented breath fell against Kara’s lips as she hissed, “Useful. Just like you. That’s the only reason I was ever with either of you.” 
 
    Kara stared down at Alana. She knew that Alana wanted her to react to the insult, which is exactly why she didn’t. Instead, she just smiled. “Don’t worry, Alana. I would never make the mistake of thinking you were capable of love.” 
 
    Alana’s lips curved downward. “Is that supposed to hurt my feelings?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara laughed, her piercing, cornflower eyes sparkling mischievously. “You would have to actually have feelings for it to do that.” 
 
    Alana attempted to slap Kara, but Kara caught her wrist. Kara twisted her arm, spinning Alana around and pinning her arm behind her back in one, swift motion. Alana growled, frustrated that Kara had restrained her so easily. She glared over her shoulder, at Kara. “Remind me why I haven’t killed you yet.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward, her warm breath falling against Alana’s ear. “Because, like you said, I’m useful. You’ve never met anyone as skilled as I am,” she taunted, nipping playfully at Alana’s ear, “on the battlefield…or in bed.” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes at Kara’s teasing. “Must you always be so vulgar?” 
 
    Kara laughed and released Alana’s arm. “Yep,” she quipped, stepping back as Alana turned toward her. “It’s one of the five pillars of the Viking code. Fighting, drinking, sex, food, and vulgarity.” She listed each word on her fingers. 
 
    Alana frowned at her. “I don’t think that’s the Viking code.” 
 
    “Besides,” Kara added, ignoring Alana’s objection to her remark, “you already have the delicate-little-princess thing covered enough for the both of us.” 
 
    Alana glared at her. “We need to leave, and I need you to carry Erik.” 
 
    “Why me?” Kara complained. “I didn’t kill the guy.” 
 
    Alana gestured toward the flowing, pale blue dress that covered her soft, petite figure. “I don’t want to get my dress dirty,” she said, as if it were obvious. 
 
    Kara stared blankly at her. “Like I said…delicate, little princess.” 
 
    Alana’s eyes narrowed. “And you’re not wearing a dress,” she added. 
 
    “I don’t even know how you walk in those things,” Kara muttered. 
 
    Alana ignored her off-hand remark. “I’ll meet you in the cave.” 
 
    Kara glanced at the man on the floor. “How are you going to break the news to your lover-boy that you killed him and turned him into a monster?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Alana said, flashing a cute smile at her. “You are.” 
 
    Kara narrowed her eyes at Alana. “Me?” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “I figured you’d be the best one to explain it to him,” she said nonchalantly, “since I killed you and turned you into a vampire, too.” 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows lifted. “And I’m sure it has nothing to do with your inability to take responsibility for your own actions,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “Oh, don’t whine about it,” Alana grumbled. “It’ll be easy. He’ll wake up tomorrow night, and I’ll leave early so he can’t get angry with me. You can explain it to him, and I’ll come back later…after everything is straightened out.” 
 
    Kara sighed, “Alana, I am starving. You can’t force me to go another night without feeding. I would have fed tonight, but you ran off my date.” 
 
    Alana scowled. “How is it my fault that your date ran off?” 
 
    Kara stared blankly at her. “Oh, I have no idea,” she said sarcastically. She glared pointedly at Erik’s half-dead body lying in the middle of the floor, his blood soaking into the wood. “Nothing says romance like a fresh corpse.” 
 
    Alana scowled at Kara’s sarcasm. “Romance involves flowers and poetry. There was nothing romantic about what you were doing to that woman.” 
 
    Kara smirked. “I thought it was pretty poetic.” 
 
    Alana ignored that. “Besides, he’s not a corpse. Well, not anymore.” 
 
    Kara pressed the palm of her hand against her stomach as the intense, painful hunger gnawed at her insides. “Alana,” she pleaded. “I have to feed.” 
 
    “Well,” Alana said, stepping closer, “we’ll be back in the cave soon.” 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes darkened with hunger. “Yeah?” she breathed. 
 
    Alana lifted her hand and ran her fingertip over Kara’s soft, thin lips, until Kara parted her lips. “I was thinking that maybe we could,” she paused, dragging her finger across one of Kara’s fangs, purposely cutting her own finger, “spend the rest of the night together.” She held her finger out, smiling as Kara stared hungrily at the drop of blood that surfaced on Alana’s fingertip. “Unless, of course, my blood isn’t good enough for you anymore,” she added, pouting. 
 
    Kara leaned forward and sucked the drop of blood off of Alana’s finger. The blood tasted sweet and powerful, and it brought her a sense of relief and intensified her ravenous hunger, all at once. Her icy blue gaze met Alana’s gaze, as Alana moaned at the sensation. “Actually,” Kara said in her low, lilting voice, as she placed her hands on Alana’s hips and pulled Alana’s smaller, softer body against hers. She leaned closer, a bitter smile curving at her lips as she countered, “I was under the impression that I wasn’t good enough for you anymore.” 
 
    Alana looped her arms around Kara’s neck, her smile deepening. “Ah, you know better than that,” she scolded, tilting her face up, closer to Kara’s face, as if she were going to kiss her. “As frustrating as you are, you’re still mine.” 
 
    Kara bent her head and pressed her lips against the curve of Alana’s neck, causing Alana to moan softly, as her tongue traced the path of the artery. 
 
    Alana lifted herself on her toes so that she could press her lips to Kara’s ear. “I feel so,” she paused, gasping as Kara sucked at a particularly sensitive spot on her neck, sending shockwaves of pleasure through her, “exhilarated tonight.” 
 
    “Really?” Kara said lowly, leaning back on her heels, smiling at Alana. 
 
    “Of course,” Alana said, unfurling her arms from around Kara’s neck and turning to leave. She leaned against the door as she waited for Kara to pick up Erik and follow her outside. “I always feel exhilarated after I kill someone.” 
 
    Kara blinked in shock. “You’re lucky you’re beautiful,” she muttered under her breath, “because that’s the only thing you have going for you.”


 
   
 
  

 The Fanged Serial Killer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1,301 years later… 
 
      
 
    Rose pressed her hands against the wet, tile wall of the shower as the warm water poured over her, washing the blood from her skin. She stared at the shower floor, watching the water move around her feet, her long, thick hair forming a red curtain around her face that obscured the rest of the shower from her vision. In an attempt to soothe her aching chest, she breathed in slowly and deeply, and then, after a moment, she exhaled that deep breath. She told herself that she was okay, repeated it like a mantra, but mere words couldn’t stop the images that plagued her mind…the memories, the flashbacks—the dagger slicing into her skin, inflicting agony that she couldn’t escape; the cold fear and despair that hollowed out her chest; the coldness of death washing over her; the darkness. 
 
    From somewhere outside the shower, a door swung open and crashed against the wall, but Rose’s mind was too far away to notice the jarring noise. The shower door slid open, and then two arms came around her, lifting her out of the shower and setting her on the black rug that covered the bathroom floor. 
 
    “Rose,” she heard him say. “Baby, look at me. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Rose stared at the rug beneath her feet, watching as water slid over her skin and soaked into the rug, her vision blurring, as she began to hyperventilate. 
 
    “It’s not real, Rose,” Kallias said slowly, his words gentle and soothing. 
 
    Rose lifted her head to look at him, her mind slowly beginning to clear. 
 
    “Hey,” Kallias said with a forced, worried smile, “are you okay?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Rose muttered, the despair bleeding into her words. 
 
    “It’s over now. What you keep seeing—it’s not real,” he reminded her. 
 
    “But it is real,” Rose argued. “It’s just not happening right now.” 
 
    His brows creased with concern. She seemed so depressed, so resigned. “You’re traumatized. After what happened to you, this is expected. It’s normal.” 
 
    “I know how trauma works. This isn’t my first rodeo,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Then, stop beating yourself up about things you can’t control,” he said. 
 
    Her bright blue eyes still seemed distant, as if her mind was still back there, reliving that night. She slowly shifted her gaze down to her body, watching the water that poured over her bare skin. “Kallias,” she said slowly. “I’m naked.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “I’d like to say that I’m a total gentleman and didn’t notice, but,” he paused, his light brown eyes dancing with amusement, “I’m not.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “How can you still want me? With these…scars?” 
 
    His smile faded, and his brows furrowed. “Do I need to take off my shirt to remind you what my skin looks like?” he asked, gesturing toward the black, button-down shirt that covered his own gruesomely-scarred, golden skin. 
 
    She shrugged tiredly and glanced at her reflection in the mirror, her eyes narrowing at the deeply-carved scars on her stomach and chest. “Normally, I’d be extremely embarrassed by now, but…I don’t have the energy to feel anything.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, sympathetic pain flashing in his light brown eyes, and he turned away to pick up the black towel that Rose had left folded on the counter. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rose stared absently at her reflection, still unnerved by how different she looked. She hardly recognized herself, and staring at this stranger in the mirror made her queasy. For the most part, her features looked the same, and yet, each and every part of her appearance seemed different somehow. Her long, red hair looked brighter and softer than before. Her pale, freckled skin still looked fair, but her complexion had changed somehow. It had become smoother and softer. It looked perfect. The red blotches that had sometimes colored her skin had disappeared, and the purple-colored skin that usually rested beneath her eyes had also disappeared. Her bright blue eyes seemed even brighter than before, and her eyelashes looked thicker and longer. Her lips looked fuller and pinker. “Is it because I’m a vampire now?” Rose asked. Her voice sounded so dull, still. So exhausted and depressed. “Is that why you still find me attractive?” 
 
    Kallias handed her the towel, watching as she wrapped it around her bare, damp body. “You’re being ridiculous, Rose. You’re beautiful,” he sighed. 
 
    “Because I’m a vampire?” Rose asked again. 
 
    “I always thought you were beautiful, Rose,” he reminded her. 
 
    Rose glanced back at her reflection. “I look different.” 
 
    “A little,” Kallias agreed, “but not as much as you think.” 
 
    “But do you think I’m more attractive now?” she asked stubbornly. 
 
    Kallias stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her middle, his arms crossing against her towel-clad stomach, his front pressed against her back. He pressed his face against the damp skin of her neck, and he replied, his words vibrating against her skin, “I’m as attracted to you now as I have always been.” 
 
    Rose shivered at the sensation of his breath against her neck, and a buzz of adrenaline rushed through her as the blood bond that she shared with him seemed to awaken beneath his touch. The tiredness and pain melted away as hunger and desire took its place. “I need to get dressed,” she mumbled, blushing. 
 
    He lifted his head, and his dark, heated gaze met hers in the mirror. That infuriating smirk of his tugged at the corners of his lips, proving that even if he was being uncharacteristically nice, he was still the same guy who once made her so angry that she marched directly into a stack of crates. “So soon?” he teased. 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed at his reflection. “I’m trying really hard to not feel totally embarrassed that you saw me naked at the most unsexy time.” 
 
    He bent his head again and kissed her bare shoulder, scattering chill bumps across her creamy, freckled skin. “Do you really want me to leave?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Rose murmured. Her eyes fluttered closed, her wet eyelashes brushing her cheeks, as she moaned at the sensation of his lips on her skin. 
 
    “I said,” Kallias said as he kissed her neck, “do you want me to leave?” 
 
    When he pressed his lips against her neck once again, Rose decided that she couldn’t handle it anymore. She spun around to face him, the sink pressing against her back, the front of her body pressing against his, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down until their lips met. Kallias groaned in response, and he moved his arms to circle around her, his hands against her back. 
 
    His lips curved into a smile against hers. “I guess that’s a no.” 
 
    She blushed. “Shut up,” she muttered before kissing him again. 
 
    He laughed against her lips as he kissed her again. He leaned forward, his weight pressing her back against the bathroom sink. His hands closed around her hips, and he lifted her up easily and set her down on the flatter portion of the bathroom counter. The black marble of the counter felt cold and slick against her legs, and his body, which pressed against hers as he stood between her legs, felt warm and rough against her cold, damp skin. Kallias threaded his fingers in her long, wet hair that dripped cold water steadily down her back, and his tongue moved against hers as he deepened the kiss. He tasted of peppermint and blood. 
 
    “I’m so hungry,” Rose whispered against his lips, panting breathlessly. 
 
    He laughed, “What? Already? You just fed a few hours ago.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened, and she pressed her palm against his chest, feeling the soft fabric of his shirt as she pushed him back. “I can’t help it,” she muttered. 
 
    He frowned as he realized that he’d upset her. “I was only teasing, Rose. It doesn’t bother me. You know you can feed from me whenever you want.” 
 
    Rose covered her mouth with her hand, hiding her fangs. From whom, she had no idea. Her cheeks burned with humiliation, and the shame felt thick in her throat—painfully suffocating. “I shouldn’t have said anything,” she said. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias said, his brows furrowing, “if you’re hungry, just feed.” 
 
    Rose stared at the swirling design of the black countertop, unable to look him in the eye. “I can control my hunger,” she insisted, “just like you.” 
 
    Kallias sighed and stepped closer to her. He placed his hand on her face and tilted her head back, forcing her to look at him. “I have been a vampire for twenty-five hundred years, and I still don’t always have the best restraint. In my first few decades as a vampire, I couldn’t live anywhere near civilization. I hid myself away in a cave because it was the only way to stop myself from killing people. Rose, no one expects you to have total control over your hunger yet.” 
 
    Before Rose could respond to that, three knocks sounded at the door. 
 
    Rose squealed in embarrassment and hopped off—or fell off—of the bathroom counter. Kallias caught her by the arm before she could hurt herself. 
 
    “Graceful,” Kallias said sarcastically, raising an eyebrow. He watched her as she pulled the towel tighter around herself. “You do realize that he can’t see you, right? I mean, we have sensitive eyesight, but we can’t see through walls.” 
 
    Rose ignored him and began to sift through the clothes she’d laid out. 
 
    “What do you want, Erik?” Kallias called out. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Erik yelled from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Then, why do you do it so much?” Kallias complained grumpily. 
 
    Rose froze, her eyes widening. “Interrupt?” she sputtered. “Why would you think that you were interrupting something? We weren’t doing anything!” 
 
    Erik started laughing, which only caused Rose to blush more. 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Your reactions are the reason he does this.” 
 
    “Usually, yes,” Erik snorted, “but I actually have a real reason this time.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kallias asked, watching as Rose slipped into her blue jeans. 
 
    “Geoff and Emma are waiting for you downstairs,” Erik answered. 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Are you going somewhere?” she asked Kallias. 
 
    Kallias regarded her with a wary expression. “Okay. Tell them that I’ll be down there in just a minute,” he told Erik. He waited silently until Erik left. 
 
    “You’re going somewhere?” Rose asked again. 
 
    He sighed, “It’s time for me to get back into the routine of things. If we want the streets to stay safe for humans, we have to be out there, keeping an eye on them,” he explained. “Granted, I think you wiped out most of the dangerous vampire population of New York City the night that you killed Theron, but it’s been a few weeks since then. There are bound to be more out there by now.” 
 
    Rose clutched the towel tightly, staring at the wall, as memories of that night once again flooded her mind—the screams of vampires burning to death. 
 
    “Shit,” Kallias said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned that night.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose lied, blinking as she tried to clear her mind. She looked up at him. “Okay, so you’re going out. Let me get dressed. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly. “You’re not ready for that yet.” 
 
    “Not ready?” Rose said incredulously. “You’ve been training me to fight every night for the last three weeks. How much more training could I need?” 
 
    “I’m not talking about your fighting skills,” Kallias said hesitantly. When she just frowned at him, he sighed and continued, “You’ve been a vampire for less than a month, Rose. You can’t control your hunger yet. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
     A spark of red flashed in Rose’s eyes. “You mean I’m too dangerous.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said slowly. “No. That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “You think I’ll kill someone,” Rose realized. Her eyes began to change. 
 
    He watched her eyes warily, well-aware of what it meant when her eyes turned red. “Rose, you need to calm down. When we’re hungry, our emotions become volatile and difficult to control. That’s what you’re feeling right now.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I’m feeling,” Rose snarled. That crimson-red haze overtook her eyes, consuming them, like fire. “I know exactly what I’m feeling.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at the mirror as he heard it rattling against the wall. “Baby, you need to calm down. You’re going to break something,” he warned. 
 
    “Answer me,” Rose growled. “You think I’ll kill someone, don’t you?” 
 
    “Clearly, I should’ve let you feed before this conversation,” he muttered. 
 
    “I’m not angry. I just want you to answer me,” Rose said…angrily. 
 
    “Fine. The answer is yes,” Kallias said, his eyes narrowing at her. “I do worry about the possibility of you killing someone. You are a baby vampire.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Rose said. “I know that’s a condescending term.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sorry. You’re a young vampire,” he corrected, “and in the first few years—sometimes centuries—vampires cannot control their hunger.” 
 
    “I can,” she insisted. “How could you think that I would kill someone?” 
 
    “Because it’s just a fact of what we are. Killing is in our nature,” Kallias explained, “and it’s already pretty clear that you have an insatiable appetite…” 
 
    “Well, you know, you wouldn’t have to deal with my insatiable appetite,” she snarled as the walls began to shake, “if you hadn’t turned me into a monster.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at that. “That’s not fair,” he said steadily. “You died.” 
 
    “As if forcing me into an eternity of misery isn’t enough,” Rose growled, “you also expect me to stay locked up in here forever, like a freaking prisoner.” 
 
    “Not forever,” he argued, “just until you can control yourself a little.” 
 
    Her eyes turned a darker shade of red. “Who says I can’t?” she snapped. 
 
    He laughed in disbelief, gesturing at the walls that were currently shaking from the force of her power. “Well, the walls, for one,” he quipped bitterly. 
 
    Rose squeezed her eyes shut, her hands clenching into fists at her side, as she tried to regain control of the dark, volatile power inside of her. “Just go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you alone while you’re like this,” Kallias said. 
 
    “I said go!” she screamed. 
 
    The sound of glass shattering echoed throughout the bathroom. 
 
    Kallias glanced at the mirror and sighed, “Fine.” Then, he left the room. 
 
    Rose braced her hands on the bathroom counter, curling forward, as she panted harshly, trying to regain control of the dark power that burned inside of her. Slowly and reluctantly, she raised her head so that she could look at the mirror. She sighed as she realized that every inch of the glass had shattered, leaving only the metal frame where the mirror had been. “Dang it,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Ouch. Just…freaking ouch,” Rose groaned as her back hit the concrete floor. She stared up at the black ceiling, wincing as pain spread throughout her back, stabbing into her spine like thousands of splinters. She narrowed her eyes irritably when Erik’s face appeared over her, blocking her view of the ceiling. 
 
    “Sorry, Rose,” he said, wincing. “I thought you would dodge me.” 
 
    She flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “That was the plan.” 
 
    Erik held his hand out to her, and she begrudgingly placed her hand in his, allowing him to pull her back to her feet. He watched as she rubbed the back of her neck and winced at the soreness. “Are you all right?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “Obviously,” Rose muttered. She shrugged. “I mean, what’s the worst that could have happened? Even if you had broken my spine, I’d just heal, right?” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “If I break your spine, Kallias will kill me.” 
 
    Rose patted him on the shoulder. “Relax. I’m fine. Maybe.” 
 
    Erik looked relieved…until he realized what she’d said. “Wait. Maybe?” 
 
    Rose sighed tiredly and rocked back on her heels, her Converse tennis shoes squeaking against the concrete floor. She swept her gaze around the basement, noticing the coldness and the eeriness of the dark, empty room with black walls and concrete floors. It was really the only room in the house that screamed vampire…or, at the very least, darkness. The rest of the house looked fairly normal. Well…as long as you didn’t count the complete lack of windows or the seventy arsenals worth of weapons, of course. “I’m not cut out for this.” 
 
    He scowled at her pessimism. “You’re doing fine.” 
 
    “Says the guy who just knocked me flat on my back,” she muttered. 
 
    Erik sighed, “Rose, you’ve been learning to fight for what? Three weeks? Four? I’ve been fighting for thirteen hundred years. I was a Viking warrior. I fought my first battle before I hit puberty. No one expects you to beat me.” 
 
    “You guys were in serious need of some child labor laws,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “You’ve blocked every punch I’ve thrown at you tonight,” Erik added. 
 
    “Yet, I somehow missed your entire body coming at me,” she grumbled. 
 
    Erik raked his fingers through his wavy, blonde hair. “I’m serious, Rose. I’m sincerely impressed by how much you’ve learned, just by training with Kallias for a few weeks. I wouldn’t recommend you for battle or anything, but you’re mastering the basics fairly well. Just look at how well you’ve fought against me.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “You’re holding back,” she accused. 
 
    “Of course I’m holding back,” he laughed. “I’m a thirteen-hundred-year-old vampire, and I’m fighting against someone who has been a vampire for a few weeks. If I don’t hold back, I might accidentally rip your arm off.” 
 
    “That sounds pleasant,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Erik offered her an encouraging smile. “You have a lot of potential.” 
 
    “Potential?” Rose scoffed, laughing at the absurdity. “A month ago, I was a nerd whose idea of exercise was walking back and forth to the library to get more books. And now, I’m a nerd with fangs. I’m never going to be a warrior.” 
 
    “Anyone can be a warrior,” Erik argued. “Warrior is a mindset.” 
 
    “Not according to the definition,” she corrected. 
 
    Erik grimaced. “I swear, if you start reciting the definition of warrior to me, I’ll throw you on that floor again,” he warned, pointing at the concrete floor. 
 
    Rose pouted, “But…” 
 
    “No buts,” Erik interrupted. “It’s so annoying when you do that.” 
 
    “It’s so annoying when you exist,” Rose countered immaturely. 
 
    Erik opened his mouth to offer what would’ve most likely been a sassy comeback, but a loud buzzing noise interrupted him. It echoed from somewhere inside the house. Rose cringed as the high-pitched, screechy sound irritated her sensitive ears, but Erik just smiled. “My lasagna is finished,” he announced. 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Eww.” 
 
    “Eww? You used to like my cooking,” Erik pouted. 
 
    “I know,” Rose sighed, dragging her fingers through her long ponytail that had fallen over her shoulder while she fought. “It’s not your cooking. It’s food in general. It all seems so…gross…now. The only thing I ever want now is…” 
 
    “Blood?” Erik interrupted, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. 
 
    She dropped her hand to her side. “Yeah,” she sighed. 
 
    Erik grinned. “Welcome to the life of a vampire.” 
 
    She scowled at him, and then, she followed as he headed out of the basement gym and up the stairs, into the hallway. “How do you do it?” she asked curiously, following him through the hallway. The scent of Italian herbs and spices, sauce, and cheese drifted down the hallway, originating from the kitchen. “How do you eat human food every day when all you really want is blood?” 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder. “You’ll eat anything when you’re starving.” 
 
    Rose winced sympathetically. “Sorry,” she sighed, pausing at the end of the hallway as Erik opened the door to the kitchen. “Kallias won’t let me starve.” 
 
    Erik leaned against the door, holding it open, as he waited for her to lead the way into the kitchen. “Be thankful for that,” he said seriously. 
 
    “I am,” she said defensively. She stepped into the kitchen, wincing as the obnoxious buzzing of the oven burned her ears. The warmth of the kitchen enveloped her, bathing her body in warm, lasagna-scented air. “It’s just…” She watched as Erik grabbed an oven mitten from the counter, frowning as she noticed that there were puppies—cute, little puppies—on Erik’s oven mitten. 
 
    Erik opened the oven door, revealing the tinfoil-covered pan inside. “It’s just…what?” he prompted as he dropped the pan of lasagna on the counter. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I hate feeling like this. I hate feeling this all-consuming need for blood, this…dependence…on it,” she said, cringing at the word dependence. 
 
    “But you do need blood,” Erik said as he uncovered the pan and sniffed at the pasta inside. “Starving yourself wouldn’t change that. As a matter of fact, it would just make it more obvious. When you don’t feed, you feel sick and weak. You feel less…whole. It’s miserable. That need for blood—it’s just what we are.” 
 
    “But you and Kallias have survived without it,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Survived,” Erik repeated. “Have you ever noticed that no one uses the word survived to describe something pleasant? You survive injuries. You survive hardships. You survive misery. Trust me, Rose. You don’t want to survive immortality. If you have a harmless way to feed—which you do—then, just feed.” 
 
    Rose leaned against the oak table that set in the middle of the kitchen. “It’s just hard. Everything has changed, and I just… I want to feel normal again.” 
 
    “No, you want to feel human again,” Erik corrected. He grabbed a short, square glass from one of the cabinets above the stove. “Face it, Rose. You were never normal. You can move things with your mind, resist telepathic control… You can literally make your will a reality. You’re the Eklektos. There is nothing about you that is normal. What you really want is to feel human again, but you’re not human. Not anymore. You’re a vampire. This is your normal now.” 
 
    “Great,” Rose said sarcastically. “My new normal is constantly wanting to sink my fangs into everyone I see, constantly feeling this intense, insatiable hunger, and constantly being locked up in the house. That’s such wonderful news.” 
 
    Erik winced at the razor-sharp bitterness in her tone. “You won’t have to stay in the house forever, Rose. Kallias just thinks it’s best if you stay home until you gain a little more control over your hunger. Young vampires have almost no self-control. You don’t want to accidentally kill someone, do you?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Of course not. But who says I would?” 
 
    “I do,” he said unapologetically. He placed the square glass on the counter, the glass clanging against the wooden surface, and then, he grabbed a half-empty bottle of whiskey from the cabinet. “I remember what it was like when I first awoke as a vampire. So does Kallias. The hunger is impossible to control. All it takes is one drop of fresh blood or a sudden surge of rage, and suddenly, someone is dead at your hands. Trust me. You don’t want that guilt.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “I can control it.” 
 
    Erik snorted at that. “Rose, you almost bit Emma last week.” 
 
    “She hugged me,” Rose said defensively, “and she smelled…good.” 
 
    He laughed as he tipped the whiskey bottle and poured the amber-colored liquid into his glass. “Face it, babe. You’re not exactly the picture of self-control at the moment. All of our poor, shattered mirrors can attest to that.” 
 
    Her face reddened. “Kallias told you that I shattered the mirror?” 
 
    Erik cradled the glass of whiskey in his hand as he leaned against the counter, waiting for the lasagna to cool. “Nope,” he snorted, his green eyes sparkling with amusement, “but I saw you sweeping up the glass. How many does that make now? Two? Three? Eighty?” He burst into hysterical laughter. 
 
    Rose glared at him as he doubled over, laughing loudly and obnoxiously at her. “One,” she grumbled. “It makes one. Last time, it was a vase, not a mirror.” 
 
    He clutched his stomach and laughed even harder. “Close enough.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “It is to me,” Erik snorted, “but then again, I’m not made of glass, so…” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze down to the glass that he held in his hand, and it instantly shattered, causing whiskey to soak the front of Erik’s black shirt and splatter in the floor, around his feet. Then, she flashed a sassy smile at him. 
 
    “Damn it, Rose,” Erik complained as he shook the liquid off of his hands and glanced down at the shards of broken glass that had landed at his feet. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Hey, I don’t know what to tell you,” she said in her sassiest tone. “Apparently, I have no self-control. No glass in the house is safe.” 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “Leave my alcohol alone.” 
 
    “You better get it out of those glass bottles, then,” she warned, lifting her eyebrows. “I can’t control myself, remember? What if I shatter all of them?” 
 
    His eyes widened in horror. “What kind of monster are you?” 
 
    “The kind without self-control,” Rose said dryly, “apparently.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “You’re not going to let that go, are you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can try, but I have no self-control. So, no promises.” 
 
    Erik grimaced as he wiped his hands over his shirt, as if that would dry it. “You’re cleaning this up,” he grumbled as he stepped over the shattered glass. 
 
    “I was already planning on it,” Rose said as she turned and crossed the room. She grabbed the broom and dustpan from where she’d placed them earlier, in the corner, between the garbage can and the wall. “It was so worth it.” 
 
    Erik grabbed a fork and shoveled a massive bite of lasagna into his mouth, not even bothering to scoop it out of the pan and into a plate first. 
 
    As Rose returned to sweep up the shattered glass in the floor, something lying on the counter, next to the pan of lasagna that Erik was currently devouring, caught her eye. She frowned and stepped closer to the counter, her brows furrowing as she realized that it was a newspaper. A picture of a blue orchid, lying on a patch of blood-soaked pavement, stretched across the front page of the newspaper. Above that picture, the headline read, “The Fanged Serial Killer.” She picked up the newspaper and scanned the article. “What is this?” 
 
    “What?” Erik mumbled with a mouthful of pasta. His eyes widened as he saw her reading the newspaper, and he snatched it out of her hands. He swallowed. “It’s nothing. It’s just something I noticed while I was out last night.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously at him. “Why don’t you want me to read it?” 
 
    “I don’t care if you read it,” Erik said a little too quickly. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “But…you just snatched it out of my hand.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but…” he trailed off as he realized that he didn’t have another excuse to give her. He sighed and gave the newspaper back to her. “I haven’t showed it to Kallias yet either. I would have…eventually. I just…” 
 
    Rose frowned at him, bewildered by his unusual behavior. It wasn’t like Erik to be so nervous about something. She glanced down at the newspaper and quickly read over the article, which discussed a series of murders that had happened over the weekend in Norway. According to the article, the victims had two things in common. First, all of them were drained of blood, and second, the murderer had left a single, blue orchid with every corpse. The police apparently believed that a serial killer was behind the murders, but the reporter also mentioned—somewhat jokingly—that rumors of vampires could be heard among some of the more superstitious people. Rose looked up at Erik, frowning worriedly. “Do you think it is a vampire? Is that why you kept the newspaper?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said quickly. He fidgeted anxiously with his fork, raking it through the lasagna. He ran his other hand through his wavy, blonde hair and pasted on a much-too-wide, fake smile. “Yeah, that’s the reason I kept it.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Rose accused. It had been a statement, not a question. 
 
    The fake smile faded. Erik quickly busied himself with eating his pasta, angling himself away from her as he quickly shoved a massive bite of lasagna into his mouth. “You have no way of knowing that. You’re not a telepath.” 
 
    Rose could barely understand his muffled words through the disturbing amount of lasagna he’d shoveled into his mouth. “No, but I am observant,” she told him, “and people give off certain body language cues when they lie.” She raised an eyebrow as he shoveled another massive bite of lasagna into his mouth. “And right now, your body language is practically screaming that you’re lying.” 
 
    Erik swallowed his food and sighed, irritated that she’d caught him in the lie. He pursed his lips and set down his fork. “Fine. You’re right. I am lying.” 
 
    “You don’t think that a vampire is behind this?” she asked. 
 
    “Not about that,” Erik said, shaking his head. “I mean, it does seem a bit strange that a vampire would be so reckless with their killings, especially in Norway. But what I meant was: I lied about the reason that I kept the newspaper.” 
 
    “What do you mean by especially in Norway?” Rose asked, her brows furrowing in confusion. “Are Norwegian vampires particularly…cautious?” 
 
    Erik waved his hand dismissively. “No. I just mean that these murders took place awfully close to the Tomb of Blood. Aaron would never allow this kind of recklessness. If it is a vampire that’s behind this, I’m surprised they even survived the weekend. Aaron will put an end to whoever it is soon, I’m sure.” 
 
    Rose nodded thoughtfully. “Ah. So, why did you keep the newspaper?” 
 
    Erik cringed, as if he’d been hoping that she wouldn’t ask. He leaned forward and tapped the picture on the front of the newspaper. “The orchid.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were such a flower enthusiast,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Erik said caustically. “No, it’s just…I’ve seen it before.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. “Well, orchids are a popular type of flower.” 
 
    “The blue orchid,” Erik corrected. “It’s rare, but I know where to find them. It just…” he trailed off, his jaw tensing. “It just brings back memories.” 
 
    “Memories of flowers?” Rose asked slowly. 
 
    Erik looked away and sighed, “Memories of Alana.” 
 
    Rose’s bright blue eyes softened in understanding. “Oh.” 
 
    He shifted on the barstool and scrubbed his hand across his face, rubbing tiredly at his eyes. “That’s why I didn’t say anything,” he sighed, the shame bleeding into his voice. “I knew that Kallias would realize why I kept it.” 
 
    She returned the newspaper to the counter and propped the broom and dustpan against the refrigerator. Then, she slid onto the barstool, next to Erik, and rubbed his shoulder comfortingly. “You loved her. That’s not something you should be ashamed of,” she said sympathetically. “It’s okay to miss her.” 
 
    “I don’t miss her,” Erik snarled, removing his hand from his face. His green eyes narrowed at her. “She ruined my life. You think that I miss that?” 
 
    “I think that you miss the person you fell in love with,” Rose corrected. “Whether that was Alana or just the person she pretended to be…you miss that.” 
 
    Erik buried his face in his hands. “I’m so screwed up,” he groaned miserably into his hands. “What kind of person holds onto memories like that?” 
 
    Rose shook her head and pulled his hands away from his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Stop doing this to yourself,” she demanded. “You loved her, and she used you. That kind of pain leaves scars, but you’re not screwed up.” 
 
    He sighed, “I’ll tell Kallias about it as soon as he gets home.” 
 
    “Do you really think this is something to worry about?” Rose asked curiously. “I mean, according to the article, the police think it’s just a serial killer.” 
 
    “The fact that the reporter even mentioned the word vampire is a cause for concern,” Erik said. “It’s imperative that humans stay in the dark about our existence. All of them. Even the superstitious ones. If Aaron doesn’t deal with this quickly, then we might need to do something about it. It just baffles me that he hasn’t dealt with it already. Aaron is usually swift about this kind of thing.” 
 
    “You mean he usually kills the vampire responsible,” Rose assumed. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Immediately. And mercilessly.” 
 
    “This guy sounds so pleasant,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As Rose typed out an e-mail on the computer, the keys of the keyboard clicking loudly as she tapped them, echoing through the silent bedroom, she heard the door creak open behind her. The scent of leather, aftershave, and peppermint wafted into the room as the boots thudded against the floor behind her. The warm, powerful scent of his blood invaded her senses as he came closer to her, awakening that primal, uncontrollable hunger that clenched in her stomach and burned its way up into her throat. Her eyes fluttered closed as his warm, muscular body enveloped her, his unshaven chin resting on her shoulder, and his leather-clad, muscular arms coming around her to cross at her stomach. 
 
    His breath felt warm against her ear. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Checking my e-mail,” Rose answered, “and my Facebook.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kallias said. He released her and straightened. His long, brown hair fell to one side as he frowned at the computer. “What is a Facebook?” 
 
    Rose paused in her typing, her eyebrows lifting. She spun the office chair around so that she could look up at him. “You don’t know what Facebook is?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I know what e-mails are.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rose muttered. “So, you’re only like a decade or so behind.” 
 
    He chuckled at her teasing as he shrugged off his leather jacket. “I’m over twenty-five hundred years old. You’re lucky that I’m not centuries behind.” 
 
    “Facebook is a type of social media,” Rose said. “It’s for socializing.” 
 
    “You socialize through the computer?” Kallias asked bewilderedly. 
 
    “It’s socializing for socially-awkward people,” she joked, “like me.” 
 
    Kallias snorted. “Ah, that explains it,” he said as he tossed his leather jacket onto the bed. “Well, I’m not socially-awkward. I’m just an asshole.” 
 
    Rose spun her chair back toward the computer and returned to typing the e-mail. “Yeah, those kinds of people use it, too,” she mumbled distractedly. 
 
    He sat down on the bed and started removing his weapons from all of the sheaths that he kept hidden at various places on his body, tossing one dagger after another onto the mattress beside him, until his mattress looked like some kind of weapon showcase. “So, what does a Facebook do?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Rose grimaced at his word-choice. “It’s just Facebook. No a,” she corrected, tapping away at the keyboard, “and it doesn’t do anything. You do. You use it to keep up with people, and to tell the world what’s going on in your life.” 
 
    Kallias had just begun to unlace his bulky, black boots when she said that last part. He stopped and frowned worriedly at her. “Uh…” he began nervously. “You haven’t told the world what’s going on in your life, have you?” 
 
    “Yes, Kallias,” Rose said, spinning around to scowl at him. “Yesterday, I posted a status that said, ‘I just had the tastiest blood. You know…because I’m a vampire now.’ Four hundred people liked it, including Vlad Dracula himself.” 
 
    He stared at her, his lips twitching. “You’re being sarcastic.” 
 
    She flashed a sassy smile at him. “Aren’t I always?” 
 
    He nodded toward the computer. “Who are you e-mailing?” 
 
    Rose turned back toward the computer and sighed. “Owen,” she said as she returned to typing. “Apparently, he freaked out a bit when I never e-mailed him back a few weeks ago. You know, because I was kind of busy dying and stuff? When I logged in tonight, I had twenty-seven e-mails, asking me if I died.” 
 
    Kallias frowned suspiciously at that. “Did you tell him no?” 
 
    “I told him that I’m literally writing from my grave right now,” she said. 
 
    “Right,” he snorted as he unlaced his boots. “I should have known.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip as she pressed send and looked back over the previous messages. “Do you think it’s strange that Owen is so worried?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kallias admitted. “Is Owen usually an anxious person?” 
 
    Rose spun around in the office chair to look at him. “Owen once put out a fire in the restaurant while whistling, ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow,’” she said, lifting her eyebrows. “But lately, ever since I mentioned the word vampire at work, he’s been acting…unusual. He just seems so worried, all of the sudden.” 
 
    Kallias leaned forward and rested his elbow on his thigh, scratching at the brown stubble on his jaw. “Was this before or after Theron attacked you?” 
 
    “Before and after,” Rose answered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It makes sense that he was worried afterward,” Kallias explained. “You were stalked and attacked by someone. Vampire or not, that’s still a big deal. Any friend would be worried afterward. But before? That does seem a bit suspicious.” 
 
    Rose leaned back in the chair, frowning thoughtfully. Back before she’d left Florida, when she’d known so little about vampires, she’d had a strange feeling that Owen knew something that he wasn’t telling her, and that feeling had yet to subside. But she had no real reason to not trust her friend. Just an odd, unexplainable feeling. “I’m sorry about your mirror, by the way,” she told Kallias, changing the subject. “I’ll replace it. Eventually. Somehow.” 
 
    Kallias laughed, “I don’t care about the damn mirror, Rose.” 
 
    She ran her hands over her thighs nervously, her jeans scratching roughly against her palms. “Since I became a vampire, my emotions are so…” 
 
    “Volatile?” Kallias finished for her. He leaned back on his hands, an understanding smile curling at his lips. “I know, Rose. We’ve all been there—Erik, Emma, Geoffrey, me. We understand what you’re experiencing right now.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “How long did it take before you were able to control it?” 
 
    He winced. “I still have trouble controlling it sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s encouraging,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “I feel partially responsible, honestly,” Kallias sighed, watching her with a sympathetic expression. “I shouldn’t have mentioned that night. It’s hard enough for you to stop thinking about it without me mentioning it. I upset you.” 
 
    Rose picked at a loose thread on her jeans. “I was upset before you said anything,” she reminded him. “I just can’t pull myself together. I keep seeing it.” 
 
    “I know,” Kallias said softly. “It’ll get easier. I promise.” 
 
    “You mean you hope,” Rose corrected with a tired smile. “You already have to deal with my insatiable appetite for an eternity. It’d suck if you had to deal with an eternity of me accidentally shattering all of your mirrors and vases, too.” 
 
    Kallias stood and crossed the space between them. He knelt in front of her chair, resting his hands on her thighs. “For the last time,” he chuckled, “I don’t mind the broken mirror…or the vase. And I don’t mind your appetite either. I mean, come on, why would I mind that? You know how it feels to share blood with someone. It’s not exactly unpleasant for me.” He offered her a wicked grin. 
 
    Rose laughed, “Do I really feed more often than most vampires?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he assured her. “It was an off-hand remark. I didn’t expect you to take it personally. Hell, Erik used to feed five or six times a night.” 
 
    “He hasn’t changed much,” Rose said. “Have you seen how much he eats now? He ate an entire pan of lasagna tonight…for one meal…out of seven.” 
 
    Kallias started laughing. “Sounds like him.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Rose said, her eyes wide, “seven meals. I counted them.” 
 
    He laughed again, and then, he leaned forward and pressed his hand against the side of her face. “I don’t see you smile enough anymore,” he sighed. 
 
    “It’s these fangs,” Rose quipped. “My smiles are too sharp and toothy.” 
 
    He just sighed at her ill-timed humor. “Speaking of fangs,” he said slowly, offering her his own sharp and toothy smile, “I can feel your hunger.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair, sighing, “Blood bonds are such tattletales.” 
 
    “You need to feed,” Kallias said, “before the hunger gets any worse.” 
 
    Rose just stared at him. “Oh, I don’t know,” she said in the sassiest tone possible. “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you with my insatiable hunger.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Shut up,” he muttered as he leaned forward and kissed her. The office chair squeaked as he leaned into her, the force causing the chair to tilt backward, pressing against the desk. He tasted the blood on her lips from when she’d fed earlier that night, and he tasted the spearmint flavor of her toothpaste on her tongue. He groaned as she nipped his lips with her fangs. 
 
    She moaned softly at the taste of his blood, and then, her eyes opened as she realized what she’d done. She pulled back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he growled as he closed the space between their lips again. He kissed her hungrily, aggressively, drawing a low moan from her lips. He moved his legs between hers, his body pressing harder against hers, as his lips moved against hers. Then, with an amused grin, he nipped her lips with his fangs. 
 
    She moaned at the sensation, and then, she giggled at him. 
 
    He laughed, too, and stood. He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. He led her backward, toward the bed, and then, he turned and pushed her onto the bed. He climbed over her, his legs straddling her hips, his mouth moving to her neck. She moaned as he began to kiss and suck at the sensitive skin of her neck. Their blood bond caused the sensations to feel more intense, and when he grazed his fangs against her neck, she arched her back beneath him, pressing her soft curves against him. He fought the urge to sink his fangs into her neck. 
 
    Rose frowned as he pulled back, worried that she’d done something wrong, but then, he shifted their position, wrapping his hands around her waist and lifting her over him. Her thighs straddled his hips, and her long, red hair fell forward, around them, as she leaned over him. He tugged her shirt over her head. 
 
    She moved her face to his neck and inhaled his scent—peppermint, leather, aftershave, and then…blood…sweet, powerful blood. She didn’t decide to sniff his neck like that. It was something her body naturally did—an instinct. It still unnerved her whenever her instincts caused her to do things like that. 
 
    Rose kissed the tattooed skin of his neck, tracing the curve of the flames with her tongue. He groaned in response, his hands closing around her hips, pulling her closer. She gasped as she felt the bulge of his jeans against her. 
 
    Unable to resist the hunger, Rose sank her fangs into his neck. She moaned as his blood filled her mouth. It tasted unlike anything she could have imagined as a human. It tasted sweet and soothing, and it tasted like power. 
 
    “I should have taken off my shirt,” he laughed as he felt the warm blood sliding over his skin and soaking the collar of his shirt. But that thought instantly melted away, along with any other thoughts he might’ve had, as the endorphins took effect, sending shockwaves of desire and pleasure throughout his body. 
 
    Rose fed greedily from him, the blood spilling from the corners of her lips and coating her skin. His sweet, powerful blood soothed the ravenous hunger that kept her in constant pain, the hunger that twisted at her stomach and burned her throat. One of her hands clutched his arm, and the other cradled the other side of his neck. Her body rocked against him, seeking the pressure and friction of his body that she so desperately needed. She moaned softly as she felt his fingers against her back, unhooking her bra. He tossed it aside. Then, his hands moved to her breasts, squeezing, massaging…increasing her desperation. 
 
    She pulled back, away from his neck, and then, she kissed him with her blood-soaked lips, her fingers clumsily fumbling with the buttons of his shirt. 
 
    He flipped their position again, pressing her down onto the bed, as he knelt between her legs, undoing the buttons of his shirt much quicker than she could have. He tossed his shirt off of the bed and leaned over her, kissing her. 
 
    Kallias trailed his lips down to her neck. She moaned as he kissed her neck and traced the path of the artery with his tongue. He slid his fingers into her soft, red hair, tugging her head to the side, giving himself better access to her neck, and then, he bit her, his fangs sinking deep into her neck. She gasped and arched her back beneath him, pressing her body against his, her soft breasts pressing against his harder, muscular chest, her hips pressing against his hips, their bodies meeting in all of the right places. He groaned at the way her body felt, at the way her blood tasted… He pulled back, blood dripping from his lips. 
 
    She stared up at him, that crimson-red haze swirling and flashing within her eyes, like an out-of-control fire. The Stone of the Eklektos burned against the bare skin of her chest, glowing as brightly as her eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, leaning down to press his lips against hers. Her lips felt wet with blood, just like his own, and he tasted the mix of their blood in the kiss. “Nothing at all,” he whispered, his warm breath falling against her lips. 
 
    His phone began to buzz loudly in his pocket. 
 
    “I will kill whoever is on the other side of that line,” Kallias growled. 
 
    “Or,” Rose said, laughing, “you could just ignore it.” 
 
    He sighed, “I suppose that is more reasonable than murder.” 
 
    As he kissed her again, the phone continued to buzz…and buzz…and buzz…until it finally went to voicemail. Then, the phone started buzzing again. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he growled against her lips. 
 
    “Just answer it,” Rose mumbled against his lips. He pulled back to look at her, and she lay her head back against the pillow, staring up at him, noticing the blood that coated his face and the tiny, crimson stream that dripped from one corner of his lips. “This is the second time they’ve called. It must be important.” 
 
    Kallias kissed her again, drawing a moan from her lips. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “No,” Rose whimpered against his lips. “I mean yes. Yes, answer it.” 
 
    He chuckled at her indecisiveness as he raised up on his knees and fished his phone out of his pocket. “It’s Geoff,” he said, frowning at the screen. He tapped the screen and pressed the phone to his ear. “Hey. What do you need?” 
 
    “Kallias,” Geoffrey said worriedly. “Are you watching the news?” 
 
    Rose sat up, gathering the black, satin sheets around her half-naked body, stunned to find that she could hear Geoffrey’s voice, lilting with that thick British accent, clearly from the other side of the line, as if she were holding the phone to her own ear. Just another aspect of being a vampire that she hadn’t gotten used to yet. She watched as Kallias frowned and climbed off of the bed. 
 
    “No,” Kallias said. He cradled the phone to his ear with his shoulder as he stood and buttoned his pants. He wiped his hand across his face, quickly wiping away the blood, and bent to snatch up his shirt from the floor. “Why?” 
 
    “Just turn on the news,” Geoffrey insisted. “It’s bad.” 
 
    At that, Kallias disappeared from the room in a blur of movement, not even bothering to shut the door as he left. Rose grimaced and glanced around the room, looking for her shirt. She found it draped over the nightstand and stretched out awkwardly, still clutching the sheets, to snatch it off of the table. 
 
    She dressed as quickly as possible, throwing the oversized, blue T-shirt over her head without even bothering to hunt for her bra, and then, she raced downstairs to find Kallias in the living room, already dressed, with the remote in his hand. Erik lounged on the sofa with a mostly empty pan of barbecue chicken wings in his lap. He held one hand out, toward the television, as if he’d been holding the remote just a moment before and had yet to drop his hand. 
 
    Erik scowled at Kallias. “Hey, I was using that!” he complained. 
 
    Kallias ignored Erik and pressed the button on the remote control, switching the television from the romantic reality show that Erik had apparently been watching to the World News channel, where the words Breaking News flashed boldly at the bottom of the screen. He still held the phone idly at his ear. 
 
    Erik glanced back at Rose and snorted, “I see you’ve already eaten.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him for a moment, and then, her eyes widened as she realized what he meant. She quickly wiped her hand over her mouth, her cheeks reddening in embarrassment as her hand came away covered in dark red blood. 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “You’re kind of a messy eater, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “I will shatter every whiskey bottle in the house.” 
 
    His smile instantly faded. “I hate you,” he whined immaturely. 
 
    “Will you two shut the hell up?” Kallias grumbled rudely, turning up the volume on the television until the reporter’s voice drowned out everything else. 
 
    “I don’t know. Will you say please?” Rose sassed, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    “Authorities are now calling this a crisis,” the reporter announced, casting a nervous glance behind her, as if she expected someone to step out of the shadows at any moment. She returned her gaze to the camera, pushing her long, blonde hair out of her face as a wind gust blew it forward. “No names have been released yet, but we have received word that, as of two hours ago, three hundred people have been murdered. All of the victims have the same puncture wounds on their necks and were left in the streets with a single, blue orchid lying beside them. Authorities no longer believe this is the work of one serial killer. With such overwhelming numbers, they now believe that this must be the work of many people. Perhaps even an army. Authorities are advising citizens to stay inside at night, at least until the people responsible for the murders are caught.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at the news report, and she automatically glanced at Erik. “Did you know the numbers were that high?” she asked him quietly. 
 
    Erik looked as surprised as she did. He shrugged at her, his bright green eyes wide. “Not at all. As of last night, there had only been thirty murders.” 
 
    “Last night?” Kallias repeated, muting the television as he turned to stare incredulously at them. “You both knew about this and didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rose said. “I didn’t see the article until earlier tonight.” 
 
    Erik winced. “I might have known about it a little longer than that.” 
 
    “What the hell, Erik?” Kallias snarled. “This is serious.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik sighed. “I was going to tell you tonight.” 
 
    “What should we do about this?” Geoffrey asked suddenly, apparently still on the other end of the phone line. Rose heard his voice so clearly that, for a moment, she wondered if he were actually in the living room with them. 
 
    Kallias pressed the phone closer to his ear. “It’s too close to sunrise to do anything about it tonight,” he sighed into the phone. “Just…come over at nightfall tomorrow, and we will discuss what we should do about it then.” 
 
    “All right,” Geoffrey agreed. “Emma and I will see you then.” 
 
    Kallias turned off the phone and slid it into his pocket. 
 
    “What can we do about it?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kallias admitted, “but we have to stop it somehow. It’s already gotten out-of-hand. At this point, whoever is behind all of this is putting every vampire on the planet in danger, and consequently, every human as well.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why Aaron hasn’t put a stop to it yet,” Erik said, frowning thoughtfully, as he leaned forward and set the empty pan on the coffee table. “All of these murders happened near the Tomb of Blood. This isn’t the kind of thing Aaron would allow to go unchecked. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Unless Aaron is behind it,” Kallias suggested. “The reporter did say that it could be an army. Aaron certainly has an army of vampires at his disposal.” 
 
    Erik frowned at that. “Look, I know you hate Aaron. I don’t particularly see eye-to-eye with him either. But you and I both know that Aaron would never do something like this. Aaron has one major rule that he enforces, and that rule is that we must keep our existence a secret. If he finds out that a vampire is not properly disposing of their kills, he sends someone to kill them. Immediately.” 
 
    “And yet, he hasn’t,” Kallias pointed out. “Why do you think that is?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erik admitted, scratching his jaw, “but I doubt he just suddenly changed his mind about keeping the existence of vampires a secret. Aaron is over four thousand years old. He’s pretty damn set in his ways by now.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. “Did you just say four thousand?” 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder. “Give or take a few years. Or…centuries.” 
 
    “Aaron is power-hungry,” Kallias reminded Erik. “Maybe he finally decided that controlling the most powerful vampire colony in the world isn’t enough for him. Maybe he decided that he wants humans to fear him, too.” 
 
    “Aaron has no interest in humans,” Erik argued. “You know that.” 
 
    “Then, how do you explain what is happening?” Kallias challenged. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erik admitted, “but I don’t think Aaron is responsible.” 
 
    “Guys,” Rose interrupted them, “there is another possible explanation.” 
 
    Kallias glanced curiously at her. “Like what?” 
 
    She shrugged bewilderedly, as if it were the simplest possibility in the world. “Don’t you think it’s possible that it could be someone challenging Aaron?” 
 
    Kallias’s brows furrowed. “Challenging?” 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Rose said. “You said that these murders are taking place near the Tomb of Blood, the vampire colony that Aaron controls, and you also said that his most important rule is that vampires keep their existence a secret. This sounds like an act of defiance to me. Maybe even an act of war.” 
 
    “No one is powerful enough to challenge Aaron,” Erik stated. 
 
    “That’s never stopped anyone from declaring war before,” Rose said. “You don’t have to be powerful enough. You just have to be arrogant enough.” 
 
    “I just can’t see anyone being that arrogant. Going against the Tomb of Blood, or even Aaron alone, is suicide,” Kallias argued. “It seems more likely that Aaron is behind it. He has the numbers to accomplish something like this.” 
 
    “The reporter said that the bodies had puncture wounds,” Rose pointed out. “We have healing enzymes in our saliva, right? So, why were there puncture wounds? Those wounds should’ve healed. Unless…the ones behind this wanted people to realize that vampires exist. Unless…they just wanted to defy Aaron.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Erik said to Kallias. “It does seem deliberate.” 
 
    Kallias dragged his hand through his long, brown hair. “Regardless,” he sighed. “If Aaron isn’t going to put a stop to this, then we will have to stop it.” 
 
    “Right,” Erik agreed, “but how the hell do we do that?” 
 
    “We find the ones responsible, and we kill them,” Kallias stated. 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “And if they do have an army?” 
 
    “Then, we die,” Erik muttered dryly, “probably.”


 
   
 
  

 The Plan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Erik stepped out of the cold and into the ancient, Norse mead hall. As he closed the door behind him, the howling, winter winds quietened, replaced by the sounds of loud, drunken voices and obnoxious laughter. He ducked beneath the bearskin that hung over the doorway and squeezed between several dancing couples. The scent of fresh blood filled his senses, and he followed it. 
 
    A small, blonde woman bumped into him. “Sorry!” she giggled. The mead splashed out of her cup as she swayed unsteadily, and it soaked the front of her heavy, gray dress. She looked up at him and froze, her mouth falling open. “Wow,” she breathed, obviously affected by his allure. “Do you want to dance?” 
 
    Erik offered her an apologetic smile. “Would love to. Any other time,” he sighed, “but I’m looking for someone at the moment. Sorry, gorgeous.” 
 
    The woman blushed. “Oh. Well, maybe I can help you find this person.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m looking for Kara Unnarsdóttir. Have you seen her?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Never heard of her. Is she your wife?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Not even close.” 
 
    Fires burned in both fireplaces—one on each side of the hall—filling the hall with warmth. The yellowish glow of the fires danced and swayed along the wall. Erik slid past the woman and continued further down the hall, past the fireplaces, past the kitchens, past the long dining table that stretched almost to the end of the hall. The scent of blood led him to the darkest corner of the room. He froze, his eyebrows lifting, when he found the woman he’d been looking for. 
 
    A woman he didn’t recognize—a human with fair, freckled skin, curly, blonde hair, and a full, curvaceous figure—sat in a chair in the corner with her dress bunched up around her hips, revealing most of her soft, pale thighs. The woman he did recognize—a gorgeous, muscular vampire with long, tangled, ash-blonde hair, dressed in leather underclothes and chainmail armor—straddled the human woman’s hips, her lips against the woman’s throat and her hand between them, her fingers moving between the woman’s thighs. The vampire moved in a sensual, undulating rhythm against the human as she drank the blood pouring from the woman’s neck. The human’s breathless moans grew louder and louder. 
 
    Erik cast a wide-eyed glance around him, relieved to see that everyone in the hall seemed too preoccupied to notice what was happening in the corner. 
 
    The vampire pulled back, her icy blue eyes darkening with lust, as she watched the human moan and gasp in pleasure. Her blood-soaked lips tilted into a smug smirk as she leaned forward, her fingers moving quicker between the human’s thighs, causing the human’s moans to grow sharper and more frequent. Then, finally, the woman threw her head back and let out a soft, euphoric cry. 
 
    The vampire licked the woman’s neck, slowly and sensually, licking away the blood that remained on her skin. She chuckled as the woman shuddered and writhed beneath her. Then, she gently withdrew her hand from between them.  
 
    The human woman stared up at the vampire with a dazed, blissful expression. Her brows furrowed in confusion. “Is that blood on your mouth?” 
 
    The vampire smiled and kissed the woman with her blood-stained lips. “You drank too much mead,” she said against the woman’s lips. “Go to sleep.” 
 
    The human, exhausted from their lovemaking and from the loss of blood, nodded drowsily and closed her eyes, drifting to sleep almost immediately. 
 
    The vampire climbed out of the woman’s lap and stepped back. She sighed pleasantly as she raked her hands back through her long, brownish-blonde hair, letting it fall in messy waves over her shoulders, falling over the light chainmail armor that she wore. Her fair skin looked flushed from feeding, and a thin stream of blood leaked from the corner of her lips. “Enjoy the show, perv?” 
 
    Erik grinned at her teasing. “You, my friend, are shameless,” he laughed. 
 
    Kara leaned against the edge of the table, a crooked grin tilting at her lips. “You expect me to believe you’ve never fucked a girl in a mead hall before?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I’ve done that loads of times. What Viking hasn’t?” he snorted. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “But I haven’t fed in the middle of a crowded hall before. Speaking of…” He tapped his finger against his own lips. 
 
    Kara nodded in understanding and wiped the blood from her lips with two fingers. “They’re all too drunk to notice,” she muttered. She licked the blood from her fingers casually, as if she weren’t the least bit afraid of anyone seeing it. 
 
    Erik glanced back at the human. “Er…aren’t you going to finish?” 
 
    Her lips tilted into a wicked grin. “What makes you think I didn’t?” 
 
    He snorted at the innuendo. “Fair point,” he laughed, watching the rise and fall of the human’s chest, her breathing slow and steady, “but I was actually referring to the blood.” He shifted his gaze back toward Kara. “You left her alive.” 
 
    Kara’s smile instantly faded. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    Her sudden hostility took Erik by surprise. “Kara,” he said, a bewildered frown pulling at his features. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just noticed that she was still alive, and…well, Alana told me that we’re supposed to kill them.” 
 
    Before he could react, Kara snatched him forward, her fingers clutching the front of his shirt, and she placed the tip of a sword against his throat. “If you speak a word about this to Alana,” she growled in his face, “you will regret it.” 
 
    The crowd of Vikings roared in delight as one of them noticed Erik and Kara’s exchange and alerted the others. If there was anything that Vikings found more interesting than mead and sex, it was a good fight. They began to chant. 
 
    Erik’s green eyes widened in shock. “I won’t,” he told her. “I promise.” 
 
    Kara released him, much to the disappointment of the excited, drunken crowd. She slid the heavy longsword back into the scabbard, attached to his belt. 
 
    Erik glanced down at the sword as she returned it. “You threatened me with my own sword?” he asked incredulously. “When did you take it from me?” 
 
    “If you have enough self-control, you can stop before you kill them,” Kara told him. “But Alana doesn’t like it when you do that. She gets jealous.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik said, frowning in surprise. “But I thought we needed to kill them because when they wake up, they’ll remember. They’ll know what we are.” 
 
    “It’s a risk,” Kara admitted, “one that we’re not supposed to take.” 
 
    “Then, why do you do it?” Erik asked curiously. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Kara snarled, crossing her arms, causing the leather underclothes to stretch tight over her arms. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Erik stepped back, still stunned by Kara’s sudden hostility. In the few weeks that he’d known her, since his own transformation into a vampire, he had never seen Kara like this. She had always been so playful and friendly. “I wanted to ask you a question,” he said, scratching his head nervously, mussing his wavy, blonde hair. “Er…where is Alana? I need to talk to her.” He held up his hands in a show of surrender and quickly added, “Not about what just happened.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. You want to give her a flower?” 
 
    Erik’s jaw dropped. “How,” he sputtered, “did you know that?” 
 
    Kara had been leaning against the table with her arm tucked behind her, but she stepped forward now, producing the blue orchid from behind her back. 
 
    Erik gaped. “What? How?” he sputtered. “When did you take that?” 
 
    Kara tossed her head back and laughed, clearly enjoying herself at his expense. “I took it from your bag,” she said, pointing at the leather sack that he had slung over his shoulder, filled with clothes and supplies, “at the same time that I took your sword.” She glanced at the orchid in her hand, examining the dark blue petals. “You picked her a pretty flower? What kind of Viking are you?” 
 
    Erik scowled at her, unamused by her mocking attitude, and snatched the orchid out of her hand. “The kind who is in love with a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “In love,” she scoffed. “Right.” 
 
    Erik frowned. “Look, I understand if you’re jealous, but…” 
 
    “Jealous?” Kara interrupted, laughing. “You think I’m jealous?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, you and Alana are together. It would make sense.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “You don’t know me well enough yet, I suppose, but I’m not really the jealous type. Alana has plenty of lovers. It doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “What is it that you’re feeling, then,” Erik asked, “if not jealousy?” 
 
    All of the humor seemed to leave her face, all of the sudden. “Pity.” 
 
    Erik scowled. “I don’t want your pity.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t,” Kara said. “I’d be disappointed if you did. You’re a Viking, after all,” She sighed, “But the thing is…I’ve been through this before.” 
 
    “You’ve been through what?” Erik asked. 
 
    “This,” Kara sighed, waving her hand. “The pretty flowers and cutesy shit. I was head over heels in love with her, too. Blindly in love with a sociopath.” 
 
    “I know she has some…issues,” Erik said, “but maybe she can…” 
 
    “Change?” Kara interrupted, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said. “Love is a powerful force. It can change people.” 
 
    “I thought that once, too,” Kara said. “I thought my love could heal her. I thought that, deep down, beneath all of that craziness, there was something good in her.” She sighed. “But I was wrong. You’ll see, just like I did, that she will never change. And the more you love her, the worse she’ll tear you apart.” 
 
    Erik swallowed uneasily. “Can you just tell me where she is? You must know. You fed from her last night, which means you’re bound to her right now.” 
 
    Kara turned away from him, returning to the human woman, who sat, slumped, in the chair with her head leaned against the wall, sleeping peacefully. “I think she’s at the lake,” Kara sighed. “I can feel its icy water on my skin.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Erik said, surprised that she’d answered him, after all. 
 
    Kara reached down and pushed a stray, blonde curl out of the woman’s face. “It’s a beautiful flower, by the way,” she added quietly. “Alana will love it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said again, his brows furrowing. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Can I trust you?” Kara asked, her icy blue gaze shifting toward him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Erik asked, confused by the strange question. 
 
    “Can I trust you not to mention the human to Alana?” she clarified. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, of course, Kara,” he assured her. 
 
    “Thank you, Erik,” Kara said tiredly. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    Erik stared at her for a moment, stunned by the difference in her attitude, the crack in her tough façade, and he suddenly realized that he could feel her sadness, her weariness, and…her concern, even, for the human that she’d just met. In that moment, he realized that Kara wasn’t what he’d always assumed her to be. She was tough, yes. And playful and mischievous. But she was also compassionate and maybe even…good. “I’ll see you later, Kara.” 
 
    She raked her fingers through her ash-blonde hair. “Sure,” she sighed. 
 
    Erik slipped out of the rowdy mead hall, leaving Kara with the sleeping human, and began to hike down the mountain, toward the icy, blue lake that set at the base of the mountain, surrounded by trees. The hike took longer than he expected, and he spent most of the hike thinking about what Kara had said. He’d noticed, since becoming a vampire, that the relationship between Alana and Kara was pretty dysfunctional…to say the least. They enjoyed each other sexually, still, but there was so much bitterness and resentment in Kara when she was with Alana. He wondered when things had become that way between them. If what Kara said was true, then, at some point, Kara had loved Alana, just like he did. 
 
    He found Alana at the lake, just as Kara had guessed. 
 
    Erik froze when he reached the bottom of the mountain, his brows furrowing in confusion. The glassy, blue lake stretched before him, light reflecting off of the surface of the water from the bright full moon and stars. Several feet out into the lake, he saw a female body, sinking deeper and deeper into the water, her white-blonde hair floating above her body, her pale, bare skin almost luminescent in the glassy, clear water. Her soft, feminine scent drifted toward him, reaching him near the shore, but it seemed fainter than usual, hidden by the scents of trees and water. He listened to the slow, weak pulse of her heart, noticing that the time between each heartbeat stretched too long, as if she were dying. Erik tore off his heaviest clothing—a sheepskin cloak that he wore over his tunic and trousers—and kicked off his shoes. Then, he jumped into the lake. 
 
    The icy water seemed to send a shockwave down into his bones, instantly freezing his skin, muscles, and blood. His body suddenly felt heavy beneath the water, like stone, and he sank beneath the surface, unable to move his muscles. But he kicked and pushed with all of his strength, and slowly, his muscles began to move, warming and thawing as he swam through the icy lake. His arms encircled the small, petite, female body that floated in the water, and he turned, slowly trudging through the water, toward the shore. The weight of her small, soft body and the heavy, icy water were no match for his supernatural strength. When he finally reached the shore, he lay her body down in the grass. 
 
    Erik knelt beside her in the grass, cold water dripping from his remaining clothing and his long, wavy, blonde hair, and he placed his hand on her face, tilting her head to the side. Her skin felt icy against his palm, even colder than the water had felt against his body. Her shoulders jerked as she convulsed and coughed, choking and spitting up mouthfuls of water. Then, her dark blue eyes fluttered open, pinning him in place, and her lips curved into a strange smile. 
 
    “Erik,” she murmured, her voice cracking. “You saved me.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What the hell were you doing, Alana?” 
 
    “I wanted to know how it feels to drown,” Alana explained with a smile. 
 
    Erik raised himself up with his arms, his face contorting in shock and bewilderment as he stared down at her. “Why would you want to know that?” 
 
    She shrugged weakly and coughed. “For future reference.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and exhaled slowly, frustration building up inside of him, tightening in his chest. “Alana,” he sighed, “that is…insane.” 
 
    “Oh, relax,” Alana groaned, her voice slowly becoming less hoarse and more audible. She rolled onto her back, deliberately exposing her fully-nude, freezing-cold body to him. “I’m fine. Drowning doesn’t kill vampires.” 
 
    “It’s not your physical state that I’m worried about,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “I’m cold,” Alana pouted, poking her bottom lip out at him. “Would you get my dress from that tree branch over there?” Her lips curved into a seductive smile. “Unless, of course, you’d like to warm me in another way.” 
 
    He stared at her, stunned that she was actually offering him sex just minutes after drowning herself. “I’ll get your dress,” he grunted as he stood up. 
 
    Alana laughed weakly, “Erik Olafsson just turned down sex?” 
 
    Erik walked over to the thick-bodied tree that set at the edge of the lake, its leafy branches spilling over the water, and he snatched the thick, blue dress off of the branch. “Yeah, well, I’m a little cold myself right now,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Aww,” Alana cooed, spreading her legs, “someone’s in a bad mood.” 
 
    Erik turned back toward her and froze, his gaze sweeping over her bare, alabaster skin that glistened with drops of icy water down to the exposed place between her legs. As always, his body responded to her beauty, and despite his frustration with her and his exasperation at her insane behavior, he wanted her. “Would you stop doing that?” he complained as he tossed her dress at her. 
 
    She caught the heavy, lacy dress in her hands, her body curling forward in the most seductive way as she sat up. She smiled at him. “Stop doing what?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “You know what you’re doing.” 
 
    She leaned back, her drenched, pale blonde hair falling behind her shoulders. “I always know what I’m doing. And I’m always so good at it.” 
 
    Erik scooped up his cloak and threw it around him, relieved that the warmth of the cloak seemed to penetrate the chill that felt as if it had taken up permanent residence in his body. “I brought you something,” he told her. 
 
    She leaned forward, excitement sparkling in her blue eyes. “A gift?” 
 
    “Yes, Alana,” he said, bending to grab the long stem of the blue orchid from where he’d dropped it. He walked over to her and knelt in front of her, leaning on one knee as he held out the flower. “It reminded me of you.” 
 
    Alana’s brows furrowed as she took the flower from him. “Why?” 
 
    Erik’s gaze darted down toward the orchid in her hands, lingering on the orchid’s dark blue petals, and then, he looked back at her, his lips curling up into an adoring smile as he stared into her dark blue eyes. “It matches your eyes.” 
 
    For a moment, Alana just stared at him, wide-eyed. But then, to his surprise, her dark blue eyes began to glisten with wetness, and she began to sob. 
 
    “Alana?” he said, his eyes widening in shock. He darted forward quickly and gathered her thin, wet body into his arms. He pushed her wet hair back with his hands, and he wanted so badly to soothe the pain that he knew she was feeling. But he couldn’t control his abilities yet, and his own emotions were mirroring her pain at the moment. He kissed her forehead. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “The flower,” she sobbed, clutching him tightly. “It’s so pretty.” 
 
    Erik kissed her shoulder affectionately. “I know. And so are you.” 
 
    She leaned back in his arms so that she could look up at him, tears spilling from her dark blue eyes. “Why do you treat me so strangely?” she asked. 
 
    He frowned. “Strangely? What is strange about giving you a gift?” 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” she said, her brows furrowing. “When I was human, no one ever gave me anything. They only took things.” A choked sob bubbled up out of her throat. “You and Kara—you’re the only ones. And…I don’t understand what it means. I don’t know what I am supposed to do now.” 
 
    “It means: I love you,” Erik explained, his heart breaking from the pain that he could feel emanating from her, “and you’re just supposed to accept it.” 
 
    Alana stared down at the blue orchid. “It’s so pretty,” she sobbed. 
 
    “I’ll go back and get more,” Erik offered, “as often as you want.” 
 
    “I love this memory,” said a familiar, accented voice. 
 
    Erik froze, a sense of cold dread washing over him as he recognized the voice—Alana’s voice—the same voice he’d heard just a moment ago, coming from the shivering woman in his arms. Except now…that voice had come from behind him. He slowly turned around, his brows furrowing, and his eyes widened in shock as he found Alana standing behind him, dressed in a thin, pink dress that barely reached her thighs, molding perfectly to her delicate curves. As he watched her plump, pink lips turn up at the corners into that wicked, seductive smile, he suddenly realized that he couldn’t feel her in his arms anymore. 
 
    Alana’s smile deepened. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” 
 
    The lake and the mountain seemed to suddenly dissolve, the entire memory dissipating in an instant. Erik looked around, shocked to find himself in his bedroom, lying beneath a red, silk sheet, no longer dressed. His brows furrowed as he glanced up at her. She stood at the corner of his bed, still wearing that modern, pink dress, one hand on her hip and a sensual smile on her lips. 
 
    “This is a dream,” Erik realized. “I’m dreaming about you again.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Alana laughed. “It’s not the eighth century anymore, is it?” 
 
    Erik didn’t react to her snarky remark. Instead, he stared at her, horrified exasperation twisting at his expression. “Why do I keep dreaming about you?” 
 
    Alana smiled and climbed onto the bed. She crawled forward, and Erik watched her warily as she straddled him, her knees on each side of his legs. Her dress rode up around her hips, her thighs bare as they pressed against him. He clenched his jaw as she intentionally pressed herself against his groin with only the thin, lacy fabric of her panties separating them. She leaned in close, her pale blonde hair falling forward, tickling his face. Her lips brushed against his as she whispered, “Don’t you remember what you said in the memory? You love me.” 
 
    “I said that thirteen hundred years ago, Alana,” Erik reminded her. He groaned as she rubbed herself against him. He opened his mouth to finish what he’d intended to say, but before the words could spill from his mouth, she kissed him. Her hands sank into his hair, her fingers scratching at his scalp, as her lips covered his. He pulled back, panting, and said, “I don’t love you anymore.” 
 
    Alana’s eyes narrowed. “Oh? Then, why are you dreaming about me?” 
 
    “It must be the orchids,” Erik said, leaning back against the headboard of his bed, trying to keep a safe amount of space between their lips. “Whoever is behind these murders—they’re leaving blue orchids with the corpses, just like the blue orchids that I used to give you…just like the one from that memory.” 
 
    A slight smile pulled at her lips. “Why do you think she’s doing that?” 
 
    Erik frowned. “She?” 
 
    Alana leaned closer and whispered, “Maybe she wants you to notice.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying she? Is it a woman? The person behind this?” Erik asked. Then, a look of frustration came over his face, and he sighed, “Why the hell am I asking you? You’re not even here. You’re dead. This is just a dream.” 
 
    Alana just smiled at him. “I should go. Someone is waking up.” 
 
    “What?” Erik sputtered, his brows furrowing. “Who?” 
 
    Alana glanced at the wall, as if she could see right through it. “The woman with red hair. The one who smells so…delicious. She had a nightmare.” 
 
    “Rose?” Erik said, frowning. “How do you know about Rose?” 
 
    Alana ignored the question as she climbed off of him, still watching the wall with her head tilted to the side, as if she were watching a movie unfold before her, rather than staring at a solid, stone wall. She turned back toward him, finally, her lips curving into that seductive smile that she wore so often. “Goodnight, Erik,” she murmured. “I’ll see you soon.” And then, she vanished. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik stepped out of the bedroom and immediately collided with Rose. 
 
    “Ow,” she grunted as she slammed into his chest.  
 
    Erik caught her against him, grasping her shoulders to steady her. His brows furrowed as he glanced down at her. Her long, red hair looked disheveled and tangled, as if she’d just woken up and hadn’t yet brushed it, and the skin beneath her eyes looked dark and sunken, like bruises. “Rose?” he mumbled. 
 
    She pressed her palms against his chest to steady herself. “Sorry,” she muttered, rocking back on her bare feet as she looked up at him. She frowned as she noticed that he was already fully dressed, wearing a black, silk shirt that he hadn’t buttoned up all the way and a pair of black, leather pants. She dragged her hand through her messy, red hair. “I was just on my way down to the library.” 
 
    Erik stared at her, his eyes wide. “You’re awake,” he mumbled, frowning at her red-and-black, flannel pajamas. “She said that you would be awake.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Um…who said that I would be awake?” 
 
    He blinked, as if he’d just remembered that she was standing there. “No one,” he muttered, shaking his head dismissively. “Where were you headed?” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I literally just said that I was going to the library.” 
 
    His lips twitched at her sassy tone. “In the middle of the day?” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms and lifted her eyebrows. “Is that not allowed?” 
 
    “It’s not advised,” he corrected. “Have you even looked in a mirror?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, clearly offended by his judgement of her appearance. “I was going downstairs to get a book, not to audition as a supermodel.” 
 
    “You look like death,” Erik added bluntly. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Like I said, I’m just going to get a book,” she said between clenched teeth. She tilted her head to the side and lifted her eyebrows. “But since you insist on rudely questioning me, maybe you can explain to me where you are going at this time of the day and why you’re already dressed.” 
 
    His smile faded. “I…uh… I had a dream,” he said vaguely. 
 
    “Like Martin Luther King, Jr.?” Rose asked dryly. 
 
    “No,” he said, scowling. “Not that kind of dream.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes softened in understanding. “Was it a nightmare?” 
 
    “Kind of,” Erik said, frowning at the memory. “It was…unsettling.” 
 
    She nodded. “Mine, too.” 
 
    He blinked. “She was right about that, too,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “Um…once again…who is she?” 
 
    Erik glanced down at her again, blinking slowly. “I need a drink,” he muttered. Then, without saying another word, he turned and walked past her. 
 
    Rose watched him with a frown as he headed down the stairs. Feeling more than a little confused by his strange behavior, she followed him downstairs, bypassing the hallway that led into the library and following him into the kitchen, instead. She watched as he grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the cabinet and opened it. He tilted it up, drinking straight from the bottle. “Erik, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said after finishing half the bottle in one, continuous gulp. 
 
    “Because you don’t seem okay,” Rose added suspiciously. 
 
    Erik set down the bottle and leaned over the counter, staring blankly at the newspaper clipping that he’d left in the kitchen the night before. He didn’t actually seem to be reading the article, just looking at it, as if his mind were somewhere else. “Do you really think that this—these murders, I mean—is someone trying to challenge Aaron?” he asked suddenly, still not looking at her. 
 
    Rose watched him with a frown, wishing that she knew what Erik’s strange behavior was really about. “I’m still new to this being-a-vampire thing. I don’t know much about vampire culture or vampire colonies or…Aaron, for that matter,” she reminded him, “but I have studied ancient cultures for years. I’ve studied war after war after war. And publicly defying a leader’s law in that leader’s own territory? Well, that’s pretty much the definition of an act of war.” 
 
    “Vampire culture is more animalistic than human culture,” Erik said. 
 
    “Many animals are territorial and aggressive. Killing in another animal’s territory is usually perceived as a challenge of dominance,” she said. “It still fits.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “It’s just…the only female leader that I know of is Talulah, and the vampire colony that she leads is up in Canada. So, I can’t imagine why she would challenge Aaron. I can’t imagine why anyone would, for that matter.” 
 
    “Um…what does being female have to do with anything?” Rose asked. 
 
    “I honestly can’t think of any female vampires who would be arrogant enough to challenge Aaron,” Erik continued, as if Rose hadn’t said anything. He frowned and added under his breath, “Well, maybe Alana. But she’s dead.” 
 
    “Hello? Earth to Erik,” Rose called, waving her hands. When he finally glanced up at her, his green eyes wide, as if he were startled by the fact that she was even listening to him, she asked, “Why are we assuming that it’s a female?” 
 
    “I…” Erik stammered, unsure of what to say. He knew that he couldn’t tell her that Alana had said “she” in his dream and that everything else Alana had said in his dream had been right. That would sound insane. “I…have a hunch.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “A hunch?” 
 
    “Yeah, a hunch,” he muttered irritably. “Just trust me, okay?” 
 
    Rose scowled suspiciously at him. “Um…okay,” she said, lifting her eyebrows. “Since we’re assuming, for some reason, that the person behind this is a woman, what makes you so certain that no women would challenge Aaron?” 
 
    “I only know of one woman with the power and the army to challenge him,” Erik said, “and like I said, she’s not interested, nor does she have enough of an army. Or enough power, for that matter. As far as I know, the only person who has ever been arrogant enough to challenge Aaron’s authority is Alana.” 
 
    “Alana challenged Aaron?” Rose asked, surprised. 
 
    “Not…officially,” Erik clarified, his brows creasing. “She never made any outright declarations of disloyalty, and she certainly never declared war. But Alana never agreed with Aaron’s rules, and she didn’t exactly keep that a secret.” 
 
    “And he didn’t kill her for that?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I guess he did, eventually,” Erik said. “He was the one who killed her.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Rose mumbled, frowning thoughtfully. 
 
    “Alana was extremely powerful, even for a telepath,” Erik sighed. “She had so much experience with mind-control that she could be in and out of your mind before you had any idea. Unlike Kallias, she had no qualms against abusing her power, and…obviously, people with no limits are more dangerous. She hated Aaron’s rules. She spent her human life following orders, so when she became a vampire, she just couldn’t handle being told what to do or what not to do. And she always believed that she was more powerful than Aaron. It wouldn’t surprise me if she were behind something like this. I mean…if she were still alive.” 
 
    “What about the other woman?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What other woman?” 
 
    “You told me once that Alana had another lover,” Rose reminded him, “and that this other woman is currently Aaron’s second-in-command.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Kara,” Erik realized. “Kara Unnarsdóttir.” 
 
    “Maybe she feels the same way about Aaron as her ex-girlfriend did,” she suggested, shrugging, “or maybe she just grew tired of being Aaron’s second.” 
 
    Erik shook his head. “No, that’s not like Kara.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she challenged. “It has been thirteen hundred years.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he assured her. “Kara’s not the power-hungry type. She’s a warrior, not a leader. She prefers to do her work behind the scenes, in the shadows, in secret. Ruling just isn’t her style. She’s too much of a rogue for that.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, considering that. “Okay. Then, maybe she is doing it for Alana. Aaron killed her ex-lover. Maybe she wants revenge.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “That’s not really Kara’s style either. I mean, yes, Alana and Kara were together, but their relationship was always a bit…dysfunctional.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Obviously,” Rose said. “Alana was a sociopath. If sociopaths were capable of functional relationships, they wouldn’t be called sociopaths.” 
 
    He scowled at her snarky remark. “The point is: Kara wouldn’t do that. At one time, I think she might have. At one time, Kara would have done anything for Alana. But by the time I became a vampire, their relationship had…changed. Their relationship was so full of bitterness and hatred. And…really hot sex.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Just when I thought you might actually go a full three minutes without saying anything perverted,” she complained. 
 
    Erik grinned. “You know me better than that.” 
 
    “That I do,” she agreed, shaking her head in disapproval. 
 
    “If anyone is challenging Aaron, I can almost guarantee that it’s not Kara,” he said. “Kara is a Viking. She respects strength and bravery, and because of that, she respects Aaron. It was one of the many things that Alana and Kara fought about. Alana never understood Kara’s loyalty to the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Rose?” called a low, groggy voice from the door. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Rose turned around, sighing as she noticed Kallias leaning tiredly against the doorframe. “You shouldn’t have come all the way downstairs. I’m fine.” 
 
    “She had a nightmare,” Erik provided unnecessarily. 
 
    “I know,” Kallias said, wiping his hand over his face, as if he could wipe away the dark circles beneath his eyes or the paleness of his face. “I felt it.” 
 
    “Right,” Erik said. He took another swig of whiskey. “The blood bond.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at Erik for a moment. “What are you doing awake?” 
 
    “He had a bad dream, too,” Rose said, “but he’s being weirdly secretive about it. He’s also acting really strange and talking about this unknown she.” 
 
    Erik set down the whiskey bottle and glared at her. “Thanks a lot, Rose.” 
 
    She flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Kallias continued to stare at Erik with that unnerving gaze of his, that intense look in his wide, brown eyes, the look that usually meant he was reading someone’s mind. His eyes widened in shock. “You dreamed about Alana again?” 
 
    Erik shot another glare at Rose. “I hate you sometimes.” 
 
    She smiled. “The feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Erik told Kallias. He grabbed the bottle of whiskey and sighed, “I’m just going to go watch the news.” He stormed past Rose, toward the door that Kallias was currently blocking. When Kallias stepped out of the way, frowning at Erik’s grumpiness, Erik stopped and glared at him. “And stop reading my mind, asshole,” he grumbled before leaving the kitchen. 
 
    Kallias blinked. “You’re right,” he told Rose. “He is acting weird.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If his dream really was about Alana, it’s understandable.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, staring in the direction Erik had gone. “I guess so.” 
 
    Rose stepped away from the counter and walked toward Kallias. The tile floor felt cold beneath her bare feet, and her muscles felt heavy and slow as she walked. When she reached him, she raised herself on her toes and looped her arms around his neck. Kallias’s hands immediately went to her hips, resting comfortably on the bare skin between the waistband of her pants and the bottom of her pajama shirt. “You should have stayed in bed,” she said again. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “You should be in bed. You’re a vampire now, Rose. You have to rest during the day. If you don’t, it takes a toll on your body.” 
 
    She leaned back on her heels, her long, wavy red hair falling behind her shoulders. “Yeah, I’m aware that I’m a vampire, actually,” she sassed. “It’s kind of hard to forget when I have these in my mouth.” She flashed her fangs at him. 
 
    A faint smirk tugged at the edges of his lips, and then, before she could react, he lifted his hand and slid his finger over one of her fangs, slicing it open. 
 
    Her nostrils flared at the scent of his blood. Her blue eyes darkened as she glanced down at his hand, watching as a drop of blood surfaced on his fingertip. Hunger burned in her throat. “Why did you do that?” she panted. 
 
    “If you’re not going to sleep during the day, then you should at least feed,” Kallias said, tilting his face forward so that his lips were close enough to kiss, “so that you can heal from the damage that the sun is doing to your body.” 
 
    The hunger and desire seemed to overtake her, all at once, and without thinking, she licked the blood from his hand. She moaned softly at the taste, feeling the sudden thrum of energy, her body responding to the blood bond that she shared with him. Then, as the animalistic side of her seemed to awaken, taking control, she pulled his face closer to hers and pressed her lips against his. 
 
    Still not quite used to this side of her, Kallias groaned in surprise at her eagerness, but despite his momentary surprise, his body responded instantly. He stepped forward, pressing her back against the door, his hands tightening around the soft, sensitive skin of her hips. He groaned again as she nipped hungrily at his lips with her fangs, causing a painful wave of desire to sweep through his body. When he felt her fingers at the waistband of his pants, undoing the button, he grasped her wrists and leaned forward, his body pressing harder against hers. “Do you really want to do this? Here?” he growled, his lips curving into a grin. 
 
    Rose moaned and trailed her lips down his neck, planting soft, gentle kisses over the tattooed skin of his neck, tracing the vibrant, colorful flames with her tongue. “Yes. Yes. Yes,” she whispered against his skin. “Now. Please.” 
 
    He tilted his head back, groaning as she grazed his neck with her fangs. 
 
    “Hey, guys, try not to make a mess on the counter!” came Erik’s voice suddenly, bellowing from the living room. “I’m making biscuits in a few hours!” 
 
    Rose pulled back, her eyes widening, as she came crashing back down to reality. “And…suddenly, it doesn’t seem so urgent,” she muttered, grimacing. 
 
    Kallias groaned in frustration. “I vote we evict him. What do you think?” 
 
    “I heard that!” Erik yelled. 
 
    “No!” Rose hissed at Kallias. “You know he can’t take care of himself!” 
 
    “I heard that, too!” Erik growled. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose was casually sifting through her underwear drawer, trying to decide between two different pairs of panties—a comfortable, blue pair or a slightly prettier, black pair—when Erik barged into the room. She held the towel tighter around her soaked body, clutching the panties in her hand, as she glared at him. 
 
    “Hey, I just wanted to let you know that Emma and Geoff are here,” Erik began, frowning at her half-naked, dripping-with-water state. “Nice towel.” 
 
    “I will kill you,” Rose growled. 
 
    “If you’re trying to decide which pair of underwear is sexier,” Erik began, leaning against the doorframe with a smug grin, “the answer is neither.” 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed at him. “Get out.” 
 
    “Seriously,” he continued, as if he had a death wish, “no matter how turned on Kallias is when he starts undressing you, once he sees those hideous panties, he will lose his erection, and it will run away and never come back.” 
 
    “That’s physically impossible,” Rose stated. “Also, you’re disgusting.” 
 
    Erik glanced past her, studying her underwear drawer a little too closely. He sighed, running his hand over his face, as if her complete lack of sexiness exhausted him. “Rose…do you have a pair of underwear with a cat on them?” 
 
    “It’s the Cheshire cat,” she said defensively, “from Alice in Wonderland.” 
 
    Erik threw up his hands. “I don’t know how you survive in this world.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes and then used her telekinetic abilities to send the vase on the nightstand chasing after him. She heard his footsteps and loud curses all the way down the hallway as he ran from the floating vase. She closed the door and dropped her towel. Then, she tossed both pairs of the not-sexy-enough panties back into the drawer and pulled out the pair of ultra-unsexy Cheshire cat underwear. Since Erik hated them so much, she felt obligated to wear them. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose waited until Emma finally released her to breathe in a good lungful of oxygen again, not wanting to make the same mistake she made the last time Emma hugged her. She shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another, her Converse tennis shoes squeaking against the hardwood floor. “Umm…listen,” she stammered, blushing profusely. “I’m sorry about what happened last time…” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it!” Emma sang in that sweet, lilting voice of hers. She smiled brightly at Rose, the smile so wide that her razor-sharp fangs gleamed in the dim light of the foyer. Those terrifying, lethal fangs looked out-of-place in such a sweet smile. “I’m actually flattered that you want to have sex with me. I mean, I have to be honest with you: I’m only into men. But if I were gay, and I weren’t already married to Geoff, I would totally have sex with you!” 
 
    Rose’s face turned an even darker shade of red. “But I don’t… I never said anything about,” she sputtered, her voice trailing off into a mumble, “sex.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Erik had doubled over in a fit of hysterical laughter. 
 
    Emma, on the other hand, had already pranced happily into the living room to join Geoffrey, completely oblivious to Rose’s utter humiliation. 
 
    Rose glared at Erik. “I’m not sure what you find so amusing about this.” 
 
    “Everything,” Erik snorted, still laughing obnoxiously. “Every bit of it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him and walked past him, into the living room, where Kallias, Geoffrey, and Emma already sat on the sofas, watching the news. 
 
    Geoffrey leaned forward. “Are you sure about this?” he asked Kallias. 
 
    Kallias sat across from Geoffrey and Emma, on the opposite sofa. Unlike Geoffrey, whose body language practically screamed anxiety, Kallias leaned back against the back of the sofa, his boots propped on the coffee table, his arm draped across the back of the sofa, as relaxed as someone might be if they were discussing sports or the weather, rather than an imminent war between vampires and humans. But then, that was Kallias: calm, collected, brave…and sometimes, emotionally-detached. He shrugged one shoulder. “Believe me. If there were another way, I would’ve already tried it,” he sighed. “But someone has to stop this before it’s too late. Hell, it might already be too late. We can’t keep waiting around for someone else to do it, especially when there may not be anyone else.” 
 
    “This is happening in Aaron’s territory,” Geoffrey said. “Surely, he…” 
 
    “Aaron usually deals with these things swiftly,” Kallias interrupted. “The fact that he hasn’t put a stop to it yet makes me a little suspicious of him.” 
 
    Rose sank down on the other side of the sofa, next to Kallias. “A little?” she scoffed. “In your mind, he’s already convicted. Guilty until proven innocent.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “You haven’t met Aaron yet,” he reminded her. “If you had, you wouldn’t be so quick to defend him. He’s not a good guy.” 
 
    “I’m not defending him,” Rose insisted. “I’m only saying that maybe we should hold off on burning him at the stake. Maybe he is trying to stop this.” 
 
    “Aaron is over four thousand years old,” Kallias argued. “If he were trying to stop these murders, they would already be over. Period. There isn’t a single vampire alive who is powerful enough to hold their own against Aaron.” 
 
    “Except maybe Kallias,” Emma said, “and only because he’s a telepath.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “Even I am not arrogant enough to think I can defeat Aaron. But that won’t stop me from fighting him, if he is behind this.” 
 
    Geoffrey ran his fingers through his short, black hair. “Kallias, that is basically suicide. Whoever is behind this—whether it is Aaron or someone else—likely has an army of vampires fighting for them. You’re outnumbered.” 
 
    “Geoff,” Rose said, “you said that going after Theron was suicide, too.” 
 
    Geoffrey scowled at her. “It was suicide, Rose. You died.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Fair point.” 
 
    Emma leaned forward in her seat, her brown hair falling forward around her small, feminine face. “I think you’re forgetting something, Geoff,” she said with a bright, innocent smile. “We have Rose. That is better than an army.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Uh…I appreciate the faith you have in me, Emma,” she muttered, “but I’m not sure I’m ready to be our atomic bomb yet.” 
 
    “What if Aaron is behind it?” Geoffrey asked them. “What is your plan if you have to go up against the Tomb of Blood? What could you possibly do?” 
 
    Erik appeared in the doorway, scarfing down an overfilled plate of food, as usual. “Our plan is to get on a plane, travel to Europe, and check things out,” he said as he picked up a slice of bacon. “Then, we kill whoever is behind it.” 
 
    Geoffrey scowled at him. “That plan has a lot of holes in it.” 
 
    “You asked for a plan,” Erik said, shrugging, “not a good plan.” 
 
    “Erik and I will do whatever we have to do to stop this,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Wow,” Rose said dryly. “I just love being left out.” 
 
    “I already told you that I want you to stay out of this,” Kallias reminded her. “If you insist on coming, I need you to at least try to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “And I already told you that I don’t like being told what to do,” Rose complained in her sassiest tone, “oh, you know…only about six billion times.” 
 
    “What about Emma and me?” Geoffrey asked. “What will we do?” 
 
    “Someone needs to stay and keep an eye on things here,” Kallias said. 
 
    Geoffrey nodded in agreement. “Of course.” 
 
    “I called that pilot that we used the last time we traveled, and he agreed to fly out in two days,” Erik told them. “We have to meet him in Miami, Florida.” 
 
    Rose straightened at that. “Florida? Why Florida?” 
 
    “That’s where he lives,” Erik said through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “We could use someone closer, but we prefer to use one that we trust,” Kallias explained. “Besides, this pilot’s plane is easier to sun-proof than most.” 
 
    “If we’re driving through Florida anyway, then,” Rose paused, biting her lip, “could we make a pit-stop at my apartment? I really need to get some things.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias said before she’d even finished talking. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “I’ve been away from home for nearly a month. Do you know how many phone calls I’ve gotten from Audrey? She’s starting to think that you kidnapped me. I can’t stay away from home forever.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Kallias said. “That’s how this works. You’re a vampire.” 
 
    “Thank you for the seven billionth reminder! I had totally forgotten!” Rose gasped, clasping her hand over her heart. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Seriously, I’m well aware that I’m a vampire. The fact that I consume blood every day is reminder enough. But I don’t understand what that has to do with stopping by my apartment for a few minutes. Does being a vampire mean that I can never go home again? Does it mean that I can never see my friends again?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it means,” Erik said suddenly. When Rose glanced at him questionably, he continued, “That’s the way it has always been. When you become a vampire, you leave your human life behind. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “But why?” 
 
    “Because you’re dangerous,” Geoffrey told her. 
 
    Kallias shot a glare at Geoffrey, and then, he turned to face Rose. “And because you look different, Rose. Don’t you think that the people closest to you will notice that? All of your features may be the same, but you are still different.” 
 
    “You mean I’m more attractive,” Rose stated. 
 
    “To humans, you are,” Kallias clarified. His brown eyes softened with sympathy. “I already told you: I feel the same about you as I did before. But the fact remains that the transformation into a vampire does change your appearance. It makes you a better predator, and it makes you more attractive to your prey.” 
 
    “And humans are your prey,” Geoff said. “Humans, like your friends.” 
 
    Rose flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “Thanks. I had no idea.” 
 
    Geoffrey frowned. “You didn’t?” he asked, not catching her sarcasm. 
 
    “There’s also the fact that you are still a very young vampire. You can’t control your hunger yet,” Erik added, setting his empty plate on the decorative table beside the door. “While you’re here, around vampires, you don’t have to worry about that. If you lose control, we can handle it. But if you’re around one of your friends, and they accidentally cut their finger…or make you angry…your instincts could take control, and you could hurt them. You might even kill them.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “So, what? I can’t ever see them again?” 
 
    Geoffrey shrugged. “You died, Rose. Your human life is over.” 
 
    Kallias took one look at the horrified look on Rose’s face, and he shook his head. “No,” he said suddenly. “No. I told you when I brought you here that I would eventually return you to your normal life. Things have changed since then. Drastically. But…we’ll figure out a way for you to see your friends again.” 
 
    “That’s just impractical,” Geoffrey scoffed. 
 
    “It’s my fault that’s she is going through this at all,” Kallias said, his jaw tightening. “I turned her into this. So, I have to make this right somehow.” 
 
    Geoffrey scowled. “Theron tortured her. Then, she sacrificed herself. Then, Erik gave her vampire blood. I’m not understanding how this is your fault.” 
 
    “Why are you all talking about being a vampire like it’s such a sad thing?” Emma complained. “Am I the only one that actually likes being a vampire?” 
 
    “I do,” Erik said. When they all frowned at him, he added, “Sometimes.” 
 
    “I think I can control it,” Rose said quietly, staring at a random spot on the floor. “I mean, come on. I’m strong-willed. I can control the laws of physics, for goodness sakes. Surely, I can control my hunger for a couple of hours.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “And when your friends notice that you look different?” 
 
    “Well, my brother is in prison, so Audrey and Owen would be the only people who would even see me, the only people who could possibly notice,” Rose said. “And neither one of them is attracted to women. They won’t be affected.” 
 
    “You have a brother in prison?” Erik asked, his eyebrows lifting. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Yeah. Why do you sound so shocked?” 
 
    Erik wrinkled his nose. “Because you’re such a boring prude.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not a prude.” 
 
    “But you are boring,” Erik stated, grinning. 
 
    “They may not be affected by your…allure,” Kallias interjected, ignoring their banter, “but that doesn’t mean that they won’t notice that you’ve changed.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “So, I’ll come up with a good lie.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “You? Lie? Good? Those words do not belong together.” 
 
    “Besides,” Rose added, turning toward Kallias, “you’re a telepath. You can control minds. If something went wrong, couldn’t you just…fix it?” 
 
    Kallias nodded thoughtfully. “You mean erase their memory of it?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Erik said, his eyebrows lifting. “That’s a good point, actually.” 
 
    Kallias leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “And I’m bound to you,” he said, scratching his unshaven jaw. “I would sense it if you were about to lose control. So, I suppose I could stop you before anything terrible happens.” 
 
    “That is a huge risk to take,” Geoffrey objected. 
 
    “It is,” Kallias agreed. He turned toward Rose. “But it’s a risk I’m willing to take, if you are,” he told her. “I know how much you love your friends.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “So, we can stop by my apartment on the way?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “If it’s what you want.” 
 
    “I can’t think of a single way this could go wrong,” Erik said sarcastically.


 
   
 
  

 Reckless Endangerment 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose held her breath and knocked on the door. Thanks to Erik’s horrendous, terrifying driving, it had only taken a day and a half—or rather, a night and a half—to get to Florida, which meant they had a day to spare, which was longer than they had anticipated. On one hand, Rose felt immensely happy about having a little extra time to visit her friends. She hadn’t seen them in a month, after all. However, on the other hand, she’d grown increasingly anxious about this visit since Geoffrey, Kallias, and Erik had warned her of the dangers. 
 
    “Coming!” Audrey yelled from inside the apartment, her voice muffled. 
 
    As she waited for Audrey, Rose reminded herself of all of the advice that Erik and Kallias had given her during the trip down to Florida. She repeated it in her head like a mantra: Hide your fangs when you talk. Hide your fangs when you laugh. On second thought, don’t laugh at all because you’re still terrible at that. Move slowly. Don’t lift anything that would be too heavy for a human. And above all else, avoid blood… 
 
    The door opened to reveal a half-dressed Audrey. 
 
    “Whoever you are,” Audrey complained miserably, “can you help me?” 
 
    Rose chuckled at her friend. Audrey stood in the doorway, unable to see her, because her sweater was wrapped around her head. Audrey had managed to get the sweater caught on an earring and the clip of her bra somehow. Rose reached out and unattached the fuzzy, pink sweater from Audrey’s earring and bra. Audrey sighed in relief and jerked the sweater down over her stomach. 
 
    Audrey glared down at the offensive garment. “I hate sweaters.” 
 
    “Then, why are you wearing one?” Rose asked, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    At the sound of Rose’s voice, Audrey’s head snapped up. For a moment, she just stared, her amber-colored eyes wide with shock. “Rose?” she squeaked. The shock faded away, then, replaced by pure fury. “Well, it’s about damn time!” 
 
    Rose cringed at her friend’s high-pitched screaming. “Thank you for shattering my eardrums,” she said sarcastically. “I appreciate that. Really, I do.” 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “Just get inside…so I can yell at you in private.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rose said dryly, “since you made such an appealing offer.” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes at Rose’s sarcasm and then moved out of the way so that Rose could step inside. Rose stepped through the doorway and immediately stumbled over a painting easel. She turned around to look at it, raising an eyebrow as she noticed half of Audrey’s belongings on the floor. 
 
    “Hey, I’d like to see you try to make it to the door with a sweater around your head,” Audrey said defensively as she picked up the easel. “It’s not easy.” 
 
    “Once again,” Rose said, frowning, “why are you wearing a sweater?” 
 
    “I’m going to a party, and this sweater makes my boobs look bigger,” Audrey said, placing her hands on the aforementioned boobs, “don’t you think?” 
 
    Rose blinked. “Uh…” 
 
    “And since you’re back,” Audrey said, “you’re coming to the party, too.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in alarm. “Uh, no. Not happening. You know how I feel about parties. And socializing in general,” she said, shuddering at the thought. Then, she cringed in anticipation and added, “Also, I’m not…back.” 
 
    Audrey spun toward her. “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I’m just picking up some things. Then, I have to leave.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Audrey squealed. “You’ve been gone for nearly a month! Look, I understand that you like Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy, but…” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose corrected. 
 
    “But,” Audrey continued, glowering at Rose for the interruption, “you can’t just run off to New York and never come back! You have classes here.” 
 
    “I dropped them,” Rose mumbled, wincing, “last week.” 
 
    Audrey froze, her jaw dropping. “You dropped your classes,” she repeated in disbelief. “You—the woman who has never made lower than a perfect score in any class ever, the woman who refuses to miss class for even the worst sickness, the woman who probably wouldn’t even drop a class if she died…” 
 
    Rose winced at that last part. “I was hunted by every vampire in the country, Audrey, including a sadistic psychopath. I’ve been through…a lot.” 
 
    A lot. Right. Understatement of the century. 
 
    Audrey shrugged, as if Rose had just said she was suffering from a case of the sniffles. “So?” she asked. “Rose, you come from a family full of felons.” 
 
    “Only three of my family members are actually felons,” Rose corrected. 
 
    Audrey scowled. “You only know three of your family members.” 
 
    “Two, technically,” Rose argued. “I never met my murderous uncle.” 
 
    Audrey rolled her eyes. “Anyway, you had a pretty shitty home life as a child. Your mother died. Your brother is in prison. Your ex-boyfriend tried to rape you. And you still never missed a class. What could be so much worse now?” 
 
    Rose’s skin suddenly felt intensely hot, and the air around her seemed to snap with electricity. “I’ve asked you so many times not to mention Ethan.” 
 
    “Right. I know. I’m sorry, but the point is…” Audrey began in a dismissive tone. But then, she froze. “What the hell just happened to your eyes?” 
 
    Rose paled in horror. “What…what do you mean?” she stammered. 
 
    “Nothing,” Audrey said quickly, shaking her head. “I just thought I saw them…change…but…I couldn’t have. It’s crazy. I must have just imagined it.” 
 
    A high-pitched, nervous laugh escaped Rose’s lips. “Right.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Audrey continued, recovering quickly, “I’m sorry about mentioning what happened with Ethan, but the point is…you’ve been through all kinds of terrible things. You never quit anything. What is so different now?” 
 
    Rose dragged her fingers through her long, auburn hair, desperately trying to think of a good lie. Or a half-truth, at least. “I’m just dealing with some changes right now,” she sighed, “and Kallias and his friends are helping me.” 
 
    “Changes,” Audrey repeated, her hands on her hips. “Like what?” 
 
    Rose shoved her hands into the pockets of her college hoodie, shifting nervously from one foot to the other. “I really don’t feel like talking about it,” she mumbled, avoiding Audrey’s gaze, choosing instead to stare at the empty pizza box that lay opened on the bed. “I’ll still finish my degree. I’ll probably finish several degrees. Eventually. But I have to figure some things out first.” 
 
    Audrey sighed, “Fine. I guess I can understand that. It’s not like I haven’t dropped classes before. Hell, I’ve dropped out more times than I can count.” Her brows creased with worry. “It’s just…Rose, this is so unlike you.” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said, sadness bleeding into her voice, “people change.” 
 
    Audrey frowned. “Something is wrong. Please, tell me what it is.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Rose said helplessly. She stared sadly at Audrey. “I just can’t.” 
 
    “Fine,” Audrey sighed. She turned and walked into the tiny bathroom attached to their tiny studio apartment. “But you’re still coming to the party!” 
 
    Rose just stood there for a moment, too stunned to move. But then, she hurried into the bathroom after Audrey. She stopped in the doorway of the small bathroom, glaring at Audrey’s reflection in the bathroom mirror. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Audrey continued to drag a brush through her tangled mess of brown hair. “Yes, you are,” she said, dismissing Rose’s response. “I need you.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms stubbornly. “Why do you need me?” 
 
    “Because I plan on drinking a lot,” Audrey answered, “and you’re the only person I know who is boring enough—sorry, I mean…responsible enough—to stop me from having sex with some crazy rapist-murderer-thief.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Oh, right. I’ve heard about those,” she said dryly. “College parties are just full of crazy rapist-murderer-thieves these days.” 
 
    Audrey paused in brushing her tangled, unbrushable hair to glare at Rose’s reflection in the mirror, clearly not amused by Rose’s sarcasm. But as she stared at Rose’s reflection, her brows furrowed in confusion. “Rose?” she asked, setting the brush down and squinting at the mirror. “Are you wearing makeup?” 
 
    “No. You know I never wear makeup,” Rose scoffed. “Why?” 
 
    Audrey’s frown deepened. “You look different.” 
 
    Rose straightened, suddenly realizing her mistake. Her gaze shifted toward her own reflection in the mirror, quickly scanning over the differences in her appearance—the perfected complexion, the longer eyelashes, the pinker lips—so many tiny differences that might make sense, if Rose had somehow become a makeup artist overnight. Audrey had just given her the lie that she needed, and she’d completely missed her chance to use it. “Uh…are you sure?” 
 
    Audrey turned to look at Rose, and to Rose’s dismay, Audrey stepped closer, tilting her head to the side as she carefully considered Rose’s appearance. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m definitely sure,” Audrey said. “You’re like…gorgeous now.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at Audrey. “Wow,” she said dryly. “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    Audrey waved her hand dismissively. “You know what I mean. You were always pretty, of course. I’ve told you that. But now…you’re just…” 
 
    Rose’s eyebrows lifted. “And you always accuse me of sounding gay.” 
 
    “That’s because you are gay, Rose,” Audrey muttered. “Or part-gay. Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Stop changing the subject. You look different.” 
 
    “Part-gay?” Rose repeated incredulously. “That’s not even a real term.” 
 
    Audrey ignored her. She continued to stare at Rose, squinting and tilting her head as she studied Rose’s body. She placed her hand on Rose’s arm, her eyes widening as she squeezed Rose’s bicep through the thick fabric of the hoodie. “Oh my god,” Audrey said, practically squealing. “Are those muscles?” 
 
    Rose stepped back, out of Audrey’s grasp. “I’ve been working out.” 
 
    Audrey raised an eyebrow. “Working out,” she repeated in that same dry, disbelieving tone that she’d used earlier, when Rose told Audrey that she’d dropped her classes. “You—the perpetual nerd? You have been working out?” 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “You’re such a nice friend,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “I’m an honest friend,” Audrey said unapologetically. “And I’m sorry, Rose, but you are not the kind of person that anyone would expect to work out.” 
 
    “Might I remind you again that I was attacked by vampires?” Rose said, frowning at her friend. “Kallias and Erik have been teaching me how to fight.” 
 
    Audrey’s eyebrow quirked up at that. “Who is Erik?” 
 
    “Someone you should stay away from,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Audrey smiled excitedly. “He sounds hot.” 
 
    “What?” Rose said incredulously. “I didn’t even tell you anything about him. How does he sound…” she trailed off. “You know what? Never mind.” 
 
    “Right,” Audrey said happily, spinning around and grabbing a small bag of makeup. “We’re leaving for the party in ten minutes. So, get dressed.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” 
 
    Audrey scowled at the hoodie that looked two sizes too big for Rose and then at Rose’s scuffed-up Converse shoes. “You’re hopeless,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Kallias is going to kill me for this,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Audrey asked, jerking her head toward Rose as she swung the car into a parking space in front of the big, red brick house that Levi—one of Audrey’s many ex-boyfriends—and five of his friends shared. Rose jumped in surprise as Audrey’s old, beat-up station wagon hit the curb with a bone-shattering jolt. “Ouch,” Audrey complained. “Stupid car.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose muttered sarcastically as she unbuckled her seatbelt and opened the passenger door. “It’s the car’s fault you weren’t watching the road.” 
 
    Audrey scowled at Rose, still not making a move to get out of the car. “I wasn’t watching the road because you just said that your boyfriend was going to kill you for going to a party,” she snapped. “What the hell is that about, Rose?” 
 
    “Well, first of all, I didn’t actually mean for you to hear that,” Rose said, wincing. She gestured toward the radio that was currently trying to shatter her eardrums with an annoyingly repetitive pop song. “The music is so loud that I can barely hear myself. And second, there’s this thing called figurative language…” 
 
    “Skip the definition, Rose,” Audrey interrupted, glaring at her. 
 
    “I didn’t actually mean that he would kill me,” Rose provided. 
 
    Audrey’s amber eyes narrowed, still visible to Rose even in the dark car. “I know you didn’t actually mean kill. It still sounds weird and controlling.” 
 
    “Only because you don’t know the situation,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Fine,” Audrey said. “Tell me, then. What is the situation?” 
 
    Rose winced. “I didn’t think you’d hear that either.” 
 
    Audrey’s brows furrowed. “What on earth are you even talking about?” she asked, her eyes widening, as if she thought Rose had suddenly gone insane. She hit a button on the car radio, causing the volume to display on the digital screen. The word low flashed in big, block letters on the radio that Audrey had installed in the old car. “The volume is down as low as it will go without actually being turned off. I can barely even hear it. Have you lost your freaking mind?” 
 
    Rose massaged her head tiredly, exasperated with how many mistakes she’d made already. Of course the radio didn’t sound as loud to Audrey. Audrey didn’t have supersensitive hearing like vampires. Rose could hear Audrey’s heartbeat, for goodness sakes. “Yep,” Rose said. “I’ve definitely lost my mind.” 
 
    “I swear, Rose, if you went from that evil jerk that you don’t want me to mention to another abusive jerk, I will be so angry with you,” Audrey warned. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Kallias isn’t abusive. He’s a good guy,” she sighed. “Come on, Audrey. Give me more credit than that. Ethan was a mistake. I didn’t realize what he was like until it was too late. I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    “Fine. I believe you,” Audrey said, pulling the keys out of the ignition. “But for the record, I think you could make that mistake again. You trust people way too easily. Anyone can see that. It’s the reason you get hurt so much.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Yeah. That’s what Kallias tells me, too.” 
 
    Audrey smiled. “Oh. Well, if he agrees with me, he must be good.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, suppressing a smile, as she slid out of the car. She waited on the sidewalk as Audrey searched for her purse under the fast food bags in the car’s floorboard. Because of her sensitive hearing, she could hear the thumping, bass-heavy music that they were playing inside all the way out on the sidewalk. She could also hear people talking and laughing inside. She cringed as she realized that there were already several people there. “Just how many people are coming to this party, Audrey?” Rose called out as Audrey searched her car. 
 
    Audrey finally found her purse and tossed it over her shoulder as she ducked out of the station wagon. “I don’t know. Twenty? Maybe more?” 
 
    “Audrey,” Rose said, narrowing her eyes at her friend. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Rose,” Audrey said. “Believe it or not, no one has ever died from socializing. These people are in college with us. They’re not strangers.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Unless these people hang out in the library, they’re strangers to me,” she said dryly. “I’m the perpetual nerd, remember?” 
 
    Audrey chuckled, “Just come on.” 
 
    Rose shoved her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie as she followed Audrey up the sidewalk, toward the two-story, brick house with white double doors and college decals on the windows. They’d nearly reached the doors when the sound of glass shattering echoed in Rose’s ears. She froze at the bottom of the steps as the scent of fresh blood filled her senses. Her stomach immediately clenched with overwhelming hunger, and her heart began to race rapidly in her chest as adrenaline rushed through her body. She stumbled backward, panting. 
 
    Audrey turned around, frowning at Rose. “Rose? Are you okay?” 
 
    Rose listened closely to the commotion inside, trying to discern the individual voices. In what sounded like the kitchen, she heard an unfamiliar voice complaining about the mess and another unfamiliar voice asking for a bandage for his wrist. It seemed minor, Rose thought, but still, her hunger lurched violently. She reached out and grasped the railing of the porch to steady herself, but when the metal railing actually bent in her grasp, she quickly released it. 
 
    Audrey’s eyes widened as she saw the railing. “Did that just…bend?” 
 
    “Uh…I think it was already like that,” Rose lied, her voice strained. 
 
    Audrey glanced back at her again, her golden-brown eyes softening with concern. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?” she asked worriedly. “You look pale.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Audrey, suddenly hyper-aware of the pounding of Audrey’s pulse, the sweet scent of power that pulsed through her blood, and that salty scent that all human blood seemed to have. She watched the artery pulse in Audrey’s neck. “I just…need some fresh air,” Rose panted, stepping backward. 
 
    Audrey’s brows furrowed. “But…you’re already outside.” 
 
    Rose knew that she’d lose control soon, if she didn’t get Audrey away from her. “Just go on inside. I’m just going to stand out here for a moment.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Audrey asked worriedly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said breathlessly. “I just need a moment.” 
 
    “Okay,” Audrey said hesitantly, “if you’re sure. I’ll just go inside and say hello to Levi, grab a drink, and then, I’ll come back to check on you, okay?” 
 
    The hunger was so overwhelming—the scent of fresh blood filling her senses, the pulsing of blood pounding in her ears, the thumping of several people’s heartbeats vibrating her entire body—that Rose didn’t realize that Audrey had already gone inside until she heard the door close behind her. Rose stumbled back down the steps, disoriented from hunger, and sat on the curb, breathing a sigh of relief that she was finally alone, that she hadn’t hurt anyone. 
 
    The relief was short-lived, however, because the revving of a much-too-loud car suddenly burst through her disorientation. She glanced up, breathing harshly, as she watched an expensive, yellow sports car pull into the parking spot beside Audrey’s station wagon. She needed to run. She needed to get as far away from here as possible. But she couldn’t move. She could only watch in horror, her body trembling, as a familiar man stepped out of the car and looked at her. 
 
    His eyes widened, and for nearly three full minutes, he just stared, as if he were in some kind of daze. “Rose?” he breathed, taking a step toward her. 
 
    Rose continued to watch him, the sound of his rapid pulse pounding violently in her head. Both terror and fury coursed through her body, and her instincts told her that there was only one solution to both emotions: to kill. 
 
    “Wow, you’re…” he trailed off, his eyes wide. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “You need to leave, Ethan,” Rose growled. “Now.” 
 
    That seemed to pull him out of the daze, and suddenly, that smug smirk was curling at his lips, the smirk that brought back terrible memories. He tossed his head back, shaking his curly, brown hair out of his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic, Rose,” he laughed derisively. “I broke up with you two years ago.” 
 
    “I broke up with you, actually,” Rose said hollowly, watching the artery in his neck with a strange fascination, “and I had a good reason to do so.” 
 
    “Not this again,” he groaned, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Ethan,” Rose growled, “I am warning you that you need to leave.” 
 
    He snorted at that. “Or what? Will you cry?” 
 
    The growl that vibrated lowly in her throat sounded strange, even to her. It sounded like the growl of a dangerous animal, so intense and terrifying that Ethan instinctually jumped back, his brown eyes widening in horror. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m crying?” she snarled, the ground trembling beneath her feet. Power seemed to snap and burn in the air, and the trees creaked and groaned as a sudden, unnatural gust of wind swirled around them. She didn’t remember making a conscious decision to stand, and yet, she was standing now, walking slowly toward him, pursuing him, like a predator, as he backed away. 
 
    “What the hell?” he breathed. “Your eyes are… Your eyes are…red.” 
 
    “You need to run,” Rose said slowly, desperately trying to regain control of her power. The Stone of the Eklektos felt heavy against her chest, and the Stone glowed so brightly that the glow could be seen through the fabric of her black hoodie and T-shirt. Ethan smelled like cologne, salt, and cigarettes. His scent didn’t appeal to her in the least, and yet, for some reason, she desperately wanted to tear through his arteries with her fangs. She licked her fangs, tasting a little of her own blood as they sliced her tongue. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Despite the fact that Ethan was obviously instinctually afraid of Rose, his massive ego managed to rear its ugly head again. He stopped backing away from her, and that smug grin curled at his lips again. “You? Hurt me?” he scoffed. He took a step toward her, his jaw tightening in anger. “I can’t believe you would threaten me.” He laughed derisively. “Why would I be afraid of you? I’ve seen how pathetic you are.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve seen you cry and beg…” 
 
    And all of the sudden, it was too much. The hunger, the terror, the anger, the memory of what he’d done to her…his sadistic smile that reminded her of Theron’s smile, the smile that Theron had worn while he tortured her… All of the emotions, the memories, the pain—it converged all at once. 
 
    A loud crackling echoed through the street as the pavement suddenly cracked beneath her feet, traveling rapidly toward Ethan and splitting beneath him. The quaking of the sidewalk knocked him flat on his back, and before Rose even realized what she was doing, she’d leapt on top of him. She grasped his hair with her fingers, jerking his head to the side, as she sank her fangs into his throat. 
 
    She’d barely swallowed her first mouthful of blood when two large, strong arms came around her, hoisting her off of Ethan. She growled ferociously, fighting with all of her strength against the person who had torn her from him. 
 
    “Rose,” his voice, low and thickly accented, breathed in her ear. His arms tightened around her. “You can control this. Breathe deeply. I’ve got you.” 
 
    The blood felt warm as it overflowed from her mouth, washing over her chin and down her neck. “Let me go!” she growled. “Let me kill him!” 
 
    “That’s not what you want, Rose,” he said. “It’s just your hunger.” 
 
    “Let me touch her,” said another familiar voice—a boyish voice with a lilting accent. “I think I can calm her. You need to erase that guy’s memory.” 
 
    Rose tried to launch herself toward the scent of fresh blood the moment the arms released her, but another hand grasped her arm and jerked her back roughly. 
 
    “I think I can calm you, Rose,” the second voice said in her ear. His hand tightened around her arm as she struggled against him, and then, his other hand pressed against her face. Calmness suddenly washed over her, and her pulse began to slow from its rapid, adrenaline-induced pace. The blinding anger and terror that had coursed through her began to sink back inside of her, deep inside, far beneath the surface. “Do you recognize my voice, Rose? It’s me—Erik. Kallias is here, too. He was holding you just a moment ago. Think about it.” 
 
    “Erik,” she said as her heart rate slowed. Her mind seemed to clear, and then, she noticed Kallias with Ethan. Her heart sank. “I tried to kill Ethan?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Erik told her. “He’s fine. You didn’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Ethan yelled suddenly. His brown eyes looked wide, practically bulging with fury, and he clutched his neck, as if he were protecting the artery. “What do you mean she didn’t hurt me?” he snarled at Erik, trying—and failing—to jerk his arm out of Kallias’s grasp. “She attacked me! I think she bit me! She’s fucking crazy!” He glared at Kallias. “Let go of me!” 
 
    Kallias frowned at Rose. “Ethan? Why does that sound so familiar?” 
 
    Rose cringed. “Kallias… Don’t…” 
 
    Before she even finished the sentence, Kallias’s eyes flashed with recognition, and his shoulders stiffened. In one fluid motion that was too rapid for any human to see, he spun on his heels and snatched Ethan up by the throat. 
 
    A harsh, choked gurgle sounded in Ethan’s throat as Kallias grabbed him. His feet left the ground, and his face reddened from the pressure. His dark eyes widened in fear, and his mouth moved, but no coherent sounds came out. 
 
    “Huh,” Erik said, lifting an eyebrow. “I must have missed something.” 
 
    “Let go of my arm, idiot,” Rose said impatiently as she tried to pull her arm from his grasp. Erik released her arm, and she bolted toward Kallias, her heart racing. “Don’t hurt him, Kallias. Please. It’s not what I want. You were right. It was just the hunger. Let him go. Violence isn’t how I deal with things.” 
 
    “No,” Kallias agreed. “But it’s how I deal with things.” 
 
    “He’s a human, Kallias,” Rose reminded him. “You don’t kill humans.” 
 
    Kallias watched as Ethan struggled for air. “I can make an exception.” 
 
    “Hey, could someone tell me what is going on?” Erik called, interrupting them. “I need to know whether I need to stop a murder or go get popcorn.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “You should stop him. Obviously.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, as if he were incredibly disappointed that she didn’t want him to kill her ex-boyfriend, and he opened his hand. Ethan crumbled onto the pavement, coughing and heaving as he tried to breathe through his sore, constricted lungs. Kallias didn’t give him much of a chance to breathe, though, before he snatched him up by the arm, forcing him to stand. He leaned in close, making eye contact with the terrified, oxygen-deprived man, and he took control of his mind. “Forget what happened here. Forget about Rose attacking you. Forget you ever saw her here. But don’t forget this: if you ever touch her against her will again, you’re dead. As a matter of fact, if you ever do to anyone what you did to her, I’ll find out, and I will kill you. Do you understand?” he growled. 
 
    Ethan nodded weakly, cringing away from Kallias as much as he could. 
 
    Kallias sighed and released his arm. “Fine. Get out of here.” 
 
    Rose breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you for not hurting him.” 
 
    Kallias watched as Ethan staggered away from him. “Hey!” he called out suddenly. He took a step forward, toward Ethan. “There’s just one more thing.” 
 
    Kallias punched him. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Never mind,” she muttered. 
 
    Ethan hit the pavement immediately, a sickening crack echoing through the air as his nose shattered. He yelled out and covered his nose with his hands, the blood pouring through his fingers, as he writhed in pain on the ground. 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “You couldn’t just let him leave?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I tried. It didn’t work out.” 
 
    “You know, I can fight my own battles,” Rose complained. “I don’t need you to punch everyone who hurts me. I can deal with them myself.” 
 
    “By ripping out their carotid artery?” Erik asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “It was an accident,” she said defensively. “I was hungry.” 
 
    Kallias spun toward her. “What are you doing here anyway?” he asked angrily, his eyes narrowing. “I thought you were just going to your apartment.” 
 
    She returned his glare. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she snarled with bitter, razor-sharp sarcasm. “I didn’t realize I needed permission before going somewhere.” 
 
    “Rose, you just tried to kill someone,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Rose admitted sheepishly, “but considering what he did to me, I think I should get a pass for that one. Besides, you tried to kill him, too.” 
 
    Kallias sighed, “There are too many humans here.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose sighed, dragging her hand through her wavy, auburn hair, “but Audrey makes terrible decisions when she’s drunk. She needs me.” 
 
    “I will sue all of you!” Ethan cried, still writhing in pain on the ground. 
 
    They all glanced down at him. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “Should we just leave him here?” 
 
    “I think that would be best,” Rose said, nodding. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that it’s a good idea to leave Erik outside unattended?” Rose asked Kallias as she shouldered open one of the heavy, white double doors. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” Kallias muttered, following her into the dark house that stunk of smoke and alcohol, “but right now, I’d rather leave him unattended than you. At least he isn’t trying to kill people in the front yard.” 
 
    She shot an irritated glare over her shoulder. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “And at least he isn’t causing earthquakes out there,” Kallias added. 
 
    Rose winced. “Also an accident,” she said as she closed the door. “But for the record, I don’t think one crack in the sidewalk qualifies as an earthquake.” 
 
    Kallias leaned against the staircase. “You also uprooted a tree.” 
 
    “I did?” she asked, her eyes widening. “Huh. Cool.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “I mean…oops,” Rose said, flashing a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “Rose!” yelled a familiar voice. “There you are!” 
 
    Rose and Kallias turned and looked up toward the top of the stairs, watching as Audrey stumbled clumsily down the staircase. Rose frowned as she realized that Audrey was carrying a beer in one hand and an entire bottle of wine in the other. Audrey fell forward, nearly tumbling down the last three stairs, but Rose reached out and caught her before she could. Audrey didn’t seem to notice how quickly Rose had moved. Instead, she just giggled and leaned against Rose. 
 
    “Um…Audrey?” Rose asked worriedly. “Are you drunk? Already?” 
 
    Audrey giggled, “I might have had a few beers.” 
 
    Rose took the wine bottle out of Audrey’s hand, frowning at the cheap, brightly-colored wine. “And half a bottle of wine, apparently,” she muttered. 
 
    “I was on my way out to check on you, and then, I saw Levi, and then, there was beer, and I got sidetracked,” Audrey explained, slurring her words. 
 
    “It’s fine, Audrey,” Rose muttered. “Just…please, don’t puke on me.” 
 
    “It’s not fine,” Audrey slurred, her eyes widening. “I have to warn you. When I was talking to Levi earlier, he mentioned that someone invited Ethan.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said nervously, glancing at Kallias. “We kind of noticed.” 
 
    “What? You saw him already?” Audrey exclaimed. She held Rose at a very wobbly arm’s length and examined her, as if she were searching for injuries. “Are you okay? Rose, you tell me where he is right now so I can kick his butt!” 
 
    “Audrey, I don’t think you’re capable of kicking anything right now,” Rose said as Audrey swayed on her feet. “Besides, Kallias kind of beat you to it.” 
 
    “Kallias?” Audrey repeated. She glanced over her shoulder so quickly that she nearly fell over, her eyes widening as she noticed Kallias leaning against the staircase. “Holy sunflower! When did Mr. Tall-Hunky-Scary-Guy get here?” 
 
    “Sunflower?” Kallias repeated, his eyebrows lifting. 
 
    “His name is Kallias,” Rose sighed, “and I…asked him to come.” 
 
    For a moment, Audrey just stared at her, and Rose began to worry that Audrey could tell that she was lying. But then Audrey patted her on the back. “Good idea,” she said. “He’ll scare away all of the rapist-murderer-thieves.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “The what?” 
 
    “Ooh! I love this song!” Audrey announced as a bass-heavy, hip hop song began to blare through the speakers, echoing throughout the entire house. 
 
    Rose scowled at her friend. “No, you don’t. You hate hip hop.” 
 
    “Oh. I do?” Audrey asked, her brows furrowing. Then, she laughed and shrugged. “Oh, who cares? I like it tonight. Rose, you have to dance with me!” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Rose argued sternly. “This is a free country, and I am allowed to abstain from dangerous activities…like dancing and socializing.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll dance with someone else, then,” Audrey said indignantly. 
 
    Rose stared at her blankly. “Um…okay?” 
 
    Audrey set her beer on the slanted staircase railing. It immediately tipped over, but Kallias caught it before it spilled. Audrey, completely oblivious to the spill she’d almost caused, dragged a hand through her tangled brown hair and pulled her pink sweater down over her waist. “How is my hair?” she asked. 
 
    “Your hair is fine,” Rose said, “but Audrey, I think you lost your bra.” 
 
    Audrey glanced down at her sheer, pink sweater that did not do a good job of hiding her nipples. “Oh, yeah. I left it in Levi’s room,” she said, wincing. 
 
    Rose blinked. “You slept with Levi? Again?”  
 
    “Lecture me later,” Audrey whined. “I need to dance with someone.” 
 
    Rose sighed as Audrey headed into the living room, where other people were dancing, and turned toward Kallias. “Now, do you see why she needed me?” 
 
    He frowned. “Because she lost an item of clothing?” 
 
    “Because she slept with Levi,” she corrected. 
 
    He shoved his hands into the pockets of his black jeans and leaned heavily against the wall. “I’m guessing there is a story behind that?” he asked. 
 
    “Levi is Audrey’s high school sweetheart,” Rose explained, “and he is head-over-heels in love with her. But Audrey is…sowing her wild oats, as she likes to call it. She doesn’t want to settle down yet. She doesn’t want to commit. So, every time she sleeps with Levi, she inevitably breaks his heart afterward.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her. “Tragic,” he said slowly, thick sarcasm bleeding into his voice. “But Rose, you are a vampire. You could kill someone. You almost did. A heartbroken acquaintance should be the least of your worries right now.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Yes. I know that I’m a vamp-…” 
 
    Kallias cut her off mid-sentence—or rather, mid-word—by clasping his hand over her mouth. “Shh,” he hissed, his eyes flashing. “Someone’s listening.” 
 
    She frowned and followed his gaze. To their left, down a dark hallway, she heard a single heartbeat. “It’s coming from the dining room,” she whispered. 
 
    Kallias stepped back and peered down the hall. Then, he began to inch toward the hallway, taking slow, careful steps, moving as silently as possible. 
 
    “Rose?” asked a soft, feminine voice behind her. 
 
    Rose spun around. A thin, young woman stood in the doorway that separated the foyer from the living room, clutching a brown, leather-bound diary to her chest. Her long, brunette hair hung in two, adorable braids. As she stared at Rose, her round, green eyes, framed by thin, black glasses, widened in shock. 
 
    “Oh. Hey, Riley,” Rose said, smiling at her. 
 
    Riley didn’t even seem to hear her. She just continued to gape at Rose. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Rose commented. 
 
    Kallias returned to the foyer, raising an eyebrow as he saw Riley standing there, staring at Rose. He walked over to Rose and leaned in close so that he could speak into her ear. “The person who was listening to us has already left. He left the dining room through the back door,” he whispered in her ear, too softly for any human to hear. “I know that it was a human…but not much else.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, frowning at the information. Then, she turned back toward Riley. “Um…Riley?” she said worriedly. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Riley squeaked, blinking quickly as she finally seemed to snap out of her daze. “Oh. Oh! Rose. I’m…I’m s-sorry,” she stammered, “s-so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Rose said with a puzzled frown. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Riley blushed. “I’m fine,” she squeaked. 
 
    Kallias leaned against the staircase, watching the interaction with a raised eyebrow. He stepped forward again and leaned in close, causing Rose to straighten in surprise as his warm breath fell against her ear. He whispered in her ear, “It’s the allure, Rose. She is human. You’re a vampire. She can’t resist you.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened as she understood the part that he wasn’t saying. 
 
    “I’ve…um…missed you in class,” Riley said nervously. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose sighed. “I had to drop my classes this semester.” 
 
    “Audrey said that you were attacked,” Riley said shyly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Rose said quickly, “It was no big deal, really.” 
 
    Riley frowned at that but didn’t say anything. She shifted the notebook in her arms and tugged down on her plaid skirt. “You look different,” she said nervously. “Really p-pretty.” She blushed. “I mean, you were before, too, but…” 
 
    Kallias snorted, earning an irritated glare from Rose. 
 
    Riley clutched her notebook a little tighter against her chest. “I should go. I just stopped by to give Ned the Medieval History notes. I don’t like parties.” 
 
    “Me either,” Rose said with a friendly smile. 
 
    “I have a date tomorrow,” Riley said, blushing. A smile broke across her face, as if she’d been eager to tell someone all day. “She is nice and really pretty. Unbelievably pretty. I don’t know why she would ask me on a date, but…” 
 
    “There are lots of reasons someone would want to date you,” Rose said. 
 
    Riley smiled shyly. “You’re always so nice to me,” she said quietly. Her smile faded as she glanced up at Kallias. “I have to go. I’ll see you later, Rose.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Good luck on your date.” 
 
    Kallias leaned against the railing with his arms crossed, an amused smirk tugging at his lips as he watched Riley. “Poor girl,” he chuckled after she left. 
 
    Rose spun around toward him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows at Rose, as if she’d asked a ridiculous question. “She’s practically in love with you, and you didn’t even realize that she was gay.” 
 
    “Riley’s not in love with me,” Rose argued. “We’re…friends.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “How can someone so intelligent be so clueless?” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey pushed the door open with her shoulder, carrying an open beer in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other. She hopped down the steps, taking two steps at a time, and winced at the beer as it sloshed out onto her hand. 
 
    “Beer and pizza,” Erik commented. “My kind of woman.” 
 
    Audrey froze and looked up at Erik, the slice of pizza still halfway in her mouth. Her round, amber eyes widened dramatically as she slowly swept her gaze up and down Erik’s tall, lean body. “Holy freaking bologna,” she breathed. 
 
    Erik snorted, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. “You all right?” 
 
    “You have an accent,” Audrey mumbled with a mouthful of pizza. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, wide-eyed. “Not to me.” 
 
    He chuckled. He stepped forward and offered his hand to her, flashing his most charming smile. “My name is Erik Olafsson. I’m Rose’s friend.” 
 
    Audrey shook his hand, only realizing afterward that she’d used her beer-soaked hand to do it. “Uh…sorry about that,” she muttered when he glanced down at her wet hand. “I’m Audrey Stevens. I’m also Rose’s friend.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re that one,” Erik said. “Yeah, Rose told me about you.” 
 
    “What exactly did she say about me?” Audrey asked worriedly. 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “Not much. She said you’re her best friend.” 
 
    She smiled. “I am that, yeah,” she said braggingly. 
 
    He snorted. He leaned lazily against the wall of the house, blatantly checking her out. “That frazzled, messy look you have going is pretty hot. Especially that unbrushed hair. It’s like you just finished fucking someone.” 
 
    Audrey blinked in surprise. “Hot? Really? You think so?” 
 
    Erik shrugged one shoulder. “I wouldn’t say it, if I didn’t.” 
 
    She smiled. “You…have a bit of a dirty mouth, don’t you?” 
 
    He grinned wickedly. “Oh, you have no idea.” 
 
    She giggled nervously and then choked as she took a much-bigger-than-necessary sip of beer. “I might be a little drunk,” she admitted, blushing. 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “I can see that.” 
 
    “Are you a biker or something?” she asked as she bit into her pizza. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    Audrey gestured toward his leather pants with a tilt of her head. “Just figured that was why you were wearing leather,” she said as she chewed her pizza. 
 
    “Nah,” he laughed. “They’re just more comfortable than jeans.” His smile tilted mischievously. “Especially when I’m not wearing underwear.” 
 
    Audrey choked on her pizza. Her eyes widened in shock, and she swallowed uneasily as her gaze swept down toward his tight, black leather pants, lingering on his crotch. “I really didn’t need to know that,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Erik! What do you think you’re doing?” Rose suddenly yelled. 
 
    Erik straightened and turned slowly to look behind him. He watched as Rose hurried up the steps, onto the porch, with Kallias trailing closely behind. “What do you mean?” he asked innocently. “I was just talking to your friend.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You were not just talking to her,” she corrected. “You were using your I-am-trying-to-sleep-with-you smile on her.” 
 
    Erik grinned arrogantly. “It is a particularly charming smile, isn’t it?” 
 
    “She’s my best friend, Erik,” Rose said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Exactly,” Erik said, smiling, “you can sleep with my best friend, and I can sleep with your best friend. It sounds like the perfect arrangement. It’s fate.” 
 
    Rose pointed her forefinger threateningly at him, nearly jabbing him in the chest. “I will not have you corrupting my best friend with your slutty ways.” 
 
    Audrey choked on her beer. “Rose, did you just call him a slut?” 
 
    “Yeah, she did,” Erik answered. He grinned at Audrey. “Isn’t it great?” 
 
    Audrey snorted at him, raising her eyebrows as she sipped her beer. 
 
    “No flirting with my best friend,” Rose told Erik sternly. 
 
    Erik pouted at her. “Hey, that’s not fair. I flirt with everyone. Even you. And I obviously don’t want to sleep with you,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “I mean, I would, but only because you’re a woman, and I’ll sleep with any woman.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “You’re such a pig.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “I know. I come from a long line of them.” 
 
    Rose looked at Audrey. “Stay away from him. He’s bad for you.” 
 
    “So is this pizza,” Audrey mumbled with her mouthful of pizza. 
 
    Erik grinned at Audrey. “Believe it or not, deep down, Rose loves me.” 
 
    “It’s more that you’re like family,” Rose informed him. “I’m obligated to care about you, but at the same time, you make me want to pull my hair out.” 
 
    Erik grimaced at her. “Don’t call me your family. Then, I’ll have to stop looking at your breasts, and it’s literally the only appealing thing about you.” 
 
    “Don’t women ever slap you for saying things like that?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Oh, they do. Quite often, actually,” Erik said, nodding. 
 
    Rose sighed, “And have you ever considered not saying these things?” 
 
    Erik frowned thoughtfully. “Er…no. It’s never crossed my mind.” 
 
    Rose threw up her hands in defeat. She pointed her finger at Audrey. “Seriously, stay away from Erik. He’s much worse for you than pizza. He’s like,” she paused as she tried to think of a good analogy, “drugs…and alcohol.” 
 
    “I’m literally drunk right now,” Audrey reminded Rose. 
 
    Rose scowled worriedly at the beer in Audrey’s hand. “Oh…right.” 
 
    An alarming, dizzying wave of hunger suddenly washed over Rose, and she staggered, her hand clutching her stomach as the hunger pains came back with a vengeance. She gasped as the hunger gnawed ravenously at her stomach. 
 
    Erik grabbed her arm to steady her. “Go to Kallias. Now,” he whispered. 
 
    Rose nodded. She tried to take a step toward Kallias, but she felt too weak and sickly to move. Luckily, Kallias sensed her pain and came over to her. 
 
    Kallias caught Rose against him as her knees began to buckle. Her face looked paler than before, and her breath came in quick, harsh pants. He cradled her face in his hands, staring into her bright, azure eyes, watching as they flashed with feral hunger and deep, desperate pain. “You need to feed,” he said quietly, supporting her weight with his arms. “That taste of blood you had earlier only intensified your hunger. We need to get somewhere private so that you can feed.” 
 
    The sight of Rose stumbling seemed to sober Audrey for a moment. She stood, swaying a little on her feet, and frowned. “What’s wrong with Rose?” 
 
    “She’s sick,” Erik lied. He grimaced as he tried to remember the name of a human illness. “She has that sickness…where you run a fever and faint…” 
 
    Audrey stared bewilderedly. “Um…what? Like the flu?” 
 
    “Yeah, that one,” Erik said quickly. 
 
    Rose clutched Kallias’s arms as she tried to hold herself up, despite her quickly fading strength. She felt weak, as if she’d been injured or awoken during the day. Her mouth watered as she stared at the pulsing artery in his neck, as she listened to his blood course rapidly through that artery, as she smelled the sweet, powerful scent of his blood, the blood that called out to her, the blood that bound her to him. “Audrey,” she breathed. “I can’t just leave her. She’s drunk.” 
 
    Erik, unlike Audrey, could hear Rose’s quiet murmuring. He called to them, “I can drive her home.” He glanced at Audrey and added, “if she wants.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said breathlessly, wincing at the painful hunger. 
 
    “You have to feed, Rose,” Kallias said in her ear, “or you’ll lose control.” 
 
    Erik straightened and stepped away from the white, wooden column. He slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out his keys. “Let Kallias take you back to the hotel room,” Erik said. “I’ll make sure your friend gets home safely.” 
 
    Rose sighed. She wanted to see Audrey home herself, but with such intense, overwhelming hunger coursing through her, she knew that spending any extra time around Audrey before she fed would only put Audrey in danger. She shifted her gaze toward Audrey. “Are you comfortable with this?” she asked. 
 
    Audrey jumped up, her beer sloshing out over her hand, and grinned at Rose. “Am I comfortable with a hot guy taking me home? Hell, yeah, I am!” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I’m going to regret this later, aren’t I?” 
 
    Kallias placed a hand at the curve of her back, pulling her closer. He leaned into her, his lips brushing against hers, his eyes darkening with lust as he watched the feral hunger burning in her eyes. “Come on,” he whispered, smiling. “Let’s get you back to the hotel. Then, you can have as much blood as you want.” 
 
    Rose hated to admit it, but…her mouth watered at the thought. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik pulled the car into a parking lot in the middle of three, identical apartment buildings. He glanced at Audrey. “This is where you live?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Audrey said, lounging lazily in the passenger seat. “But I don’t really want to go inside yet. My head is spinning, and you have a really nice car.” 
 
    He snorted, “Take your time. Just don’t puke in my car.” 
 
    “I’m not that drunk,” Audrey laughed. 
 
    Erik leaned forward in his seat, one hand still wrapped casually around the steering wheel. He squinted as he peered up at the small apartment buildings. Several doors lined each floor, and the doors seemed awfully close together, considering each one represented a different apartment. “No offense,” Erik began hesitantly, glancing at Audrey, “but these apartments look awfully small.” 
 
    Audrey suddenly burst into laughter. “They are! They’re so small!” She clasped her hand over her mouth as she hiccupped. “Our apartment is so small that Rose and I can cook—and burn—our Ramen noodles from the bed!” 
 
    Erik watched her with raised eyebrows, amused that she found that so hilarious. “Burn?” he repeated, suppressing a laugh. “You burn Ramen noodles?” 
 
    Audrey waved her hand as she continued to laugh, hiccupping every few seconds. “Rose and I are both terrible cooks!” she admitted, snorting. “Terrible!” 
 
    He laughed at her. “Right,” he said. “Well, I actually love to cook.” 
 
    Audrey suddenly stopped laughing, and she twisted in her seat, staring at him with wide, golden eyes. “Really?” she said. “Because…that’s kind of hot.” 
 
    His bright green eyes sparkled with amusement. “You think so?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Audrey said with a wide smile. “Do you want to come inside?” 
 
    He snorted, “To cook?” 
 
    “No,” she said, grinning. “No, that’s not what I’m thinking at all.” 
 
    His grin widened as he understood, and then, he turned away from her, sighing as he looked up at the apartment building. “Rose would kill me.” 
 
    “Rose?” Audrey repeated incredulously. “Why would she care?” 
 
    “Because you’re her best friend,” Erik said. He blew out a shaky breath as he stared up at the apartment building. “And…because she knows how I am.” 
 
    Audrey raised an eyebrow at him. “How are you?” 
 
    Erik shifted his gaze back toward her. “Oh, you know,” he said, offering her a charming smile. “Attractive. Charming. Funny. Seductive. Irresistible…” 
 
    She chuckled. “Rose thinks you’re all of those things?” 
 
    “No. She thinks I use those things to have sex with a lot of women,” he corrected. He grimaced. “And…she’s absolutely right. That’s exactly what I do.” 
 
    Audrey offered him a lazy smile. “Is that supposed to bother me?” 
 
    He glanced at her, his eyebrows lifting. “It doesn’t?” 
 
    She leaned toward him, her amber-colored eyes gleaming mischievously. “I sleep around, too,” she said quietly, as if she were telling him a secret. “I’m too wild and free-spirited for relationships. I like sex. No-strings-attached sex. Rest assured, Mr. Hottie: you won’t break my heart. If anything, I’ll break yours.” 
 
    For a moment, Erik just stared at her, smiling. Then, he looked away, dragging his sweaty palms against his thighs and breathing out a long, shaky breath. “Wow,” he laughed, shaking his head. “You’re like…perfect for me.” 
 
    Audrey leaned back in her seat and smiled at him. “Then, come inside.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “There are things you don’t know about me. Bad things.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. “Do you have an STD or something?” 
 
    “A what?” he asked, frowning. “Oh, that’s a human thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Huh?” Audrey asked, her brows furrowing at what she thought he’d said. 
 
    “No,” Erik answered, shaking his head. “It’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Then, I don’t really care what it is,” she said easily. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Erik glanced at her, grinning at her eagerness. “Really? What if I told you that I stole this car?” he tested, patting the steering wheel with his right hand. 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first criminal I’ve slept with.” 
 
    “Wow,” he snorted. “Is there anything that would change your mind?” 
 
    “Nope,” Audrey said, smiling, “so you might as well give up.” 
 
    Erik dragged his fingers through his wavy, blonde hair. “If I manage to get out of here without having sex with you, I should get a medal,” he sighed. 
 
    Audrey opened the door and swung her leg out of the car. “Well, I have to walk up a ton of stairs…by myself…while drunk. So, if I lose my balance, topple down the stairs, and wind up in the hospital, I’ll just tell Rose that it was your fault.” She flashed a wobbly smile and then proceeded to fall out of the car. 
 
    “Shit,” Erik sighed as he flung open the door and raced to her side. 
 
    Audrey grimaced as Erik lifted her up off the pavement and set her on her feet. “I think I’m a little drunker than I thought,” she complained miserably. 
 
    Erik kept his arm around her, worried that if he let go of her, she’d fall flat on her face again. “I’ll walk you to your door,” he muttered, “but…that’s it.” 
 
    Audrey leaned so heavily against him that he might as well have been carrying her. “But…why?” she whined. “I promise I won’t puke all over you.” 
 
    Erik grimaced. “Well, I’m…eh…grateful for that promise,” he said, wrinkling his nose, “but…still, you’re drunk. I’m like the least virtuous person to ever exist, but even I can’t accept a yes from a girl who’s too drunk to stand.” 
 
    Audrey grunted irritably as he guided her toward the apartment building. “What if I wasn’t drunk?” she slurred. “Would you sleep with me, then?” 
 
    Erik groaned miserably, “I really shouldn’t answer that question.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked loudly, her mouth very close to his face. 
 
    Erik was practically dragging her by this point. “Rose would kill me,” he sighed. When Audrey scoffed at that, he added, “She’s scarier than you think.” 
 
    “Rose is the least scary person on the planet,” Audrey laughed. 
 
    Erik lifted his eyebrows. “Yeah, let’s just agree to disagree about that.” 
 
    Audrey squeezed his bicep. “You’re pretty muscular for a skinny guy.” 
 
    Erik snorted. “You should see me without a shirt on,” he bragged. 
 
    “I agree,” Audrey said easily. “I should.” 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “You’re so much more fun than Rose is.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she said, nodding…a little too dramatically. “I’m so fun.” 
 
    When they reached the top of the stairs, Audrey began to search through her pockets. Erik watched her with a frown as she searched her purse as well. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Audrey groaned miserably. “I think I lost my keys.” 
 
    “Er…do you want to go back and look for them?” Erik asked, frowning. 
 
    “No, no, no,” she sighed. “I’m too tired. Let’s just bash in the door.” 
 
    Erik raised his eyebrow. “That sounds like a very bad idea.” 
 
    “A very drunk idea,” Audrey corrected, smiling crookedly at him. 
 
    He sighed and placed his hand on the doorknob. He turned the locked doorknob, the lock clicking loudly as it broke under the force of his hand. He held the open door for her, smiling warily at her shocked expression. “It’s open.” 
 
    Audrey glanced back and forth between him and the broken doorknob. “I’m so drunk,” she muttered, swaying unsteadily, as she started to walk inside. 
 
    “Before I leave,” Erik said, stepping toward her, his eyes darkening. 
 
    Audrey gasped as Erik shoved her against the doorframe, his hands sliding down to her hips and his long, lean body pressing hard against hers. She stared up at him, moaning as he slid his hand beneath her sweater, caressing her thin hips with his thumbs. He moved his face closer to hers, as if he were going to kiss her. She blinked up at him, shocked by his sudden change in attitude. 
 
    “Rain check?” he asked, his lips brushing hers. 
 
    “Really?” she asked breathlessly, her eyes wide with shock. 
 
    Then, suddenly, Erik kissed her. His lips pressed harshly against hers, causing her head to fall back against the door as she lifted her mouth to meet his. His tongue slid into her mouth, caressing her tongue and coaxing another moan from her lips. He pushed his hips against hers, causing her to gasp as he pressed the bulge of his groin against her. Audrey felt his lips curve into a smirk as he kissed her. And then, finally, he pulled back and looked at her, his green eyes sparkling with amusement as he watched her pant for air. “Really,” he said. 
 
    Audrey watched as he stepped back, releasing her, and flashed her one last charming smile. Then, he spun around and began to descend the metal stairs, taking two or three steps at a time. For a few moments, her mind felt too sluggish and sleepy to react. Then, finally, as she watched him climb into his shiny, red car, she managed to mutter, “Holy freaking magnolias. That guy is good.”


 
   
 
  

 The Woman from the Dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cold, shapeless darkness surrounded Rose. It had no beginning or end, no sense of direction. It felt like a deep, bottomless hole, like a vacuum that sucked out all light and happiness, leaving only this terrible, hopeless abyss. With a nauseating sense of dread twisting at her stomach, Rose remembered this place. She’d come here before, but only in dreams. No, not dreams. Nightmares. 
 
    As if her body had a mind of its own, Rose felt her feet move forward, slowly, sluggishly, one foot in front of the other. Although there was no floor in sight, she walked forward as if there were one, and somehow, she didn’t fall. She held her breath in dreadful anticipation, knowing that each step brought her closer to something horrific. She froze as the tips of her toes hit something solid. 
 
    “No,” she whispered hopelessly. “Not this again.” 
 
    She wanted to turn around and run the other way, but she couldn’t. She wasn’t in control in this dark abyss. Something else was in control. Something dark and evil. Something that wanted her to suffer. As slowly as possible, she looked down at the cold, solid object that brushed against her bare foot. 
 
    A strangled cry of pain escaped her lips as the corpse suddenly became visible in the darkness. Blood covered his body, seeping from a gaping hole in the middle of his chest, a cavernous hole, filled with blood, where his heart should’ve been. His dark eyes were open and glassy. Dead. His skin looked pale and grayish. His short, brown hair looked wiry and dead. It was Theron. 
 
    And as that realization washed over her, her clean, dry jeans and T-shirt changed right before her eyes, shredding and tearing, soaking with blood in an instant, even though nothing had touched her. Blood dripped from her hair, the warm, sticky liquid sliding down her face, dripping onto the nonexistent floor. 
 
    The scent of blood and charred flesh suddenly filled her senses, and she reluctantly looked up to find not one but fifty or so corpses lying in front of her, burnt and unrecognizable, the black smoke still rising from the charred bodies. 
 
    Rose fell to her knees, weeping in despair. “Please. Get me out of here,” she whispered, her body shaking with sobs. “I need to wake up. Please. Please.” 
 
    “Wow,” a woman said. “You’re even more messed up than I am.” 
 
    Rose froze in shock. This wasn’t part of the nightmare. No one had ever been here with her before. No living person anyway. Only the people she’d killed. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to turn around?” the woman whispered in Rose’s ear. Her breath warmed Rose’s ear, raising chills on her skin. “Or are you too afraid?” 
 
    Rose didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. It sounded soft and feminine, breathy and seductive. Rose didn’t even recognize the woman’s accent. It lilted like a European accent, but it sounded totally unlike any European accent Rose had ever heard. The way the woman spoke—it vaguely reminded Rose of medieval, Arthurian legends—melodic and articulate, like soft, classical music. 
 
    Rose raised herself to her feet, feeling absolutely nothing beneath her bare feet and yet, still not falling somehow. Terrified to find out what new horror this nightmare had conjured up for her, Rose reluctantly turned toward the woman’s voice. She gasped as she found herself face-to-face with the woman. 
 
    She was easily the most beautiful woman that Rose had ever seen, more beautiful than any actress or model, even more beautiful than Emma or Sofia—the only female vampires that Rose had ever met. A blue, satin dress clung to the woman’s small, petite figure. Soft, pale blonde hair fell around the woman’s shoulders, perfectly straight, with no hint of waviness or frizziness. The woman had flawless, milky-white skin—pale and soft, like thin, powdery snow. The woman’s full, plump lips curved into a seductive smile, and her deep, dark blue eyes bore into Rose, as if the woman could see straight into Rose’s mind. 
 
    “Who are you?” Rose asked, her brows furrowed. 
 
    “You tell me,” the woman said softly. “I’m in your dream, after all.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before,” Rose said. “I would remember, if I had.” 
 
    “Would you?” the woman murmured. Her head tilted to the side, an amused smile curling at the corners of her lips. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the woman. “Who are you, and how did you get here?” 
 
    The woman stepped closer. A seductive smile curved slowly at her lips. “Maybe I’m no one,” she said in that soft, lilting voice of hers. She pressed her hand against the side of Rose’s face, her palm soft and warm, despite the cold darkness that surrounded them. She tilted her face upward, her lips brushing against Rose’s lips, her breath caressing Rose’s lips with each word. “Maybe I’m just a beautiful woman that your mind conjured up for you to…enjoy.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened as the woman’s lips touched hers. The woman’s lips molded to Rose’s lips—soft, warm, and wet. As soon as the realization fully hit Rose—the realization that a strange woman had just kissed her…in a nightmare, of all places—Rose placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder and pushed her back. “What are you doing?” she sputtered, blinking in shock. 
 
    “Don’t you think I’m beautiful?” the woman asked with a coy smile. 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “Well, yeah, obviously, you’re beautiful. I don’t think anyone would argue with that. But…why the heck were you kissing me?” 
 
    “Why are you questioning it?” the woman countered, laughing softly, as if Rose’s concerns were absurd. She brushed Rose’s hand out of the way and stepped closer again, her soft curves pressing against Rose’s blood-soaked body. “This is your dream,” she murmured. “Stop questioning it, and just enjoy.” 
 
    “This isn’t a dream,” Rose argued. “This is a nightmare, the same nightmare that I’ve had every single day since the night I died, except…you’ve never been here before. I have no idea who you are or how you got here.” 
 
    The woman grimaced and glanced around at their horrific surroundings. “You have this dream every day?” she asked incredulously. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at the woman. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I told you,” the woman sighed. She waved her hand dismissively and rolled her eyes, as if she were annoyed by Rose’s questions. “I’m no one. Your sick, demented mind finally had mercy on you and conjured up a beautiful woman for you to have a little bit of fun with.” She flashed a seductive smile. 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” Rose insisted. “In dreams, the mind pieces together images from your memory and creates a story with those images. But you are not from my memory. I would remember you, if I had ever seen you before, and I don’t. So, who are you, and how are you here right now?” 
 
    The woman’s brows furrowed. “Why are you questioning this?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I just explained that,” Rose sassed. 
 
    “You’re fighting me,” the woman realized, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Now, that’s a bit dramatic,” Rose muttered indignantly. “I’m not fighting anyone. I just asked a few questions, a few appropriate and necessary questions.” 
 
    “You’re fighting me mentally,” she said. “Your will is fighting mine.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the woman. “I have no idea what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Most people just accept what happens in dreams, but not you,” the woman said thoughtfully. “You question everything. Relentlessly. It’s so strange.” 
 
    “If you think this is bad, you should see me in real life,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “How are you able to do this?” the woman mumbled. “What are you?” 
 
    “I’m a human,” Rose responded automatically. She frowned. “Wait, no. Not anymore. I was a human…until a few weeks ago. Now, I’m a vampire.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I know you’re a vampire, Rose.” 
 
    “And you know my name, too, apparently,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    “I know a lot of things about you, Rose Foster,” the woman whispered. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? I thought you said that you were just a creation of my mind. How does a creation of my mind know anything?” 
 
    The woman giggled. It was a soft, bubbly sound that sounded out-of-place in this dark nightmare. “You caught me. I’m real,” the woman laughed. She stepped forward, her dress swaying around her delicate, girlish figure. The front of her body—her soft, flat stomach and her small, soft breasts—pressed against the front of Rose’s body as she moved her lips to Rose’s ear and whispered, “I’m also alive.” She leaned back on her heels, a slow, seductive smile curling at her lips. She pressed her finger to her lips and whispered, “Shhhh.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Uh, that’s great. Now, who are you again?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” the woman assured her. 
 
    “I will?” Rose said, frowning. 
 
    “Yes, do you know why?” the woman asked. “Because you need me.” 
 
    “I need a dream person who says she’s real?” Rose asked skeptically. 
 
    “I’m the only person who understands you, Rose,” the woman said. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “The only person who understands me is in my dreams. I would act surprised, but…honestly, I’m not.”  
 
    The woman continued, as if Rose hadn’t said anything, “Your friends don’t understand you. They care about you, of course, but they’re terrified of you.” 
 
    Rose felt the blood drain from her face. “They are?” 
 
    “Your vampire friends are,” the woman confirmed, a slow, sensual smile curving at her lips. “Your human friends aren’t, but that’s only because they don’t know what you are.” She stepped forward and tilted her face up toward Rose’s face. Her thin, delicate fingers curled around Rose’s jaw, as if she were going to lean in for another kiss. Her breath tickled Rose’s lips as she whispered, “When they find out, they’ll run in the other direction…as fast as they can.” 
 
    Rose felt every word on her lips, and in any normal situation, she would’ve pushed the strange, seductive woman away. But what the woman said affected her so deeply, as if the woman were voicing her worst fears, and that paralyzing fear held her frozen in place. “Not Audrey,” she breathed in disbelief. 
 
    The woman smiled. “Especially Audrey.” 
 
    “Audrey and I have been through so much together,” Rose argued. “She’ll accept me. I know she will. I’m not that different as a vampire.” 
 
    “Aww,” the woman cooed, her tone full of thick, fake pity. “You have so much faith in her. It’s so tragic…especially considering how disgusted she will be when she finds out that you drink blood. She will call you a monster.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Rose accused half-heartedly. 
 
    “But can you really blame her?” the woman continued, finally taking her hand off of Rose’s face to make a sweeping gesture toward the carnage around them. She laughed, “Look at what you’ve done. You are a monster, aren’t you?” 
 
    The ball of nauseating guilt that weighed down Rose’s chest seemed to suddenly increase in weight, until it felt as if it would crush her. “I did it to save my friends,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to kill anyone, but I had no choice.” 
 
    “Oh?” the woman said skeptically. She stepped around Rose, toward Theron’s corpse. She placed her blue, high-heeled shoe on Theron’s head, turning his face to the side so that his dead, glassy eyes looked directly at Rose. She raised an eyebrow at Rose. “You didn’t want to kill anyone? Not even him?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said weakly. “I had no choice. He was going to kill them.” 
 
    The woman circled around Rose, like a predator circling her prey. As she walked around Rose, she leaned in close and whispered in Rose’s ear, “Liar.” 
 
    Rose shuddered. She watched as the woman finished circling her. 
 
    “He hurt you,” the woman reminded her. “He scarred you.” 
 
    “That’s not why I killed him,” Rose said softly. 
 
    “He tried to rape you,” the woman continued. 
 
    Rose felt sick at the reminder. “I didn’t kill him because of that either.” 
 
    The woman leaned in close and whispered, “He hurt the ones you love.” 
 
    That’s when Rose felt it again: that intense, overpowering anger that burned through her veins like fire. It was a dark, intense power that seemed to supercharge every cell in her body and overtake her mind. She knew from experience that if this weren’t a dream, her eyes would look different right now. 
 
    The woman smiled. “There’s the anger.” 
 
    Rose squeezed her eyes shut, breathing deeply, as she tried to push back that dark, uncontrollable power. Dream or not, she couldn’t lose herself to it. 
 
    “This world has been cruel to you,” the woman said. 
 
    Rose opened her eyes. “This world is cruel to everyone.” 
 
    “Yes,” the woman said, “but it’s crueler to some than others.” She moved closer, her eyes softening with sympathy. “You and I have suffered unfairly because of this world’s cruelty. We know darkness that others don’t.” 
 
    “You can’t just focus on the cruelty. This world has good in it, too,” Rose insisted. “Wherever there is evil, there is also good to fight against it.” 
 
    “Good?” the woman scoffed. “This world has scarred you—physically and emotionally—since you were born. You never knew good. Only pain.” 
 
    Rose gasped as a terrible pain tore across the skin of her thighs. Her eyes widened in shock as she glanced down at her thighs and noticed the rips in the thighs of her jeans, revealing raw, bleeding skin. Her thighs burned and throbbed, as if they’d just been cut open. “What?” she breathed in disbelief. 
 
    “You were only four years old,” the woman said, as if there were nothing unusual about the sudden wounds on Rose’s thighs, “and he whipped you until your skin peeled away. You were covered in blood, and he still didn’t stop.” 
 
    Rose trembled at the memory, her eyes wide with horror. “Please, stop.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head to the side. “Why would I stop when there are so many more to choose from? Do you remember the one who bashed your head against the coffee table? Or the one who punched you in the face?” 
 
    Rose screamed out as the skin around her forehead and scalp split open, blood pouring down her face, just as it had done when she was a child. Bruises appeared on her face, as tender and painful as they’d feel if they were real, and blood poured from her nose. She collapsed onto her knees. “Please, stop.” 
 
    “But the world is so good, remember?” the woman sneered. 
 
    Rose began to sob at the memories that were suddenly thrust to the forefront of her mind, as vivid and real as they’d be if they had just happened. “I healed,” she whispered, trembling in pain. “I forgave the ones who hurt me.” 
 
    The woman knelt in front of Rose. “They don’t deserve forgiveness. They deserve to suffer for what they did to you. This world deserves to suffer.” 
 
    Rose shook her head stubbornly, tears streaming down her face. “No.” 
 
    The woman pushed Rose’s blood-soaked hair out of her face, trailing her fingers down the curve of Rose’s jaw. “I can make them pay,” she whispered. 
 
    “I don’t want that,” Rose insisted, her voice cracking. 
 
    The woman’s brows furrowed. “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s not who I am,” Rose stated. 
 
    The woman’s hand fell to her side, and she stared at Rose, as if Rose were the most baffling person in existence. “What about your ex-boyfriend?” she asked, grasping desperately at another memory. “He tried to rape…” 
 
    “I know what he did,” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “He violated you,” the woman insisted, “destroyed your self-esteem…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what memory you show me,” Rose said. “I remember everything that happened to me, but it’s over. Vengeance…is not who I am.” 
 
    For the first time since the woman had appeared in the dream, sadness tinged her blue eyes. “I thought you…of all people…would understand me.” 
 
    Rose’s chest tightened with sympathy for the woman. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The woman stood. She cast another look down at Rose, disappointment etched in her soft, feminine features. “We will meet again soon. In real life.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “We will?” 
 
    “You will regret turning me down,” the woman warned. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose jerked upright in bed, her heart racing against her chest, the traumatic nightmare still fresh on her mind. She stared blankly at the white blanket around her waist, somewhat surprised to find it clean of blood. She could still feel the pain in her thighs and her face, as if the wounds had been real. 
 
    “Rose?” Kallias asked groggily, sitting up beside her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Here. I can help,” Erik said as he sat down on the edge of the bed, the mattress sinking beneath his weight. He placed his hand on Rose’s shoulder, and calmness swept through her body, slowing her rapid pulse and easing her fear. 
 
    As the calm emotions washed away the terror from her dream, Rose looked up, noticing Erik sitting next to her, dressed in green sweatpants, his wavy blonde hair dripping with water. A distinct, soapy scent clung to his skin. Rose realized that he must have recently showered, which struck her as strange, considering the clock on the nightstand showed that it was four in the afternoon. 
 
    Kallias placed his hand on her back, his fingers rubbing her back in gentle, soothing circles. “Was it that nightmare again?” he asked sympathetically. 
 
    Rose hung her face in her hands, rubbing her eyes with her fingers. “Yeah,” she sighed. “It was different this time, though. There was a woman.” 
 
    “Oh, I like the sound of this,” Erik said with a playful grin. 
 
    Rose lifted her head to pin him with an irritated glare. 
 
    “Oh, right. Bad timing,” Erik said, cringing. “Oops.” 
 
    “What woman?” Kallias asked curiously. “Sofia?” 
 
    “No,” she answered, frowning. “I don’t know who she was, actually.” 
 
    “Was she hot?” Erik interjected. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “She was exceptionally attractive, yes.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good dream to me,” Erik said, shrugging. 
 
    Rose just stared at him, clearly not amused by his remarks. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    Kallias leaned forward, his long, brown hair falling over his face, and wiped his hand over his face, as if he were trying to wipe away the drowsiness. 
 
    “I’m sorry I woke you guys up,” Rose sighed guiltily. 
 
    Erik shifted uncomfortably but said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t apologize for that, Rose,” Kallias said, scowling at her. He rubbed the back of his neck, scratching absently at the tattooed flames that covered some of his scars, and then, he leaned back against the headboard, apparently planning to stay awake. Empathy burned in his brown eyes as he stared at her. “I know what it’s like to have those nightmares. I have them, too.” 
 
    “Besides, your emotions are what woke us up, and you can’t control emotions,” Erik said. He flashed a cocky smirk. “Unless you’re me, of course.” 
 
    Rose tossed the thick, white blanket off of her and swung her feet over the bed, feeling the rough, flat carpet beneath her bare feet. Erik stood and moved out of the way so that she could stand. “You two go on back to sleep,” she sighed as she stood. “I’m just going to splash some cold water on my face.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kallias asked skeptically. “I can stay awake with you.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Rose said, forcing a smile. “Just go back to sleep.” 
 
    Kallias studied her suspiciously. “Rose…” 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” she snapped. She shook her head, anxiety still buzzing through her veins from the nightmare. “Sorry. I just…I need a moment, okay?” 
 
    Kallias nodded, his brows creased with worry. He lay back down, pulling the blanket up over his bare torso. His eyes slid closed as an overwhelming tiredness overtook him, pulling him back into a deep, sun-induced sleep. 
 
    Rose cast a curious glance at Erik who still stood awkwardly by the bed, and then, she walked past him, toward the bathroom. The white tile floor felt cold beneath her bare feet, and the bathroom smelled of soap and water. She stopped in front of the sink, glancing at her reflection in the mirror. The skin beneath her wide, azure eyes looked blackish purple, like bruises that rested perfectly beneath her eyes. She knew she needed to go back to sleep, but she didn’t see that happening anytime soon, not after that nightmare. She turned on the cold water and cupped her hands beneath the stream. Her disheveled, auburn hair fell forward, around her face, as she leaned over the sink and splashed her face with the icy, refreshing water. She noticed Erik’s scent drift into the room. 
 
    “You weren’t asleep,” she said without looking up from the sink. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” he asked from the doorway. 
 
    Rose glanced at him, cold water dripping from her eyelashes. He leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed, his green eyes watching her warily. She waved her hand at his wet hair. “Well, for one, you’ve already showered.” 
 
    He dragged his hand through his drenched, blonde hair. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    She leaned her hip against the sink. “Why were you awake?” 
 
    “Same reason you’re awake right now,” Erik said uneasily. 
 
    “You had a nightmare, too,” Rose assumed. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t a nightmare exactly,” he corrected, “just a dream.” 
 
    Rose eyed him suspiciously. “Then, why can’t you go back to sleep?” 
 
    Erik shifted uneasily. “Damn, you’re persistent,” he complained. He glanced hesitantly at her and sighed, “Promise you won’t think I’m insane?” 
 
    “I already think you’re insane,” Rose teased, cracking a tired smile. 
 
    “It was about Alana,” Erik admitted. “I can’t stop dreaming about her.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “A month or so?” he guessed, shrugging. “It happens from time to time. Every century or so, I start having these dreams about her, and I can’t stop.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “Have you told Kallias about this?” 
 
    “Not really,” Erik sighed. “I might have mentioned it once, but…” He raked his fingers through his hair again. “It’s just…I really loved her, you know.” 
 
    “I know you did,” Rose said sympathetically. 
 
    “I just keep thinking that maybe I’m more messed up by all of this than I thought,” he confessed, his voice thick. “I mean, what kind of person dreams about an ex-lover twelve hundred years later? I should be over her by now, right?” 
 
    Her gaze softened, and she offered him an understanding smile. “Aren’t you the same person who told me that you can’t measure love with time?” 
 
    “Alana was psychotic,” Erik stated. “She used me. She ruined me.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I’m not saying she deserves your love. I’m just saying that maybe you never stopped loving her. Maybe you can’t just turn love off.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Erik sighed, looking away, his green eyes brighter than usual, almost watery, as he stared blankly at the wall, as if his mind were far, far away. “I was going to tell you: You should check your phone. It keeps vibrating.” 
 
    Erik set a phone—her phone, she realized—on the bathroom counter, and then, he turned and walked back into the room. Not long afterward, Rose heard the creaking of the mattress as Erik lay down on his bed. Then, she heard the loud, male voice that boomed from the television as Erik turned on the news. 
 
    Rose walked over to the bathroom door, her bare feet padding softly against the cold, tile floor, and she closed it softly. Then, she reached out and took her phone from the bathroom counter, frowning as she scanned the thirty notifications from missed calls. All thirty calls were from Audrey, and three of them had come within the last hour alone. Rose swallowed uneasily, sickening dread twisting at her stomach, as she began to dial Audrey’s phone number. 
 
    She pressed the phone against her ear and waited for it to ring. 
 
    The first ring had barely begun when Audrey answered, “Rose?!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said nervously. “I saw that you called?” 
 
    “Like a hundred times,” Audrey snarled on the other side of the line. “I’ve been calling you since early this morning, Rose. Why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    Rose cringed at the loudness of her voice. “I was asleep.” 
 
    Audrey was quiet for a moment. “It’s four in the afternoon, Rose.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, raking her fingers through her long, auburn hair. She glanced up at her reflection in the mirror, noticing the nervousness in her tired, azure eyes. “Lately, I’ve been staying up all night and sleeping during the day.” 
 
    “Who are you, and what have you done with Rose?” Audrey quipped. 
 
    Rose bit her lip. “So, why did you need to talk to me?” 
 
    Audrey sighed, “I need to tell you something. In person, preferably.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Well, I’m kind of busy until after sunset,” she lied. 
 
    “This is pretty serious, Rose,” Audrey said sharply, clearly offended that Rose wouldn’t cancel the plans she supposedly had. “Someone is going to die.” 
 
    Rose felt the blood drain from her face. “You had one of your dreams.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Audrey confirmed, “and it’s someone we know.” 
 
    “Who?” Rose asked with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Just come over as soon as possible,” Audrey said irritably. Paper rustled in the background, as if Audrey were unfolding paper. The newspaper, Rose assumed. Audrey usually checked the obituaries after she had precognitive dreams to make sure they hadn’t already come true. “I want to try to save her.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in alarm. “Audrey, do not leave without me.” 
 
    “Then, you better get here soon,” Audrey warned. 
 
    “I’ll be there at nightfall,” Rose assured her. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose exhaled slowly, shakily, and then, she raised her hand and knocked on the door. It opened immediately, revealing Audrey, already dressed in a pair of jeans that were stained with green paint, and a faded, gray T-shirt with the name of a band that Rose didn’t recognize—a heavy metal band, most likely—printed across it. Audrey’s long, brown hair looked messy and tangled, as if she’d just woken up. But to be honest, Audrey’s hair usually looked like that, and based on the amount of calls that Rose had received from Audrey throughout the day, Rose figured that it was safe to assume that Audrey had not just woken up. 
 
    “Finally,” Audrey grumbled as she stepped out of the way. 
 
    Rose swallowed as she stepped inside the apartment. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Audrey muttered as she dragged her feet across the carpet, walking tiredly toward the bed. “I have a hangover, and someone might die tonight, and I can’t find a single person who has her phone number.” 
 
    “Her?” Rose repeated, stopping just inside the doorway. “Who is it?” 
 
    Audrey turned toward Rose, a nervous frown turning at her lips. 
 
    “What is it?” Rose asked when she saw the hesitancy in Audrey’s round, amber-colored eyes. She slid her hands into her pockets. “Is it someone I know?” 
 
    Audrey nodded. “You know her better than I do.” 
 
    Rose exhaled slowly, bracing herself. “Okay. Who is it?” 
 
    “Your friend…from your history classes,” Audrey sighed. “Riley?” 
 
    “Riley?” Rose said, her eyes widening. “I just saw her last night.” 
 
    Audrey sunk down on the bed. “It was Riley. I’m sure of it,” she sighed, shrugging helplessly. “It was a vampire that killed her. A blonde woman. Ugh, she was sickeningly beautiful. I’ve never seen a woman that beautiful. She had perfect, blonde hair, a perfect, thin body, and perfect, dark blue eyes.” Audrey shook her head in disgust. “I hated her on principle, even before she killed Riley. No one should be that beautiful. No one. It makes the rest of us look bad.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Um…Audrey? Can we stay on topic, please?” 
 
    “Right,” Audrey said, wincing. “Sorry. So, the blonde woman—I mean the vampire—gave Riley a flower when she first arrived at Riley’s apartment.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “What kind of flower?” 
 
    “What does that matter?” Audrey asked. “It was an orchid, I think.” 
 
    Rose paled. “Was it a blue orchid?” 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” Audrey said, her brows furrowing. “How did you know?” 
 
    Rose felt all of the air rush out of her, as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She stared at the floor, trying to figure out how the murders that had been happening in Norway could be connected to here…to Riley. “Tell me the rest of the dream,” she urged Audrey. “I need to know everything that happens.” 
 
    “They went to a restaurant and ate seafood, I think. Wait. No. Riley ate, but the woman just watched her. She said that she’d already made plans to eat later,” Audrey explained, frowning as she tried to remember the details of her precognitive dream. “Then, they took a walk through the park together, and they began to kiss. And then…there was some…touching. And that’s when the woman bit Riley. You know…honestly, I think it might have been a date.” 
 
    “Of course!” Rose groaned, feeling the sudden urge to bang her head against the wall. “She said that she was going on a date with a beautiful woman. Unbelievably pretty is what she called her. It was a vampire. I should have known.” 
 
    Audrey frowned worriedly. “When was this date supposed to be?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Tonight!” she realized suddenly. “It’s tonight!” 
 
    Audrey sighed sadly, “Then, we’re too late. We’ll never find her in time.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Rose said, her heart racing rapidly inside her chest. “I can’t let Riley die.” She chewed on her lip, trying to think of a plan as quickly as possible. “She’s on a date with a vampire, which means that the date couldn’t have started until after sunset. And they went to the restaurant first. So, we just need to beat them to the park.” She looked up at Audrey. “Which park was it?” 
 
    Audrey shook her head. “There were…trees.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Wow. Thanks, Audrey,” she said sarcastically. “You just narrowed it down to every park in the freaking world.” 
 
    Audrey glared at her. “I’m trying,” she grumbled. “It was so dark. Riley could only see by the light of her phone. They were on a hiking trail, I think. Far away from any roads. There was a bridge. And…I think…a creek underneath it?” 
 
    “I know where that is,” Rose realized, her eyes widening. “My brother used to take me to that park when we were kids.” She straightened and nodded. “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath for courage. “I’ll go there and find her.” 
 
    Audrey jumped up before she could leave. “Not without me!” 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “Audrey, I need you to stay here. There’s a dangerous vampire with Riley. If I let you come with me, she might kill you.” 
 
    “And you think she won’t kill you?” Audrey asked incredulously. “What the heck? Do you think that you can take on vampires now, just because you survived an attack by one? You can still die, Rose. You’re not immortal.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose squeaked nervously. “Definitely not immortal.” 
 
    “I’m coming, too,” Audrey said as she grabbed her purse and slung it over her shoulder. She marched toward the door. “And you can’t stop me.” 
 
    Rose grimaced as she realized that she would now have to think of a way to save two humans from a vampire that was undoubtedly older and stronger than her. She followed Audrey out of the apartment and froze as she saw a familiar man with spiked, blonde hair standing outside their door. “Owen?” 
 
    “I called him,” Audrey explained. “I thought he’d have Riley’s number.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Audrey. “How much did you tell him?” 
 
    “Just that I need to talk to Riley,” Audrey assured her. 
 
    “She also mentioned that you would be here,” Owen added. 
 
    “Right,” Rose said, looking at him. “Well, I’m happy to see you, but…” 
 
    He leaned against the metal railing, his arms crossed across his chest, causing his long-sleeved white shirt to stretch tighter across his lean torso. He looked different somehow, and it took Rose a moment to realize why he looked different: his hazel eyes, which usually sparkled with amusement, were narrowed with suspicion, and his usual playful grin had been replaced by a worried scowl. 
 
    “But?” he prompted, lifting his eyebrow. 
 
    Audrey answered for Rose, “We need to find Riley. Immediately.” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “I’ll drive. My car is faster than either of yours anyway.” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, shaking her head. “This is too dangerous.” 
 
    Owen pushed away from the railing. “Why?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Because Riley’s on a date with a vampire,” Audrey answered. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Audrey!” she squeaked, glaring at her. 
 
    “What?” Audrey asked, shrugging irritably. “We don’t have time to lie.” 
 
    Rose continued to gape at her friend. “Audrey, you can’t just…” 
 
    “She’s right,” Owen interrupted. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys. “If we’re going to save her from a vampire, we can’t waste any time.” 
 
    Rose spun toward him, her jaw dropping. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Owen ignored her shock. “It’s a good thing I brought my gun.” 
 
    “You have a gun?” Audrey asked, her eyebrows lifting. 
 
    “Several of them,” Owen assured her. “Come on. We better hurry.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “How the heck do you know about vampires?” Rose snapped. 
 
    Owen leaned back in the driver’s seat, both hands wrapped tightly around the steering wheel, as he swerved through traffic, heading for the park on the outskirts of town. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “It sucks when your friends hide things from you,” he said bitterly, “doesn’t it, Rose?” 
 
    She swallowed uneasily. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Owen shrugged and shifted his gaze back toward the road. “I told you that my parents were murdered, remember?” he said as he swerved in between two fast-moving cars. He flashed a bitter smile at her. “Guess what killed them?” 
 
    “Vampires,” Rose realized, her face paling at the revelation. She sunk lower in the passenger’s seat, fidgeting nervously. “Owen, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Why? It’s not like you are a vampire,” he said, looking at her, “right?” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her azure eyes wide. Her heart raced against her chest, as rapid as a tattoo needle, and she felt frozen in her seat, beneath her friend’s scrutinizing gaze, as they stared each other down. Now, more than ever, she suspected that he knew something. She could see it in his eyes. She could hear it in his voice. And there was nothing she could do. “Right,” she lied. 
 
    Anger flashed in his hazel eyes, but a forced smile curled at his lips. “Of course you aren’t,” he said as he shifted his gaze back toward the road. “You’re a kind, compassionate person. If you were given the choice between dying and becoming a vampire, you would die. You would die before hurting anyone else.” 
 
    Rose watched him. “Some vampires don’t get that choice.” 
 
    His gaze darted back toward her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean…some vampires aren’t given a choice,” Rose said. Her blue eyes softened with sadness. “The transformation happens after death. If a vampire chooses to turn you after you die, you can’t stop it from happening.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “I never knew that.” 
 
    “This is a strange conversation,” Audrey commented from the backseat. She scrolled through her phone distractedly. “I feel like I’m missing something.” 
 
    Owen glanced at Audrey’s reflection in the rear-view mirror, but then, he shifted his gaze back to the road, apparently choosing not to fill her—or anyone else—in on what had led him to make those suspicious comments. 
 
    Rose sat up straighter in her seat as they passed a sign that alerted them that the park’s turn-off was just up ahead. “For the record,” she said, casting a questioning glance at Owen, “guns don’t kill vampires. You do know that, right?” 
 
    “Who said anything about killing?” Owen asked as he turned sharply onto the road that led into the park. “I thought our goal was just to save Riley.” 
 
    “It is,” Rose said, instinctually gripping the dashboard as Owen drove down the rocky, unpaved road at a dangerous speed. Trees closed in around them as they entered the park. She sighed, “I just don’t want anyone to get hurt.” 
 
    Owen glanced at her for a moment, his head tilting to the side, as if he were surprised by something. Then, he quickly glanced back at the road. “Jared has some weapons that kill vampires, but I don’t want him involved. For now.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Weapons that kill vampires?” 
 
    “Here it is,” Owen announced, changing the subject, as he swerved into an unpainted parking space. He cut off the car. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    Rose continued to stare at him for a moment. She knew that she should keep asking questions, figure out exactly what Owen meant by weapons that could kill vampires. That sounded like a very bad thing. But at the same time, Riley could die at any moment, and Rose couldn’t risk that. “Yeah, we do,” she agreed reluctantly. She opened the passenger side door and stepped out of the car. 
 
    She smelled the blood immediately. 
 
    Intense and enticing, the scent of fresh human blood—salty and sweet, all at once—overrode the scents of pine, leaves, and grass. It overrode the scents of animals and even the scents of other people in the park. And it called out to Rose, from deep within the park. Rose tilted her head back and inhaled deeply. 
 
    Then, without even thinking about what she was doing, without even considering what her friends would think, without even realizing how she might be jeopardizing her own safety, Rose raced toward the scent of fresh blood. 
 
    She moved rapidly through the woods, moving too fast for the human eye to see, bypassing the hiking trails and running and leaping through the trees, instead. And then, finally, she reached it. The bridge from Audrey’s dream. 
 
    She froze at the edge of the bridge. Her hand grasped the wooden railing so harshly that it splintered beneath her grip. She panted, her stomach clenching with intense, unbearable hunger as the fresh blood overwhelmed her senses. 
 
    At the other end of the bridge, beneath the green-tinted shade of a weeping willow tree, Rose saw them. A woman in a blue dress, with pale blonde hair flowing down to the nape of her neck and around her shoulders, held the limp body of a thin, brunette woman in her arms. Rose recognized the long, brown braids that fell over the woman’s arms. She recognized the purple plaid skirt that hung loosely from the thin body. She recognized the thin, black glasses that had fallen off of the woman’s face and landed in the grass by their feet. 
 
    “Riley,” Rose breathed, afraid that she was too late. 
 
    But as she watched the blonde woman—the vampire—suck at the base of Riley’s throat, swallowing slowly and indulgently as blood filled her mouth, Rose realized that Riley was still alive. And as she listened, she heard a slow, faint heartbeat, echoing from Riley’s limp, unmoving body. “Stop!” she screamed. 
 
    At first, she thought the vampire hadn’t heard her. 
 
    The vampire didn’t speak or look at her. But as Rose watched the woman, she noticed how the woman’s mouth froze against Riley’s throat. The woman didn’t remove her mouth from the bite wound, but her lips stopped moving against Riley’s neck. A stream of crimson liquid streamed around the woman’s lips as she stopped swallowing the blood. The blood trailed down Riley’s neck and stained Riley’s white, dress shirt. Rose also noticed the way the blonde woman’s thin, delicate shoulders stiffened at the sound of Rose’s voice. 
 
    A soft, sweet-sounding giggle bubbled out of the woman’s lips. 
 
    Rose frowned, stunned by how cute and sweet the woman’s laugh sounded. It certainly was not the kind of sound that Rose had expected to hear from the dangerous vampire who happened to be trying to kill one of her friends. 
 
    The woman opened her thin, delicate arms and allowed Riley’s body to crumple to the ground. Riley’s head fell to the side, her eyes closed, her chest barely moving. She was unconscious, Rose realized, and she was dying quickly. 
 
    Then, the woman turned toward Rose, wiping the blood from her lips with long, thin fingers. “Hello,” she said, her voice lilting with a strange accent. 
 
    Rose froze…because she was positive that she’d heard that voice before. 
 
    The vampire began to cross the bridge, slowly approaching Rose. 
 
    Whatever brave or witty words Rose might have said to the woman evaporated before they even reached her lips. Her eyebrows lifted as she swept her gaze over the most beautiful vampire she’d ever seen…which was saying something because every vampire she’d ever seen had been beautiful. The vampire wore a silky, blue dress that clung to her petite figure, accenting the slight curves of her breasts and hips. Her skin looked soft and fair, as pale as snow, even paler than Rose’s fair, freckled skin. The vampire’s perfectly-straight, pale blonde hair brushed her bare, delicate shoulders. Her heels clicked against the bridge as she approached, and her plump, bloodstained lips curved into a seductive smile. 
 
    Rose felt her heart thundering against her chest. “I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    An amused smile curled at the woman’s lips. “Oh. Have you?” 
 
    A strange sense of déjà vu washed over Rose as she watched the woman approach her, the woman’s hips swaying seductively with each step. It was impossible, Rose thought, that she’d actually met this vampire before. Surely, she would remember it, if she had. And yet—that soft, breathy, accented voice, that pale blonde hair, those dark blue eyes, that seductive smile—it all felt so familiar. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” the woman murmured seductively. 
 
    “Hmm?” Rose sputtered. She recovered quickly. “I was just wondering how you managed to keep your dress clean while you tried to murder someone.” 
 
    The woman giggled and leaned in close to Rose. She smelled of human blood and soft, sensual, perfumed lotion. “It’s a skill of mine,” she whispered, her bloodstained lips near Rose’s ear. “I have many of those, by the way. Skills.” 
 
    Rose stepped back, distancing herself from the seductive vampire. “Let me guess,” she said dryly. “One of those skills is preying on innocent women.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “You’re angry that I tried to kill your friend.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously. “How do you know she’s my friend?” 
 
    “Why do you think I wanted to kill her?” the woman whispered. Her thin fingers wrapped around Rose’s hip, dragging her closer, until the woman’s lips pressed against Rose’s ear again. “I have to admit: I underestimated you. I didn’t think you would find her until after she died. I had hoped for that, actually.” 
 
    Rose swallowed, fear tightening in her chest. “But…why?” 
 
    “Because she’s your friend,” the woman murmured. She stepped back, a smile curling slowly at her lips. “There are consequences to your actions, Rose.” 
 
    Rose stared at her. “How do you know me? Who are you?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things about you, Rose Foster,” the woman murmured. 
 
    A cold, icy wave of shock washed over Rose. This all seemed so familiar. She recognized it all from somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where. She’d seen this beautiful vampire somewhere before. She’d heard that soft, accented voice before. She’d heard that exact statement somewhere before. But where? 
 
    The woman glanced back at Riley’s unconscious body, a wicked smile curling at the edges of her lips. “She’s sweet, isn’t she?” she said, turning back toward Rose. Then, she leaned in close and whispered, “She tastes sweet, too.” 
 
    A spark of red flashed in Rose’s eyes. “How dare you?” she growled at the vampire. “Riley did nothing to deserve this. She did nothing to you.” 
 
    “Of course she didn’t,” the woman agreed. “Haven’t you been listening? This was never about her. It was about you. You leave a trail of corpses behind you everywhere you go, Rose. And if your friend dies, she’ll just be another one.” 
 
    Rose’s throat suddenly felt tight. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, couldn’t move… Fear and pain lashed through her mind, through her soul. It was as if the woman were voicing her nightmares, bringing them to life. She stared at the woman, her heart pounding against her chest. “Who are you?” 
 
    The woman’s smile widened, and then, she leaned closer to Rose, wrapping her hand around Rose’s hip and pressing her soft, warm lips against Rose’s ear. “I told you that you would regret turning me down,” she whispered. 
 
    Rose stumbled backward, out of the woman’s arms. Her bright blue eyes widened in shock as the terrifying realization slammed through her, as she remembered exactly where she’d seen the woman before. Her blood ran cold, and her racing heart seemed to suddenly stop. “You’re the woman from my dream.”


 
   
 
  

 The Return of Alana 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rose!” yelled a low, male voice. 
 
    Rose’s bright blue eyes widened in alarm as she heard the harsh, uneven footsteps pounding against the pavement. She spun around, watching as Owen and Audrey ran down the sidewalk, toward them. Her stomach twisted in fear as she tried to think of a way to make them leave before the vampire attacked them. 
 
    Owen grasped the railing of the bridge when he reached them, his entire body heaving as he tried to catch his breath. “Where the hell did you go?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was like you just…disappeared,” Audrey said, gasping for air. 
 
    “You brought friends,” the woman said from behind Rose. “How nice!” 
 
    Audrey—who had folded over, her head between her knees, as she tried to catch her breath—looked up suddenly, her amber eyes widening in horror as she saw the blonde woman behind Rose. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “It’s her.” 
 
    “Who?” Owen said worriedly, glancing at Audrey. “The vampire?” 
 
    Audrey nodded. “She’s the one who killed Riley.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Not yet. The pretty little redhead interrupted.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” Rose managed to say, finally, even as her heart pounded painfully inside her chest. She stared at her friends. “Please. Just leave.” 
 
    “Without you?” Audrey asked incredulously. “Why would we do that?” 
 
    Owen narrowed his eyes at Rose. “Yeah, Rose. Why would we do that?” 
 
    The woman tilted her head to the side, studying Owen. “Interesting.” 
 
    Rose stepped forward, toward Owen and Audrey, careful to keep herself between the vampire and her friends. “Please. You have to leave. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can handle it?” Owen asked suspiciously. “Rose, what exactly happened to you during this last month to make you suddenly so sure that you can singlehandedly take on murderers and vampires?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” the woman murmured from behind Rose. “Good question.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her breath coming out quickly and harshly as she tried to think of a response, as she tried to think of a way to make them leave without telling them the truth. A horrible sinking feeling settled in her stomach as she realized that the others had been right. She shouldn’t have come here. 
 
    Owen’s hazel eyes softened. “You’re hiding something, Rose,” he said gently, “and you don’t have to. You can tell us. We can figure this out together.” 
 
    At that moment, Rose would have loved to have telepathic abilities, instead of telekinetic abilities, because she really needed to know what Owen was thinking. Because…the things he kept saying were so…strange. It seemed like he knew. She didn’t know how he could know, but she suspected that he did somehow. “Please. Just leave,” Rose breathed. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “What about you, Rose?” Audrey shrieked. Her amber eyes darted back and forth between the vampire and Rose. “If we leave you here, you will get hurt!” 
 
    “Aww,” the woman cooed in Rose’s ear. “They care about you.” 
 
    Rose straightened as the woman’s voice poured into her ear, startled by the vampire’s closeness. She turned and glared at the beautiful, murderous vampire. “There’s this thing called personal space. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “In my experience, people enjoy being close to me.” 
 
    “Did they enjoy it before or after you tried to kill their friend?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Rose?” Audrey called. “Why are you talking to the murderer?” 
 
    “Because Rose’s solution to everything is to sass people,” Owen said. 
 
    “I already told you both to run,” Rose called over her shoulder. She refused to take her eyes off of the murderous vampire until her friends were safe. 
 
    “And we already told you that we’re not leaving you,” Audrey stated. 
 
    Rose blew out an exasperated sigh. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Owen asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Ah, that is a good question, too,” the vampire said, still wearing that seductive smile. “Why would you ever assume that you would be fine with me?” 
 
    Rose bit her lip nervously, trying to think of the quickest and most discreet way to retrieve the dagger from the sheath that was attached to her ankle. 
 
    The woman smiled. “Let me help you with that.” 
 
    Then, the vampire knelt gracefully in front of Rose, the bottom of her dress sweeping against the pavement. Rose watched her, her eyes widening in shock, as the woman pushed up the bottom of Rose’s jeans and pulled the silver dagger from the sheath. She returned to her feet and pressed the dagger against Rose’s chest, her fingers brushing against the front of Rose’s black T-shirt. 
 
    Rose absently wrapped her fingers around the dagger’s handle. “How did you know?” she whispered, speaking more to herself than to the vampire. 
 
    The vampire didn’t answer, nor did she make any attempt to move. She just remained directly in front of Rose, much too close for comfort, the front of her silky dress brushing against Rose’s T-shirt and jeans. That smile lingered on her lips, as if it had been etched into her skin. As if she weren’t close enough already, she leaned in closer, her pale blonde hair swinging forward, over her shoulders, as she sniffed Rose’s neck. “Wow,” the vampire breathed. She stepped back, her eyebrows lifting. “You smell wonderful. I knew that you were powerful, but I never expected you to smell like this. I bet you are delicious.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously. “How? How did you know I was powerful?” 
 
    The woman’s dark blue eyes swept up and down Rose’s body. “And you’re kind of sexy, too,” she said approvingly. “Such nice, beautiful curves.” 
 
    “So…I know the proper etiquette is to say, ‘Thank you,’ when someone compliments you,” Rose muttered dryly, “but unfortunately, no one has ever mentioned what the proper etiquette is when a murderer compliments you.” 
 
    The woman sighed, obviously not pleased with Rose’s snarky response. “Now, I see why Erik is friends with you. You have the same mouth as he does.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “I assure you: my mouth is much cleaner than Erik’s.” 
 
    The vampire giggled at that. “What a shame.” 
 
    Rose frowned at her. “How do you know Erik?” 
 
    The vampire just smiled. “His scent is all over you, you know.” 
 
    “Erik’s scent?” Rose asked incredulously. “Eww.” 
 
    “You’re obviously very close to him,” the woman commented. “Lucky for you, I already know that your relationship with him is purely platonic.” 
 
    “Of course it’s platonic,” Rose muttered, wrinkling her nose in disgust. 
 
    “Rose!” Audrey snapped. “Why are you talking to the murderer?!” 
 
    Rose looked at her friends, noticing their suspicious expressions. She chewed on her lip nervously as she tried to think of a way to make them leave. 
 
    The vampire watched Rose, tilting her head to the side, as if she were concentrating very deeply. “You want them to leave,” the vampire murmured, as if she were reading a book. “You’re stalling until they do. Because you don’t want to fight me in front of them. Because…you don’t want them to know what you are.” She giggled softly. “You’re so terrified of what they’ll think of you.” 
 
    Rose froze. Dread twisted at her gut, and for a moment, she forgot how to breathe. It couldn’t be, Rose thought. But…there was no other explanation. The vampire had just spoken Rose’s thoughts. She’d read them aloud, as if she were reading a book. She turned slowly toward the woman, several realizations dawning on her at once. “You’re a telepath,” she whispered, her heart racing. 
 
    “Rose!” Owen snapped impatiently. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Rose glanced back at Owen and Audrey, more terrified than ever about what might happen to them if they didn’t leave soon. She shivered as she felt the vampire’s warm breath fall against her ear, the vampire’s dress brushing her arm. 
 
    “Such a difficult decision for you,” the vampire murmured in Rose’s ear. “Do you let them keep thinking that you’re just a defenseless, little human and risk me killing them? Or…do you tell them the truth and lose them forever?” 
 
    Rose looked at the vampire, her breath coming in quick, nervous pants. 
 
    “They’ll hate you when they find out,” the woman whispered. 
 
    “What is she saying?” Audrey asked, too far away to hear the vampire. 
 
    “Mind games,” Rose mumbled thoughtfully. That pricked a memory. 
 
    The vampire disappeared, moving in a rapid blur of movement, until she stood behind Audrey, one arm wrapped around Audrey’s waist and the other hand clasped around Audrey’s throat. The vampire leaned forward, pressing her face against Audrey’s neck. She inhaled deeply. “You smell like him, too.” 
 
    Audrey’s scream pulled Rose out of her thoughts. 
 
    Rose spun toward them, her eyes narrowing. “Let her go!” she snarled. 
 
    The vampire didn’t seem to hear Rose. She spun Audrey around to face her. Then, she leaned in close and sniffed Audrey’s lips. “He kissed you.” 
 
    “I said: let her go,” Rose growled, watching the vampire, “Alana.” 
 
    The vampire froze as soon as Rose spoke that name. She looked at Rose, a surprised smile curling at the edges of her lips. “How did you know?” she asked. 
 
    “There are two telepaths known to exist, one of which supposedly died,” Rose answered. “The other is my boyfriend, and you’re not my boyfriend.” 
 
    Alana flashed a flirty smile at her. “A shame.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Also, Erik said that you liked to play mind games.” 
 
    Alana giggled, “Ah, don’t let him fool you. He loves my games.” 
 
    “He also told me that you were blonde and beautiful,” Rose added. She waved her hand up and down at the blonde vampire’s gorgeous body. 
 
    Alana smiled, her dark blue eyes sparkling. “Aww. You’re so sweet.” 
 
    “Uh…it was an observation,” Rose said. “I’m not flirting or anything.” 
 
    Alana laughed. “A shame,” she said again. 
 
    “And your psychotic jealousy was a dead giveaway,” Rose added. 
 
    The smile faded from Alana’s face. “Psychotic?” she snarled. 
 
    “And then, of course,” Rose paused, swallowing uneasily at the memory, “there was the dream. I should have known it was you. Dreams are illusions, which means telepaths can control dreams. You manipulated my dream.” Rose shook her head in disgust as she realized something. “Just like you’ve been manipulating Erik’s dreams. He thought he was losing his mind, but it was you.” 
 
    “You’re quite clever, aren’t you?” Alana said. “That could be…useful.” 
 
    Rose scowled at her. “Not to you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Alana challenged. “You don’t think I can persuade you?” 
 
    “You already tried that, remember?” Rose said irritably. “In my dream.” 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t have any leverage then,” Alana told her. 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “Leverage?” 
 
    Before Rose could react, Alana snatched Audrey to her. Her fingers wrapped around Audrey’s messy, brown hair, and she jerked Audrey’s head to the side, exposing her neck so that she could sink her fangs into Audrey’s neck. Just as her razor-sharp fangs pressed against Audrey’s skin and Audrey began to scream, an invisible force suddenly jerked Alana away from Audrey and flung Alana’s body against the brick wall of the nearest building. Audrey and Owen stared at Alana in shock as she hit the wall and slid down. Her high-heeled shoes landed unsteadily on the pavement as she caught herself, just barely, before she hit the ground. Her dark blue eyes widened in shock as she looked up at Rose. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Audrey breathed, trembling in terror. 
 
    Alana began to laugh, almost manically. Her laugh sounded less soft and melodic than usual, more strained and breathless, as if she were in pain, but if she was in pain, she hid it well. “No wonder you smell so powerful!” she chimed. 
 
    A flash of crimson sparked in Rose’s blue eyes. “Don’t touch her again.” 
 
    Alana walked toward her, as graceful as ever, except…she seemed to favor one leg a little more than the other, confirming that she had indeed been hurt. She didn’t stop when she reached Rose. Instead, she began to circle Rose, just as she’d done in the dream. “So, that’s how you killed all of those vampires. Telekinesis,” she realized. She finally stopped in front of Rose, so close that their bodies nearly touched. She smiled. “Oh, the things I could do with you.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes. “Oh, you would like that, wouldn’t you?” she snarled. “Having another person that you can use, just like you used Erik?” 
 
    Alana smiled seductively. “You’d like it, too,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not likely,” Rose stated coldly. “No one will ever control me.” 
 
    Alana laughed, her dark blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh?” she challenged, raising an eyebrow. “Maybe you have forgotten, but I’m a telepath.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” Rose said, “but it doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alana asked. “Because I can see every, little thought in your pretty, little head.” She leaned in and whispered, “Every…little…thought.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I meant the telepathic control. I can resist it.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Alana murmured thoughtfully, “but for how long?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Rose!” Audrey yelled, practically hyperventilating. “What is going on?” 
 
    Alana stepped to the side of Rose, standing so close that her arm brushed Rose’s arm. “What will it be, baby vampire? Will you tell them or not?” 
 
    “Did…did she just call you a vampire?” Audrey stammered. 
 
    Rose stared at them, her face pale, as she tried to decide what to say. 
 
    Sadness and disappointment suddenly twisted at Owen’s face. He placed his hand on Audrey’s arm. “Come on, Audrey,” he sighed. “Let’s just go.” 
 
    “He knows,” Alana sang in Rose’s ear. 
 
    Rose spun toward the telepathic vampire, her face paling in horror. “He does?” she sputtered, her voice barely a whisper. “How? How does he know?” 
 
    Alana smiled at Rose. “Oh? You want my help?” she asked. “You want me to tell you what he’s thinking? You want me to use my abilities to help you?” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Well, when you put it that way…” 
 
    “Because I will,” Alana offered. She brushed Rose’s hair out of her face, almost affectionately. “I will tell you whatever you want to know, but you have to play for my team first. Do something for me, and I’ll do something for you.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at the seductive, manipulative vampire. “I’m trying to figure out whether you’re asking me to be evil with you or have sex with you,” she muttered dryly. “All of these double entendres are confusing me.” 
 
    Alana flashed a flirty smile. “Do I have to pick just one?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Either way, the answer is no.” 
 
    Alana poked out her bottom lip adorably, as if she were a cute, little child, instead of an ancient, murderous vampire. “Ah, come on,” she pouted. “No one passes up the opportunity to sleep with me. I mean, just look at me.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, sociopaths aren’t my type,” Rose said. 
 
    “Sociopath?” Alana repeated. “You think I’m crazy?” 
 
    Rose flashed a sassy smile at the vampire. “I’m fairly certain, actually.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t anyone get it?” Alana sighed. “I’m trying to fix the world.” 
 
    “By killing people?” Rose scoffed. “Okay, Hitler.” 
 
    Alana sighed disappointedly. “I had such high hopes for you, Rose. When I first saw you in Erik’s mind, when I first saw your pain, I thought you would understand. I thought you would help me. I have already tried reasoning with you, threatening you…” She shrugged. “I am running out of options.” 
 
    “Reasoning?” Rose repeated in disbelief. “You were hurting me.” 
 
    “No, no, no, darling,” Alana murmured, stepping closer to her. She brushed Rose’s hair out of her face again, ignoring the bewildered look that Rose gave her. Her thumb rubbed affectionately at the skin beneath Rose’s ear. “I never hurt you. This world hurt you. I only reminded you of the pain.” 
 
    “Um…right,” Rose mumbled. “And…why do you keep touching me?” 
 
    Alana dropped her hand. “You leave me with no other choice.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that ominous statement. She watched as Alana cast a thoughtful glance at Audrey, and the word that Alana had used previously—leverage—flashed in Rose’s mind. “Don’t you dare,” she growled at Alana. 
 
    Alana giggled, and then, she moved so rapidly that Rose could barely follow the movement, even with her enhanced eyesight. Within the blink of an eye, Alana stood behind Audrey again, one hand entangled in Audrey’s hair, and one hand clasped around her throat. Her dark blue eyes shifted up to meet Rose’s terrified gaze. “Humans are so fragile, don’t you think?” she giggled. “You can snap their little necks without even thinking about it, and they just…die.” 
 
    “Please, don’t kill me,” Audrey sobbed. 
 
    Another flash of red sparked in Rose’s eyes. “Let her go,” she growled. 
 
    Alana smiled seductively. “Make me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rose said. The dark, blood-red haze overtook Rose’s eyes, consuming the other colors of her eyes—the bright blue, the black, the white—consuming her eyes as the power consumed her. A ripple of dark energy radiated from her body, causing her red hair to sway around her, as if it were being blown by the wind. The Stone of the Eklektos glowed a brighter red beneath her shirt. 
 
    “Huh,” Alana said, her eyebrows lifting, “I’ve never seen that before.” 
 
    Audrey’s eyes widened in horror. “Rose?! What is happening to you?” 
 
    Alana cried out in pain as her fingers were pried off of Audrey’s throat and out of Audrey’s hair, one at a time, as if someone were pulling each finger backward, except…no one had touched her. An invisible force manipulated her hands with the strength and control of a physical body, and Alana was powerless to resist it. When her hands fell to her sides, Alana gasped and stared down at them, stunned by how they’d moved on their own. A smile of wonder formed at the edges of her lips as she looked up at Rose. “Now, that was impressive.” 
 
    The silver dagger flew out of Rose’s hand, spiraling through the air, until it stopped midair, the sharp point of the dagger hovering in front of Alana’s throat. Alana straightened, her dark blue eyes watching the dagger nervously. 
 
    “Audrey! Owen!” Rose called out, her voice weak. “Leave! Now!” 
 
    “What is wrong with you?!” Audrey cried in a high-pitched, hysterical voice. Her skin looked sickly pale, and tears streamed down her cheeks. She breathed in quick, shallow gasps, hyperventilating, as she stared at Rose’s terrifying, inhuman eyes. “Why do your eyes look like that? What is happening?” 
 
    Alana laughed, “Rose, haven’t you noticed? Owen is already gone.” 
 
    Rose frowned, suddenly realizing that Audrey was the only person she could hear freaking out at the moment. She glanced around, stunned to find that Owen was nowhere in sight. She was relieved, at least, to see that he’d taken Riley—to the hospital, hopefully—but a sickening sense of dread twisted at Rose’s stomach. She shifted her crimson gaze back toward Alana. “Where is he?” 
 
    “You have a dagger hovering at my throat,” Alana reminded her. “I don’t feel much like helping you right now. But…if you want to put the weapon away and rethink your position against me, I will tell you everything I know.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Rose said in a cold, emotionless tone. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alana asked, an amused smile curling at the corners of her lips. “Because…I know where he went and why he left, and trust me: it’s something that you need to know. Your friend has a few very dangerous secrets.” 
 
    “Trust you?” Rose repeated. “You’re the last person I would ever trust.” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “You’ll regret this decision in the future.” 
 
    “Oh. So, you can see the future now, too?” Rose asked caustically. 
 
    Alana laughed at Rose’s sassy remark. “Attack her,” she said suddenly. 
 
    Rose frowned bewilderedly. “What?” 
 
    Before Rose could understand what was happening, Audrey ran toward her. Rose stared at her friend, frozen in place by a mixture of confusion and disbelief, as Audrey shoved the knife that Owen had given her into Rose’s chest. Rose stumbled backward, gasping, as the pain exploded through her chest. The red glow in her eyes faded, and her eyes shifted back to their normal blue. Audrey jerked the knife out of Rose’s chest and tried to plunge it into her heart again, but Rose caught Audrey’s wrist before she could. “Audrey,” she gasped, “stop.” 
 
    “Yeah, Audrey,” Alana laughed, “why are you trying to kill your friend?” 
 
    Audrey’s golden-brown eyes widened in horror as she glanced back and forth between the blood-soaked knife in her hand and the bleeding wound in Rose’s chest. She dropped the knife and staggered backward. “What? I didn’t…” 
 
    Rose felt her strength fading rapidly, and a wave of drowsiness washed over her. She covered her chest with her hand, feeling the warm blood pour through her fingers, washing over her hand and down her arm, as she swayed on her feet. She fell backward, but her body never hit the ground. Instead, an arm swept beneath her back, catching her before she collapsed. She stared up into a pair of familiar brown eyes, black spots swimming at the edges of her vision. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias said, his eyes wide. “What happened to you?” 
 
    He heard Audrey whispering, “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” 
 
    Kallias looked at her. “You did this?” 
 
    Audrey’s eyes widened. “No. I didn’t… I don’t know… I just…” 
 
    Rose felt her consciousness slipping away, but she tried to fight it. She needed to stay awake. She needed to speak. “Alana made her do it,” she choked. 
 
    Kallias glanced back down at her, still holding her weakened body in his arms. His brows furrowed. “Did you just say Alana? Alana is dead, Rose.” 
 
    “No, she’s not,” she rasped, just before her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    “Rose? Rose?” Kallias called. He shook her in his arms. “Shit.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Audrey whispered. “She’s not dead, is she?” 
 
    “Not yet, but she’s close,” Kallias said. He lay Rose gently on the ground and spun toward Audrey, his eyes narrowing. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Audrey sobbed. “I didn’t mean to do it.” 
 
    That’s when Kallias noticed the woman standing behind Audrey. The scent of Rose’s blood and the surge of Rose’s emotions had distracted him to the point that he hadn’t even noticed the scent of the other vampire. His brows furrowed as he swept his gaze over the vampire. “Alana?” he gasped in disbelief. 
 
    Alana smiled. “Hello, Kallias.” 
 
    Kallias raced across the parking lot and snatched Alana up by the throat so quickly that, to Audrey, it looked as if he had just disappeared before her eyes. 
 
    “I’m losing my mind,” Audrey gasped. “I’m actually losing my mind.” 
 
    “How are you alive?” Kallias snarled at Alana. 
 
    Alana grasped Kallias’s wrist, trying unsuccessfully to pull his hand off of her throat. “I’d love to play this game with you,” she said hoarsely, “but your extremely powerful girlfriend is dying. You might want to feed her…now.” 
 
    Kallias felt the blood fade from his face as he noticed how weak and slow Rose’s heartbeat sounded. He realized that the knife must have done more damage to Rose’s heart than he originally thought. Without hesitating, he dropped Alana back onto the ground and raced over to Rose. He dropped to his knees and gathered Rose into his arms. Then, he sank his fangs into his wrist and placed it against Rose’s mouth, allowing his blood to pour over her lips. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Audrey shrieked. 
 
    Kallias ignored her. He just continued to watch Rose anxiously, waiting. 
 
    “Tell Erik that I said hi,” Alana said, “and that I’ll see him in Europe.” 
 
    Kallias glanced back at Alana, watching helplessly as she disappeared into the night. He didn’t have time to catch her, not if he wanted to save Rose. He sighed and shifted his gaze back toward Rose, shaking her slightly in his arms. 
 
    Rose made a soft moaning sound in her throat as the scent of Kallias’s blood pulled her into a state of semi-consciousness, allowing her instincts to take control. She latched onto his wrist, her fingers digging into his skin as she clutched his arm closer, sucking mercilessly at the partially-healed wound in his wrist. By the time the wound closed, she’d regained some of her strength, and she flung herself onto Kallias’s lap, her legs straddling his hips, as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and sank her fangs into his neck. She moaned as the sweet, thick blood poured more freely into her mouth. She seemed so feral and wild as she fed from him, rocking slightly against him, draining his blood. 
 
    Audrey staggered backward, her mouth dropping open, her face paling in horror. “What…” she stammered. “No. No. No. This can’t be happening.” 
 
    Kallias clutched Rose’s hair, groaning as the endorphins flooded his body, causing powerful waves of desire and pleasure to wash over him. He gripped her hip with one hand, holding her close to him, as she continued to rock against his groin, her jeans scratching against his. “I do not have the self-control for this,” he muttered under his breath, groaning again at the sensations. 
 
    “Please, tell me this is one of my dreams,” Audrey cried. “At least then, I can stop this from happening. My best friend is not a vampire. She can’t be.” 
 
    Kallias tightened his grip around Rose’s hair and pulled her face away from his neck. “Rose,” he groaned, “if you don’t stop now, you’ll drain me.” 
 
    Her eyes opened, the blood-red haze dancing within them, and she growled, baring her fangs like an animal, as she tried to latch onto his neck again. 
 
    “Damn it, Rose,” he groaned as he pulled her away from his neck once again. He placed his hands on her face, forcing her to look at him. “Listen to me. You’re healing. You need to regain control now. Can you do that?” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her brows furrowing. “Kallias?” she mumbled. 
 
    Kallias offered her a weak smile. “Yeah. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Confused,” Rose answered. “What happened?” 
 
    “You almost died. Again,” Kallias said bitterly. 
 
    Rose glanced down at her blood-soaked T-shirt, studying the tear down the front of the shirt, directly over her heart. “Alana,” she remembered. 
 
    “So, what kind of monster are you, exactly?” Audrey snarled suddenly. She stood about fifteen feet away from them, tears streaming down her face. There was a hysteric note to her voice. “Are you a vampire or something worse?” 
 
    Rose looked up at Audrey, her face paling in horror as she realized what Audrey had just seen. She scrambled out of Kallias’s lap. She swayed unsteadily on her feet, still slightly intoxicated from all of the blood she’d consumed. “Audrey,” she whispered, taking a slow, hesitant step toward her friend. 
 
    Audrey staggered backward, her eyes wide. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Rose froze, her heart sinking as she realized how terrified Audrey looked. “Audrey, I’m not…” she trailed off. “It’s still me. I’m your friend.” 
 
    “You have blood all over your face,” Audrey snarled. 
 
    Rose hesitantly lifted her hand and wiped the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. Her hand came away from her mouth coated with blood, large, dark red droplets dripping onto the pavement. “Well, yeah, but…” 
 
    “And what the hell is wrong with your eyes?!” Audrey interrupted, practically screaming. “Those eyes are the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    Rose shrugged helplessly. “They’ll go back to normal in a minute.” 
 
    Audrey let out a strange, half-laugh-half-sob and threw up her hands. “Oh, yeah, that makes me feel so much better,” she screamed. “My friend is a monster who happens to look normal sometimes. Scratch that. My former friend.” 
 
    “Audrey,” Rose said in a pained voice. “I’m still… I’m still your friend.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Audrey said coldly. “You’re a monster.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Kallias growled, putting himself between Rose and Audrey, as if he could protect Rose from the damage of those words. 
 
    Rose didn’t even bother to fight with him about it or push him aside. She just stood there, frozen, as unbearable pain lanced its way through her soul. 
 
    Audrey glared at Kallias, hatred burning in her hazel eyes. “Did you do this to her? Did you turn her into this? I saw your fangs. You’re a monster, too.” 
 
    Kallias growled, baring his fangs at her, “Yeah. Since I’m such a monster, maybe you should shut your big mouth before I rip your throat out.” 
 
    Audrey screamed and stumbled back. Then, she broke into sobs again. 
 
    “Kallias, stop,” Rose snarled at him, finally pushing him aside. 
 
    He turned toward her. “I can’t just let her talk to you like that.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You can, and you will.” 
 
    “Rose,” he said sadly, his voice softening, “I can feel your pain.” 
 
    Rose looked away, swallowing back the sob that threatened to escape through her lips. Her eyes burned with unshed tears, but she tried to hold them back anyway. “I know,” she said. “But you still can’t threaten my best friend.” 
 
    “I know I don’t have many friends,” Kallias said quietly, “but I still know that friends don’t act like that.” He jabbed his finger in Audrey’s direction. 
 
    “She’s scared,” Rose said weakly, too tired and too broken-hearted to put any emotion into her voice. She shrugged. “And she’s right. I am a monster.” 
 
    Kallias placed his hand on Rose’s face, brushing her blood-soaked hair out of her face with his thumb. “No, you’re not,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    “Is Erik one, too?” Audrey managed to choke out. “Is he a vampire?” 
 
    “I need to erase her memory,” Kallias told Rose. 
 
    “What? M-my memory? No! Absolutely not!” Audrey shrieked. She gave Rose a pleading look. “Rose, don’t let him do that! You owe me that!” 
 
    “She doesn’t owe you anything,” Kallias growled at Audrey. 
 
    “She lied to me,” Audrey said. “She let me believe that she was still human when she was really a monster. You’re not taking that knowledge from me now. I deserve to know the truth about the person who called herself my friend.” 
 
    “I am your friend,” Rose sighed. 
 
    “She had no choice,” Kallias told Audrey. “Humans aren’t supposed to know about vampires…which is exactly why I need to erase your memory.” 
 
    “I already knew about vampires,” Audrey reminded him, rolling her eyes. “I just didn’t know that she was one.” She gestured angrily toward Rose. 
 
    “She’s right,” Rose said. “She already knew about vampires, which means there’s no reason to erase her memory. She has a right to know the truth about me and decide whether or not she still wants me as a friend.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at Rose. “It sounds like she’s already decided.” 
 
    Rose shrugged tiredly. “She has a right to that decision.” 
 
    “This is dangerous, Rose,” Kallias said quietly. “She knows too much.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Rose sighed. “Let’s just go. I need a shower.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do,” Audrey agreed, scowling at the blood that covered Rose’s face and clothes. “And I’m coming with you because I need to know whether Erik is a vampire, too. If I find out that asshole is a vampire, and he kissed me anyway…” She trailed off ominously, a murderous gleam in her golden eyes. 
 
    Kallias winced. “Uh-oh. Should I call and warn him?” he asked Rose. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Uh, I don’t think the Alana-is-alive conversation is a conversation that should happen over the phone,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Right,” Kallias said with a horrified grimace. “This is going to be bad.” 
 
    “Understatement of the year,” Rose agreed. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik stood as Kallias, Rose, and Audrey came around the corner. His eyes widened as he swept his gaze over Rose, noticing the blood that matted her messy, red hair, the blood that stained her face and neck, and the blood that soaked her black T-shirt. The scents of both her blood and Kallias’s blood filled his senses. “What the hell happened to you?” he sputtered as they approached. 
 
    Audrey marched directly toward him and reached up, grabbing his face with one hand and prying his lips open with the other. He watched her bewilderedly as she looked inside his mouth. “Asshole!” she snarled when saw the two razor-sharp fangs. “How did you hide those when you were kissing me?” 
 
    Erik flashed a cocky smirk. “I have a very talented tongue.” 
 
    “A dirty joke? Right now?” Audrey said bitterly. “Classy, Erik. Classy.” 
 
    “Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Erik asked nervously. 
 
    “And tell your psychotic ex-girlfriends to leave me alone,” Audrey said. “Seriously, they can have you. I don’t want you. I’m not interested in monsters.” 
 
    Erik frowned at Rose and Kallias. “Psychotic ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not sure she knows she’s an ex,” Rose told him. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys talking about?” Erik exclaimed. “And Rose, I can see your breasts. Not that I’m complaining. I’m just saying…that hole in your shirt is directly over your heart, which seems…bad. So, what happened?” 
 
    “Alana forced Audrey to stab Rose in the heart,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Erik stared blankly at him. “Er…what did you just say?” 
 
    “Kallias doesn’t know the meaning of the word tact,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “Alana isn’t dead, Erik. We were wrong.” 
 
    “I think I’m hallucinating,” Erik said. “I keep hearing you say Alana.” 
 
    “Erik,” Rose sighed, giving him a sympathetic look. “She’s alive. She tricked you into thinking that she was dead, but she’s not. She never was.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Erik mumbled, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “You said you’ve been dreaming about her, Erik,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said slowly. He shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “She’s a telepath. She’s been making you dream about her,” Rose said. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Kallias asked curiously. 
 
    Rose turned so that she could look at both Erik and Kallias at the same time. “Do you guys remember when I had that dream in the hotel room? I said that a woman showed up in my dream,” she reminded them. “It was Alana.” 
 
    “You dreamed about Alana, and you didn’t tell us?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I didn’t know that it was Alana, genius.” 
 
    “I dreamed about her that same night,” Erik mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Rose said. “That’s my point. She got into your mind, and then, she got into mine. Which means…she was probably nearby.” 
 
    “We would have noticed her scent,” Kallias argued. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe we were distracted.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure that it was Alana?” Erik asked hoarsely. 
 
    “Blonde, beautiful, seductive, psychotic, likes to play mind games, and telepathic,” Rose said, listing each trait on her fingers. “I think that covers it.” 
 
    “It was definitely Alana,” Kallias agreed. “I saw her thoughts.” 
 
    “That…can’t be true,” Erik stammered. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not even going to pretend to know what’s going on right now,” Audrey said suddenly. “It’s been a long day. I may have failed at saving a friend’s life. I was attacked by a monster. I found out my best friend is also a monster. I found out that a monster kissed me. And now, I just don’t want to be around a bunch of monsters. So, I’m going back to my apartment to take a bath.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Rose said worriedly. “What if Alana attacks you again?” 
 
    Audrey shrugged. “Fine, I’ll take a bath and drink a bottle of wine.” 
 
    “You need to stay with us,” Rose told her. “We can protect you.” 
 
    Audrey laughed bitterly. “Sure, that makes sense. Because I’m afraid of a monster, I should stay with three monsters. I’m not that bad at math, Rose.” 
 
    “I’m your friend, Audrey,” Rose said, desperate to make her understand. 
 
    “No, Rose,” Audrey said coldly. “My friend is dead. You are a monster.” 
 
    “And you are a bitch,” Erik said suddenly. When Audrey glared at him, he just offered her one of his charming smiles. “I still think you’re hot, though.” 
 
    “I’m leaving,” Audrey snarled. 
 
    Rose watched helplessly as Audrey spun around and started walking down the sidewalk alone, in the general direction of their apartment. She wanted to chase after her, but she felt as if her insides were shattering into billions of pieces. “Alana was right,” she realized. “She told me that this would happen.” 
 
    “She told you what would happen?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “In the dream,” Rose said. “She said that Audrey would react this way.” 
 
    “It was your fear,” Erik said, his voice strangely impassive, as if he were still in shock. “She was using your fears to manipulate you. That’s what she does. On some level, you must’ve known that Audrey wouldn’t be able to handle this.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” Rose whispered, breathing deeply as she tried to hold back the unshed tears that burned in her eyes. “Audrey obviously doesn’t want me anywhere near her, and I don’t want to make things worse. But Alana knows that Audrey is important to me. What if she attacks her again?” 
 
    “I’ll follow her,” Erik offered. “I actually enjoy making things worse.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I noticed. Don’t call her that again, by the way.” 
 
    “What? Bitch?” Erik scoffed. “I can feel your emotions, Rose.” 
 
    She frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “She hurt you,” Erik explained. “She hurt you so badly that I actually feel like crying right now, but that would make me look pretty ridiculous, considering you’re not even crying yet. The point is…she deserves a lot worse.” 
 
    Rose smiled tiredly at him. “She’s my best friend, Erik.” 
 
    “And you’re my friend,” Erik said. “I don’t like seeing you like this.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, a grateful smile pulling at her lips. She stepped forward and put her arms around his neck, hugging him tightly. “You’re my friend, too,” she mumbled against his chest. “Please, make sure she’s safe.” 
 
    Erik wrapped his arms around her back, returning the hug. “Of course.” 
 
    “Um…Erik,” Rose gasped against his chest. “You’re crushing me.” 
 
    “Oh. Oops,” Erik said. He released her and stepped back. “I like hugs.” 
 
    Rose rubbed at her sore ribs. “I can see that,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    Kallias took a step back as Erik approached him. “Don’t even try it.” 
 
    “Aw, come on,” Erik complained. “You never hug me.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Kallias said, “and I intend for it to stay that way.” 
 
    “Fine,” Erik pouted. “I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    “Hey, Erik,” Kallias called as Erik turned to leave. “Be careful.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Don’t worry. Alana would never kill me,” he said with a bitter edge to his voice. “If I died, she would have to stop tormenting me.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey rounded the corner and ran directly into a tall, solid object. She stumbled backward, but his hands clasped around her shoulders, catching her against him. When it occurred to her that she’d run into a person, she screamed. 
 
    Erik pushed her against the wall of the building and covered her mouth with his hand. “Relax,” he sighed, calming her with his abilities. “It’s just me.” 
 
    She stared at him, her brows furrowing, as strange, serene emotions washed over her. She thought that she should panic, scream, yell…but her emotions weren’t cooperating, for some reason. When he finally uncovered her mouth, she repeated, “Relax? It’s just you? You are a vampire! How can I relax?!” 
 
    Erik covered her mouth again. “Sorry about this,” he said, smiling at her, “but I can’t uncover your mouth until you stop screaming about vampires.” 
 
    She sighed against his hand and looked up at him, hoping to convey with her eyes that she was finished screaming. But as she looked up at him, her breath caught in her throat, just like it always did when she looked at him. His features were so perfect—his bright green eyes, his boyish grin, his clean-shaven jaw, his wavy, blonde hair. She didn’t even notice when he removed his hand. 
 
    Erik grinned at her. “You were saying, kitten?” 
 
    Audrey blinked, suddenly realizing that she was gawking at him…again. “Right,” she said irritably, “I was saying that I don’t want to see you right now.” 
 
    “Then, maybe you should stop staring at me,” Erik quipped. 
 
    “Funny,” Audrey said sarcastically. “Let me be clear: leave me alone.” 
 
    “Sorry, princess,” Erik said, offering her a charming smile, “but I can’t do that. I promised Rose that I’d see you home safely. You see, my ex-girlfriend, as it turns out, is still alive, and in case you didn’t notice, she is a psychotic bitch.” 
 
    “Oh. I noticed,” Audrey assured him. 
 
    “Good,” he said, nodding. “Then, you understand why I’m here.” 
 
    “No,” she snapped. “Tell Rose that I don’t want her help. Or yours.” 
 
    His bright green eyes narrowed at her. “Your friend cares about you.” 
 
    “My friend—or former friend, actually—is a monster,” Audrey snarled, “just like you.” She stepped past him with every intention of walking away. 
 
    But his hand caught her arm. Then, with no warning, he slammed her against the wall again. He leaned against her, pinning her hands against the wall. All of the boyishness and playfulness had vanished from his face. He now looked terrifyingly furious. “No,” he growled at her. “Rose is not like me. Do you know how many people I’ve killed? No. Of course you don’t. Because I don’t even know. I have murdered more people than I can count. On my first night as a vampire, I murdered fifteen women before I stopped, and even then, I only stopped because Kara—an old friend of mine—forced me to stop. Alana found the entire ordeal amusing. She said that she wanted to see how many women I would kill before my hunger was sated. Luckily, her girlfriend didn’t want to bury an entire village. That is what a monster is, Audrey. I am a monster. Rose is not.” 
 
    Audrey trembled, her eyes wide with terror, as she struggled against him. 
 
    Erik froze suddenly, his green eyes softening with sympathy. “Oh, no. I’ve terrified you,” he sighed regretfully. He pressed his hand against her face, projecting calming emotions to her. “I’m sorry I scared you. I lost control of my anger. I haven’t killed a human in over a thousand years. I would never kill you.” 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” Audrey asked, confused by her emotions. 
 
    “I’m calming you,” Erik explained. “I’m an empath. It’s a psychic ability, like your precognition. But instead of seeing the future, I control emotions.” 
 
    “Rose told you about my dreams?” Audrey asked. 
 
    “She didn’t have a choice,” Erik said as he removed his hand from her face. “You saw my best friend dying, remember? Rose and I had to save him.” 
 
    Audrey’s brows creased with worry. “Is that why she became a monster? Because of my dream? Did something happen to her after she saved Kallias?” 
 
    “She survived that night,” Erik told her. “It was later when she died.” 
 
    “Died?” she repeated, her voice hollow. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said,” Erik said, shrugging. “Rose died. Her heart stopped beating. She was gone. I had to watch my best friend grieve for her. I had to feel his emotions. And I couldn’t let him suffer like that. So, I made the decision, and I don’t feel any remorse for that decision. I saved my best friend an eternity of grief, and I gave Rose—who is also my friend—the chance to live. As a vampire, yes. But it’s life. In my opinion, that is still better than death. But…if you want to be angry about what Rose is, you should be angry at me.” 
 
    “So, it was you,” Audrey said. “You turned her. Not Kallias.” 
 
    “Kallias just took the blame,” Erik confirmed. 
 
    “Then, I hate you,” Audrey snarled. “I’d rather she be dead than this.” 
 
    “Then, you’re not much of a friend, now are you?” Erik said. He let out a short, barking laugh. “Humans are such babies about things like this. You can’t handle change. You can’t handle people being different from you. I can’t believe I, of all people, am saying this, but…grow up. So, your friend changed. So, she’s different. Accept her for who she is now. If you can’t, you don’t deserve her.” 
 
    Audrey glared at him. “You are an asshole.” 
 
    “What I am is someone who is willing to say exactly what you need to hear,” Erik argued, “and I know that makes me seem like an asshole. That’s okay with me.” He flashed a cocky smirk. “I can get away with it because I’m hot.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile at that. “Why must you be so hot?” 
 
    “It’s a vampire thing,” Erik told her. 
 
    Her smile faded. “Oh.” 
 
    “I am walking you home, and you can’t stop me,” Erik said. “If you want me to leave afterward, I will. But I promised Rose I would see you home.” 
 
    “Fine,” Audrey said stoically, stepping away from the wall. “But once I get home, I want you to leave, and then, I don’t ever want to see you again.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “And I don’t ever want to see Rose again either,” Audrey added.


 
   
 
  

 Kara Unnarsdóttir 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is it so cold here?” Rose complained, shivering as an icy wind blew through the empty parking lot. She tossed two duffel bags into the trunk of the rental car and raked her fingers through her tangled, recently slept-on hair. 
 
    “Because it’s Northern Europe,” Erik said, “and you’re from Florida.” 
 
    Rose flipped the hood of her black hoodie up over her long, auburn hair and crossed her arms across her chest. She shuddered as another gust of wind enveloped her. “I would have brought a coat, but I don’t think I even own one.” 
 
    Erik snorted at that. He leaned lazily against the small, beige rental car as they waited for Kallias to finish talking to the pilot. “The cold doesn’t bother me. When I was human, my mother used to say that I was bred for the cold. Apparently, she and my father…eh…created me during a snowstorm.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Vikings have no concept of too much information, do they?” she asked, watching as her breath poured out of her mouth like smoke. 
 
    “No,” Erik said with a playful grin. “We really don’t.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “So, what is the plan? Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Erik said thoughtfully, tilting his head back against the hood of the car, staring up at the black sky. “Step one is to find a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “How will that help?” 
 
    “It will help me have a great night,” he said easily, as if it were obvious. 
 
    She rolled her eyes again. “I mean…how will that help us find Alana?” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, his smile fading. “Hang on. I’ll try to think of a good lie.” 
 
    She sighed, “Do we even know where we’re staying during the day yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” Erik said. “Probably a hotel of some kind.” 
 
    “Then, first, we need a place to stay during the day,” Rose said. “Right?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Erik groaned. “Why do you have to be so boring?” 
 
    Kallias suddenly appeared beside them, moving so quickly that Rose and Erik didn’t even realize that he’d finished talking to the pilot until they saw him. 
 
    Erik and Rose both jumped, startled by his sudden appearance. 
 
    “Get in the car,” Kallias growled as he swept his gaze around the empty parking lot. His brown eyes narrowed at a wall of five tall, block buildings just beyond the parking lot. “Rose! Did you not hear me? Get in the car! Now!” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at him. “Would it kill you to say please?” 
 
    “Hurry!” Kallias snarled, watching the building with wide, worried eyes. 
 
    Erik stepped away from the car, his green eyes widening in shock, as he realized what had set Kallias on edge. He sniffed, noticing the new scents. “Shit.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at Erik, noticing the change in his behavior. She sniffed hesitantly at the icy air. Less attuned to particular scents than Erik and Kallias, it took Rose longer to identify the scents that had made both Kallias and Erik so anxious. At first, she only noticed their own scents and the faint scent of fuel from the plane and the car. Then, as she inhaled deeply, she noticed the wet, salty scent of water, the scent of dust and concrete from the nearby buildings, and even the scent of a human—the pilot, she assumed. And then, as she sniffed the air again, she noticed it: beyond the scent of the plane or the car, beyond the scent of the building, beyond the scent of the human: she smelled the distinct, sweet scent of a vampire. No, she realized. Not a vampire. Many vampires. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias snarled in her ear. “You need to get inside the car.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rose said dryly. She squinted at the five buildings ahead of them, scanning the shadows between the buildings for signs of vampires. “A thin layer of metal and glass will totally protect me from a bunch of vampires.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her sarcasm. “It’s better than nothing.” 
 
    Rose lifted her hoodie and removed the silver dagger from the sheath attached to the waistband of her jeans. She held up the dagger. “So is this.” 
 
    “I like the way she thinks,” Erik said with a grin. 
 
    Kallias’s head jerked back toward the shadows. “They’re coming.” 
 
    “Why are they here?” Rose asked worriedly. 
 
    “For us, I assume,” Kallias said. “There is no one else around.” 
 
    “Who do you think sent them?” Erik asked. “Alana or Aaron?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Kallias muttered. “Either way, they’re here to kill us.” 
 
    Erik and Kallias both pulled out their weapons, preparing for a fight. Then, they watched apprehensively as, one-by-one, a group of at least twenty vampires emerged from the shadows. They filed out from behind the center building—a closed, empty office building—and spread out as they reached the parking lot, encircling Erik, Kallias, and Rose to ensure that they could not leave without a fight. Rose swallowed as she realized that they moved like soldiers. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Erik mumbled to her, even though he sounded pretty worried himself. “We’ve won against a larger number of vampires before.” 
 
    “Yes, but one of us died then,” Kallias hissed, shooting a pointed glare at Rose. “And almost every single one of those vampires was killed by her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said uneasily. “I’m not sure I can do that again.” 
 
    One vampire suddenly stepped forward and offered them a friendly smile. Honestly, out of all the vampires, he looked the least dangerous. His blue sweater, blue jeans, and beige, fur-lined coat, coupled with that friendly, toothy smile, gave him a passive, docile appearance, but his sweet, powerful scent gave away that he was a vampire, which meant he was as far from docile as it gets. “Ah, there is no need for weapons,” the man said, his voice lilting with a clear, Norwegian accent. “We are not here to kill you. We are only here to escort you.” 
 
    “And if we don’t want to be escorted?” Kallias prompted. 
 
    The vampire smiled and spread out his arms, gesturing toward the rest of the vampires with him. “Then, I suppose we will have to kill you, after all.” 
 
    Even though they were severely outnumbered, Kallias stepped forward, preparing to fight the vampires that surrounded them. But then, he froze. 
 
    A whistling sound, like a fast, high-pitched wind, cut through the silence. 
 
    Rose looked up, her eyes widening in shock, as she saw a woman falling through the air, after apparently leaping from the top of the tallest building. 
 
    The woman landed on her feet, her body folded forward into a crouched position. She straightened and shook her blue-streaked hair out of her face. 
 
    “Huh,” Rose mumbled, her eyebrows lifting. “That was pretty neat.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. 
 
    “What? It was,” Rose said defensively. 
 
    A hushed murmur traveled through the group of vampires. The vampire who had stepped forward just a moment ago now took a step backward. His gray eyes widened. He seemed worried, all of the sudden. Rose frowned as she glanced around at the rest of the vampires, noticing similar reactions in the others. She realized, as she watched them, that these vampires recognized the woman who had leapt from the building. And…they were afraid of her. 
 
    The woman turned toward the vampire who was currently backing away from her—the same vampire who had just threatened to kill them, the one who had seemed so confident before. “Where are you going?” the woman asked. 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed as she heard the woman’s voice. It sounded familiar somehow, even though Rose was almost positive that she’d never heard it before. The woman’s voice sounded breathy and seductive. Her voice lilted with a soft, purring accent—an accent that Rose couldn’t place. Then, her eyes widened as she realized why it sounded familiar. It sounded like Alana’s accent. It had the same softness, the same appealing lilt… Rose realized that the two women must have lived during the same time period, maybe even in the same region. 
 
    The woman’s heavy, black boots thudded harshly against the pavement as she stepped forward, toward the frightened vampire. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the vampire said as he stepped backward. 
 
    The woman tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over one, bare shoulder as she approached him. “I think you know exactly why I’m here.” 
 
    The vampire suddenly spun around and tried to run away from her, but the woman caught him, her hand wrapping around his fur-coat-covered bicep. Then, she tossed him across the parking lot with ease, as if he were weightless. The vampire landed flat on his back, several feet away from her. He quickly scrambled backward on his hands as the woman began to approach him again. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose noticed Erik gaping at the woman, his jaw literally hanging open. She shrugged at the strange sight, assuming that, knowing Erik, he was looking at the woman like that because she was beautiful. 
 
    Because she was. Beautiful, that is. 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but notice it as she watched the woman. This woman wasn’t beautiful in the way that Alana was beautiful, though. Alana was a perfect, stereotypical kind of beautiful. This woman—this vampire—was different. She was a unique, unconventional kind of beautiful. A dangerous kind of beautiful. 
 
    Despite the brutally cold air that had Rose shivering beneath her hoodie, this woman wore a tight, black tank top and a pair of thin, black leather pants that clung to every slight curve of her tall, muscular body. Her sleek, dark hair fell to her shoulders, and at first sight, in the darkness of the night, Rose thought it looked black, but as the moonlight hit the woman’s hair, Rose noticed the dark, electric-blue streaks in the black hair. Dressed in all black, skintight leather, and heavy, black boots, the woman looked dangerous and…kind of sexy, actually. 
 
    Rose blinked, wondering where that thought had come from. 
 
    “Kara,” Erik mumbled, his eyes wide, as if he’d seen a ghost. 
 
    Rose glanced at him. “Kara?” she repeated, surprised. “That’s Kara?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said slowly, frowning at her. “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “No, actually,” she muttered, her voice thick with sarcasm, “probably because she forgot to wear her Hi-I’m-Alana’s-lover T-shirt.” 
 
    “She didn’t send us for you, Kara,” the vampire said, crawling backward, away from her. “You could leave. We wouldn’t even tell her that we saw you.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I followed you, Per. If I wanted to leave without Alana knowing that I’d been here, I could have done it already. I very much want her to know that I was here, and you are going to help me send that message.” 
 
    “Really?” Per said, his gray eyes widening. He scrambled to his feet. “I’ll take her whatever message you want. I thought…you were here to fight.” 
 
    Kara smiled at him. “I am.” 
 
    It was as if they were all waiting for those two words…because as soon as she said them, the quiet, anxious hesitation transformed into total chaos. 
 
    Several vampires turned and fled, disappearing into the night so quickly that it was as if they’d never been there. But those that stayed pulled out their weapons and closed in on Kara, apparently abandoning their original mission. 
 
    One vampire—a tall, muscular man with long, black hair, bound in a ponytail at the nape of his neck—attacked Kara from behind, pressing a dagger against her neck. “Surrender, Kara Unnarsdóttir,” he growled in her ear. 
 
    Kara leaned back against his chest, surrendering her weight to him. “Aww,” she pouted, a cocky smirk pulling at her lips. “I suppose you have me now.” As the vampire adjusted his arms to hold her, she twisted slightly, looking up at him as she shoved something into his stomach. “Sorry, I was only kidding.” 
 
    The vampire gasped and stumbled backward, clutching the short, thin dagger embedded in his stomach. He jerked the dagger out immediately, and a shocked, anguished scream ripped out of his mouth. Blood poured from his stomach, soaking his clothes. Stunned by the amount of blood and the severity of the injury, the vampire glanced down at the tiny dagger, his eyes widening as he saw the strategic shifts and curves of the blade. He gripped his ripped open stomach, swaying unsteadily on his feet, as he began to choke on his own blood. 
 
    Kara grinned. “Those hurt worse coming out than they do going in.” 
 
    As soon as they realized that the other vampire no longer had Kara at his mercy, the rest of the vampires attacked her, all at once. The closest vampire to her—the one she had called Per—reached her first. He tried to press his own knife against her throat, like the other vampire had, but before the blade even touched her throat, she grasped his arms and flipped him over her head. Per landed flat on his back. Kara managed to produce two small daggers from a weapon belt around her waist before the rest of the vampires reached her. 
 
    “Uh…shouldn’t we help?” Rose asked, watching the scene worriedly. 
 
    Erik let out a short, bark-like laugh. “No. Kara’s got this.” 
 
    And somehow, she did. As each of the twenty or so vampires attacked her, she killed them, one after another, sometimes two at the same time. Kara moved so unusually and so deceptively that none of the vampires seemed to be able to predict her movements. Blood splattered all over the pavement as she decapitated at least ten vampires and then tore the hearts out of four more. 
 
    Rose watched, entranced, as Kara fought with a level of skill and control unlike anything Rose had ever seen before. Even Kallias didn’t fight like that. 
 
    Rose realized that, unlike most people, Kara utilized every part of her body when she fought, rather than just her legs and arms. She didn’t just punch, kick, and stab. She used moves that probably didn’t even have a name. 
 
    Still, even with such unbelievable skills, an outnumbered vampire can’t possibly stay ahead forever. Kara eventually lost the upper hand, and it wasn’t long afterward that Kara found herself with another dagger against her throat. 
 
    Except this time, she seemed to have run out of hidden weapons. 
 
    “Okay,” Kara said. She lifted her hands out in front of her and opened them, proving that she wasn’t hiding any weapons. She stared down the remaining vampires, her icy blue eyes burning with defiance. “You win. Kill me.” 
 
    Rose shifted forward, her eyes wide, but Kallias quickly grasped her arm to stop her. Part of her wanted to ignore him and race to Kara’s aide anyway, but something about the intense look in his wide, brown eyes made Rose think that maybe he knew something that she didn’t. She stilled, watching Kara warily. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Kara taunted, lifting an eyebrow. “Kill me.” 
 
    The dagger against her throat trembled slightly. The vampire that held her glanced around at the other six remaining vampires, as if he were waiting for someone to tell him what to do. But they all seemed as confused as he did. 
 
    “Ah, but you can’t, can you?” Kara said. A cocky smirk tilted at the edges of her lips. “Because Alana commanded you not to kill me, didn’t she?” 
 
    The vampire pursed his lips irritably and lowered the dagger. 
 
    “I can kill you, but you can’t kill me,” Kara laughed, her light blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “That must be awfully inconvenient for you.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she heard a strange, clicking noise. She glanced around, her eyes widening in alarm as she noticed that one of the vampires had removed a small handgun from his belt. He pointed the gun at the back of Kara’s head. 
 
    A thunderous gunshot echoed through the parking lot. 
 
    And then…nothing.  
 
    Kara never collapsed. As a matter of fact, the bullet never even hit her. Stunned, Kara turned slowly toward the gun. She stared, her lips parting in surprise as she saw the bullet hovering in midair, between the gun and her face. 
 
    The vampire lowered his gun. “What the hell?” he gasped. 
 
    “Damn it, Rose,” Kallias grumbled, shooting a frustrated glare at her. 
 
    Rose responded to his glare with a glare of her own. “What was I supposed to do?” she snarled. “Just stand here while she gets shot in the head?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “It’s not like it would have killed her.” 
 
    “But it would have hurt her,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Kara suddenly turned to look at Rose. Their eyes met for the first time since Kara had leapt off of that building, and for a moment, Rose just stared at Kara, transfixed by the intense, piercing eyes that stared back at her. Kara’s eyes were an intense, light blue…lighter than any blue that Rose had ever seen before. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled like glass and pierced like ice. They reminded Rose of the cold, glistening frost that covered the pavement. And as the corners of Kara’s pale, pink lips lifted into a surprised smile, those eyes seemed to glow brighter. 
 
    Rose snapped out of her daze as she realized that Kara wasn’t the only one looking at her. The other vampires were staring at her, too, their eyes wide. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Erik muttered, cringing in anticipation. 
 
    The remaining vampires attacked them, all at once. 
 
    They barely had time to react as the six vampires abandoned their attack on Kara and came after them, instead. Despite the fact that the vampires were older and faster than her, Rose managed to dodge the first vampire’s attempt to grab her. Another vampire tried to stab her, and she caught his wrist, just in time to stop the blade from impaling her. The sounds of fighting and pained grunts surrounded her as Kallias and Erik fought the four vampires that attacked them. 
 
    Rose realized that she was on her own. Kallias and Erik had their own battles to fight. And Rose began to worry that maybe she wasn’t ready for this. 
 
    As she held tightly to the vampire’s wrist, she shoved the silver dagger into his stomach. A furious, terrifying growl echoed from his throat. Fortunately, she managed to jerk the dagger out of his stomach before he shoved her back. 
 
    As the vampire slammed her against the side of the car, Rose noticed that the first vampire that had attacked her lay motionless on the ground, blood soaking into the pavement. She didn’t have time to wonder what had happened to him, however, because the vampire that held her against the car suddenly pressed a knife against her throat. The sharp blade dug painfully into her skin. 
 
    Rose grasped the handle of the knife to hold the blade away from her neck, and then, she kneed him in the groin as hard as she could. He fell to the ground, groaning in pain. But before Rose could breathe a sigh of relief, another vampire flew at her, slamming her onto the pavement with so much force that Rose felt as if her lungs would never work again. The vampire straddled her. 
 
    He pinned her to the ground, clutching both of her wrists above her head with one hand. With his other hand, he pressed a knife against her throat. She fought with all of her strength to push him off of her, but he was too strong. 
 
    The vampire tilted his head to the side, his dark, brown eyes dancing with amusement. “You must be a baby vampire,” he laughed. “You’re so weak.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Rose rasped, tilting her head back against the pavement as she tried to increase the amount of space between the blade and her throat. 
 
    The vampire’s brows furrowed. “What?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes. “Yes, I am young. But no, I’m not weak.” 
 
    As soon as the last word left her mouth, the vampire suddenly flew backward, thrown off of her by an invisible force. He landed flat on his back. 
 
    Rose rolled over onto her stomach and grasped her dagger, which lay discarded on the pavement, coated in blood. Then, she jumped up and raced toward the vampire, shoving him back onto the pavement as he tried to stand. 
 
    She straddled his stomach and placed the dagger against his throat, just as Kallias had taught her to do. The vampire’s dark, brown eyes widened in fear, and Rose found herself unable to look away from them. She knew that all she had to do was push down on the dagger and let the blade slide through his neck, but she couldn’t move her hand, not when she could see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    She began to pant as memories flashed through her mind, memories of the fearful, agonized screams that echoed through the building the night that she had killed all of those vampires. Her grip tightened around the handle, but she couldn’t bring herself to push down. She couldn’t bring herself to kill him. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the blade slid through the vampire’s throat without any resistance whatsoever, as if someone else had moved it. Rose blinked in shock and tore her gaze from the lifeless eyes of the vampire, her gaze shifting toward the blade of her dagger. Her brows furrowed as she found someone else’s hand resting on the blade of her dagger, a hand with soft, alabaster skin—a woman’s hand. She glanced up and froze as her gaze met those piercing, blue eyes again. 
 
    Kara knelt beside her, crouched on one knee, with one hand covering the blade of Rose’s dagger. Her intense, cornflower-blue eyes never wavered as she stared at Rose. Then, her soft, pale lips tilted upward, into a flirty smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” Rose said breathlessly, her eyes still wide with shock. 
 
    Kara shifted her weight onto her toes, leaning forward, toward Rose. Her sleek, black-and-blue hair fell over her bare shoulders, over the front of her tank top, as she tilted her face toward Rose’s. As she leaned closer, her scent invaded Rose’s senses. She smelled warm and sweet, all at once, like leather and violets. Her smile deepened as she murmured, “Just returning the favor.” 
 
    “Kara?” Erik called, an excited, boyish grin breaking out across his face. 
 
    Kara finally broke that intense and bewildering eye contact with Rose. She glanced over her shoulder, and a reminiscent smile curved at her lips, too, as she saw Erik behind her. She stood and turned toward him. “Erik Olafsson.” 
 
    Erik pulled Kara into his arms suddenly, embracing her in one of the tightest hugs Rose had ever seen, and to her surprise, the enigmatic, dangerous-looking woman looped her arms around his neck and returned the hug. 
 
    Kallias held out his hand toward Rose. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, noticing the splatter of blood that peppered his neck and face. She placed her free hand in his, allowing him to pull her to her feet. “I couldn’t do it,” she admitted. “I hesitated. I…I couldn’t kill him.” 
 
    “I know. I saw,” he said gently. “Rose, that’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Rose argued stubbornly. 
 
    “You’re not a killer,” Kallias sighed. “It’s just not who you are.” 
 
    “Except it is,” she said. She lifted her chin, her bright blue eyes flashing with pain. “I killed fifty vampires with my mind. That sounds like a killer to me.” 
 
    His light brown eyes softened with sympathy. “Rose…” 
 
    Rose glanced past him, frowning as she noticed the other two blood-soaked corpses lying on the pavement around her. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “You didn’t see?” Kallias said. He tilted his head toward Kara. “She killed them while you were fighting. She was helping you the entire time.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. She turned to look at that strange, blue-haired vampire again. Her eyebrows lifted as she found Kara and Erik still locked in a painfully-tight bear hug. “So…is she Alana’s lover or Erik’s lover?” she asked. 
 
    Kallias snorted, “Knowing Erik, probably both.” 
 
    Kara suddenly tossed her head back and laughed. “Ugh. He wishes,” she scoffed as she unfurled her long, muscular arms from around his neck. 
 
    Erik scratched his head, mussing his wavy, blonde hair, and nodded. “It’s true,” he agreed. “Before she informed me of her…aversion to the penis…I threw every trick her way. And…nothing. It did irreparable damage to my ego.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Erik, all 3.5 billion women that live in this world could reject you, and you would still have an ego the size of the sun.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably true.” 
 
    Kara wrinkled her nose at Erik. “It’s not really an aversion to the penis,” she quipped. “I think a better phrase for it would be…an admiration of the pussy.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Oh, for goodness sakes, she’s as crude as Erik.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Kara continued, not missing a beat. She turned toward Rose, and with a wicked grin, she began to approach Rose, her heavy boots thudding against the concrete with each step. Startled, Rose stepped backward, her back pressing against the car behind her, as the flirty vampire neared her. Kara moved so close that Rose could once again smell the leather of her pants and the scent of violets in her blue-streaked hair. Kara’s lips curved slowly into a sly, seductive smirk as she swept her cornflower-blue gaze up and down Rose’s body. She glanced over her shoulder at Erik. “Who is the sexy redhead?” 
 
    Erik snorted and came to stand beside her. “That’s Rose. She’s a friend.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze swept low again, lingering very obviously on the curves of Rose’s breasts that she could see even through the loose, black hoodie. She bit her bottom lip, a hint of fang gleaming in her mouth. “Very nice breasts.” 
 
    Erik laughed loudly. “You might want to slow down a little, if you don’t want to freak her out,” he told Kara, clearly amused. “Rose is a bit of a prude.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t even respond to Erik’s insult with one of her usual, sassy comebacks because she was too stunned by the way Kara was looking at her. 
 
    “She’s not a prude,” Kara argued, still staring at Rose. “I can tell.” 
 
    “Um…you can…tell?” Rose sputtered. “H-how…can you tell?” 
 
    Kara chuckled at Rose’s stammering. She winked at her. 
 
    “And since you’re so obviously flirting with Rose,” Erik snorted, “I should probably introduce you to her boyfriend. He’s standing right beside her.” 
 
    Kara continued to stare at Rose, as if Erik hadn’t said anything. She didn’t seem the least bit interested in who Rose’s boyfriend was. Then, in what was her most shocking behavior yet, Kara leaned in close and sniffed Rose’s neck. 
 
    Rose shivered as she felt the vampire’s warm, wet breath on her neck. “Um,” she sputtered, her blue eyes widening in shock, “what are you doing?” 
 
    Kara stepped back and flashed that smile at Rose again—that flirty, sideways smirk that oozed confidence and seductiveness. “You smell amazing.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at the peculiar vampire. “Uh…thanks?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, studying Rose with dilated, hungry eyes, like a predator analyzing her prey. “I am very pleased to meet you, Rose.” 
 
    Rose cast a wide-eyed, bewildered look at Kallias. “Um…” she began ominously. “By any chance, would this happen to be what you meant when you said that the vampires at the Tomb of Blood are less…human…than we are?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Oh, this doesn’t even scratch the surface.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s…not scary at all,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias watched Kara suspiciously. “What were you doing here?” 
 
    For a moment, he thought that Kara hadn’t heard him…because she didn’t even attempt to tear her gaze away from Rose. But then, without even looking at him, she answered, “I was following them. They led me to you.” 
 
    “They never noticed that you were following?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    A smug smile curved at the edges of Kara’s lips. “What can I say? I am very skilled,” she said, winking slyly at Rose. “Besides, they were distracted.” 
 
    “Why is she winking at me?” Rose mumbled to Erik. 
 
    “It’s called flirting,” Erik informed her. 
 
    Kallias continued to question Kara. “Why were you following them?” 
 
    “To kill them,” Kara said, her brows furrowing, “obviously.” 
 
    “Why?” Kallias continued rudely. 
 
    For the first time all night, Kara tore her gaze from Rose and looked at Kallias. Unlike most vampires and humans, Kara didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by Kallias. A flash of irritation sparked in her eyes as she stared back at the ancient, telepathic vampire. “Because Aaron wanted them dead. Obviously.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kallias asked suspiciously. “And why would he want that?” 
 
    A short, soft laugh escaped her lips. “You know, I’m really not in the mood to be interrogated,” she said, her eyes narrowing. But then, her gaze shifted back toward Rose, and the irritation in her expression melted away, as if it had never been there. Her piercing, blue eyes sparkled mischievously as they swept the length of Rose’s body. “Of course, I wouldn’t mind as much if your girlfriend was the one doing the interrogating. I’d even let her handcuff me.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “H-handcuff?” she sputtered. 
 
    Kara smirked at her. “Unless you’d rather me handcuff you?” 
 
    “Um,” Rose stammered, her eyes wide, “what are we talking about?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Careful, Kara. You’ll send her into shock.” 
 
    Kallias ignored their banter. “Fine,” he said to Kara, deciding to rephrase the question. “Answer this, then. Who sent those vampires after us?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Alana,” she said impatiently, “obviously.” 
 
    “And why would Aaron send you to kill them?” Kallias asked again. 
 
    Kara spun toward him. “I have an idea. Why don’t you answer my questions for a minute?” she suggested, her eyes narrowing. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Kallias stared back at her, his gaze steely. “We were traveling.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Try again. Telepath or not…you can’t lie to a liar.” 
 
    Kallias froze, his brown eyes widening in shock. “How did you know that? How do you know that I’m a telepath? We never mentioned that.” 
 
    “Rumors,” Kara said cryptically. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Kallias accused. “Someone told you.” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Who? Alana?” Kallias asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Alana knows that I’m a telepath, and she clearly knew that we would be here today.” 
 
    “Ah, I see where your mind is going with this,” Kara said with an amused smile. “You think that Alana is the one who sent me here, not Aaron. You think that I’m here to take you to her, like those other vampires were. But I think you’re forgetting that I just killed most of the vampires that she sent after you. Now, why would I kill the vampires that she sent, if I were working for her?” 
 
    “Then, how do you know that I’m a telepath?” Kallias asked again. 
 
    “Aaron told me,” Kara answered, finally. “He knew you were coming, too, by the way. Alana’s not the only person who has been watching you.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    “We came because of the murders,” Rose blurted out suddenly, tired of listening to the endless interrogation that was obviously accomplishing nothing. 
 
    Kara turned back toward Rose, a surprised smile forming at the edges of her lips. “Honesty? Wow. You are just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It says a lot about a person when honesty surprises them,” Rose sassed. 
 
    Kara just smiled. “Does it?” 
 
    Meanwhile, Kallias stared at Rose as if she’d just started the apocalypse. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he snarled at Rose. “This woman is Alana’s lover…and Aaron’s second-in-command. Are you trying to get us killed?” 
 
    Rose scowled at Kallias. “No, I’m trying to actually get somewhere in this conversation,” she corrected, “which is something you clearly weren’t doing.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do about the murders?” Kara asked Rose. 
 
    “We want to stop them before it’s too late,” Rose answered. Then, in classic Rose fashion, she flashed a sassy smile at Kara and added, “obviously.” 
 
    Kara laughed. Her smile was so wide that Rose could see the gleam of fangs inside her mouth. Kara tilted her head, her piercing, blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “Where have you been hiding?” she murmured seductively. 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange question. “Um…America?” 
 
    Erik watched them with an amused grin, as if he found the interaction between Rose and Kara to be the most entertaining thing he’d ever seen. “Kara,” he said, “who is responsible for all of this?” His voice sounded quiet and friendly. Trusting. Unlike Kallias, Erik didn’t seem the least bit suspicious of his old friend. 
 
    Kara looked up at him, her brows furrowing, as if she couldn’t believe he would even ask that question. “The murders? Alana,” she answered. Then, almost as an afterthought, she flashed a flirty smile at Rose and added, “obviously.” 
 
    Rose tried—and failed—to suppress the smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    Erik shifted uneasily at the confirmation. “You’re sure that it’s her?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure,” Kara said, scowling at him. “How are you not?” 
 
    Erik sighed, “I was just…holding out hope, I guess.” 
 
    “Why is Aaron letting her do this?” Kallias interrupted. 
 
    “Aaron isn’t letting her do anything,” Kara corrected, turning her gaze back toward him. “As you clearly saw a moment ago, he is trying to stop her.” 
 
    “All I saw was you killing a few vampires,” Kallias argued. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Aaron’s the commander. I’m the army.” 
 
    “His army is a little small, don’t you think?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Rose elbowed him in the side. “Kallias. Cool it.” 
 
    Kallias grimaced in pain. “Vampire strength, Rose,” he grunted. 
 
    “Oh!” Rose squeaked, her eyes widening. “I forgot. I’m sorry, Kallias!” 
 
    Kallias squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s fine. I’ll heal.” 
 
    Kara laughed at Rose’s mistake. “Oh, you are young, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’ve only been a vampire for a few weeks,” she admitted. 
 
    “Hmm,” Kara murmured. “Impressive fighting for a baby.” 
 
    Rose scowled at the condescending term. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “What? Baby?” Kara laughed. A seductive smile curved at her lips as she stepped forward. Since Rose’s back was already pressed up against the car, she had nowhere to go when Kara’s warm, soft body brushed against hers. “What if I say it like this?” Kara pressed her lips to Rose’s ear and whispered, “Baby.” 
 
    Rose shivered against her. “Uh…” she stammered, her cheeks flushing. 
 
    “You’re really good at rendering her speechless,” Erik told Kara. 
 
    Kara stepped back and laughed, “Oh? Just wait until I’m actually trying.” 
 
    “Trying?” Rose squeaked, her eyes wide. 
 
    Kara turned toward Erik. “How do you intend to stop the murders?” 
 
    Erik raked his fingers through his mess of blonde hair, anxiety flashing in his eyes. “I suppose we’ll have to,” he paused, sighing uneasily, “kill Alana.” 
 
    Kara laughed in disbelief. “You are going to kill Alana?” 
 
    “We talked about it once, remember?” Erik said uncomfortably. “We talked about killing her. Together. To free ourselves from her. It was your idea.” 
 
    “And if I remember correctly,” Kara said bitterly, “you said no.” 
 
    Erik nodded solemnly. “I wasn’t ready then. I loved her too much.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to believe that’s changed?” Kara asked skeptically. 
 
    “She’s been out of my life for over a thousand years,” Erik told her. 
 
    “Which is a thousand years longer than she’s been out of yours,” Kallias reminded Kara, ignoring the annoyed glare that Rose shot in his direction. 
 
    But Kara just smiled, as if his comment hadn’t bothered her at all. “She has never—nor will she ever be—out of your life,” she told Erik, a bitter smile twisting at her lips. “Every time you think that she’s not watching you, she is.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at the bitterness she’d heard in that statement. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to realize that,” Erik muttered uncomfortably. 
 
    “But wouldn’t he have known?” Rose interjected. “I mean, if she were watching him, wouldn’t he have smelled her or something? He knows her scent.” 
 
    “She’s a telepath. Do you honestly think that she doesn’t tamper with our memories?” Kara asked. “Hell, I lost an entire decade once. I fell asleep in London, and I woke up in France ten years later. It turned out that I missed the entire French Revolution. Apparently, they had a war over cake or something.” 
 
    “It wasn’t over cake,” Rose corrected. “I mean, yes, a princess—possibly Marie Antoinette—supposedly did say, ‘Let them eat cake,’ but that simply illustrated the real cause of the French Revolution, which was economic inequality, which is still a social problem in many countries, including the U.S.”  
 
    “She does that a lot,” Erik whispered to Kara. “It’s really annoying.” 
 
    Kara watched Rose with a smile. “I like it.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “So…uh…Alana made you forget an entire decade?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Kara said nonchalantly, as if it didn’t bother her at all. 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “To mess with my head,” Kara said easily. “Why else?” 
 
    “I thought she was dead,” Erik admitted quietly. 
 
    Kara spun toward him, her eyes widening in disbelief. “You what?” 
 
    “All of that time,” Erik said uneasily, “I believed she was dead.” 
 
    “Why in Odin’s name would you ever believe that?” Kara asked. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “There were some vampires. They said that she died.” 
 
    Kara scowled at him. “She’s a telepath.” 
 
    “They saw it,” Erik added. 
 
    “She’s a telepath,” Kara repeated. 
 
    “Kallias read their minds,” Erik said. “They really did see it.” 
 
    “She’s a telepath,” Kara repeated yet again. She sighed, “She can make them see what she wants them to see. Alana is good at illusions. You know that.” 
 
    “I never thought about that,” Kallias admitted, shaking his head at his mistake. “If the person believes the illusion, then there is no way for me to see if it’s true or false. Because…in their minds, it really happened, even if it didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Erik said. “I knew her, and I didn’t think about it.” 
 
    Kara stared at them. “How did she die? In the illusion, I mean.” 
 
    “Aaron killed her,” Erik answered, “about eleven hundred years ago.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “That was when he kicked her out of the Tomb of Blood. She got out of hand after you left. No amount of damage control could fix the wreckage she left behind. Aaron finally washed his hands of her and kicked her out. I chose to stay at the Tomb of Blood, which, of course, pissed her off.” 
 
    “Why would she want me to think that he killed her?” Erik asked. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “The same reason she does everything. To manipulate you. To control your mind. How is it so easy for you to forget what she is like?” 
 
    “I remember,” Erik sighed. “I just… I thought she was dead.” 
 
    “She’s not,” Kara said bitterly. “I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Look, we don’t particularly want to see World War III, Supernatural Edition,” Rose interjected. “So, if you are trying to stop Alana, we’d like to help.” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose. “Really?” she said, surprised by the offer. 
 
    Kallias whirled on Rose, giving her his most deadly glare yet. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he snarled. “We are not working with Aaron.” 
 
    “We can’t stop Alana and her army by ourselves,” Rose insisted. 
 
    “I don’t trust Aaron,” Kallias hissed, “or Alana’s lover, for that matter.” 
 
    “Which lover?” Kara asked. “She has plenty.” 
 
    “Erik was Alana’s lover, too,” Rose reminded him. “You trust him.” 
 
    “He’s not a liar like she is,” Kallias said, jerking his head toward Kara. 
 
    “Aw, thank you for noticing,” Kara taunted. “I’m quite good at it, too.”  
 
    “I get that you have issues with dishonesty,” Rose said to Kallias. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “I don’t have…issues,” he muttered indignantly. 
 
    She continued, “But you just met her. You don’t know that she’s bad.” 
 
    “Oh, I am very bad,” Kara interrupted. “Very, very bad.” 
 
    Rose sighed at her. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Kara shrugged, her lips tilting again into that flirty, sideways smile. 
 
    “We’re not working with Aaron,” Kallias insisted. 
 
    “Your sexy girlfriend has a point, telepath,” Kara interrupted. “If you actually want to take down Alana, you will need Aaron. You’ll need the Tomb of Blood. Alana has a hell of an army, and you don’t stand a chance by yourself.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Did she just call me sexy?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Yes, Rose. She called you sexy.” 
 
    Kallias stared at the blue-and-black-haired vampire for a moment, as if he were considering her point. “Even if I were willing to put aside my differences with Aaron, I can’t allow Rose to get anywhere near him. So, the answer is no.” 
 
    “You can’t allow me?” Rose repeated, her brows raised. 
 
    “You’re afraid he’ll kill her?” Kara guessed. “Because of her power?” 
 
    Kallias’s jaw clenched. “Speaking of…” He took a step toward her. 
 
    Kara had the blade of her dagger against his chest before he could take another step. “Don’t even think about tampering with my mind, telepath.” 
 
    “You saw what she can do,” Kallias said. “I can’t let you tell Aaron.” 
 
    “Who says I would?” Kara asked, raising an eyebrow in challenge. 
 
    “Both of you, separate. Now,” Rose said, stepping in between them. 
 
    Kara lowered her dagger, one corner of her lips twitching upward. “If I’m disobedient, will you discipline me?” she asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Rose blinked. “Why do I feel like that was a dirty joke of some kind?” 
 
    “Because even you are bound to catch of couple of them,” Erik said. 
 
    “I have to erase her memory,” Kallias tried to explain to Rose. 
 
    “Like hell you do,” Kara snarled. “I get enough of that from Alana.” 
 
    “She will tell Aaron, and Aaron will kill you,” Kallias told Rose. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “She saved me from taking a bullet to the head and winding up in Alana’s hands again. You really think I’m going to get her killed?” 
 
    They all stared at Kara, surprised that she’d said something so serious. 
 
    “Her secret is safe with me,” Kara added. “I swear.” 
 
    “That might be easier to believe if you weren’t a liar,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Issues,” Rose repeated, waving her hand at him. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Fine,” Kara sighed, spreading out her arms. “Read my mind. You will see that there is one type of oath that I’ve never broken. Do you see that?” 
 
    Kallias stared at her, that scrutinizing intensity burning in his narrowed, brown eyes. Rose recognized that look. It was the intensity that she always saw in his eyes when he used his telepathic abilities. “Yes,” he confirmed. “I see it.” 
 
    “What if I swear that oath to Rose? Will you trust me, then?” Kara asked. 
 
    “You would do that?” Kallias asked, shocked by the offer. 
 
    Kara lifted her chin. “Does anyone have a sword?” 
 
    “A sword?” Rose repeated, frowning. “Why would we have a sword?” 
 
    Kallias suddenly handed Kara a heavy, iron longsword. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Where did you even get that?” 
 
    “From my bag,” Kallias said, tilting his head toward the trunk of the car. 
 
    Rose frowned at the open trunk. She was positive that it had been closed a moment ago, and yet, she had never even noticed Kallias leave her side. 
 
    “You’re such a terrible vampire,” Erik teased. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Says the guy who didn’t notice his psychotic ex-girlfriend following him around for over a thousand years,” she sassed. 
 
    Erik’s smirk lost a little bit of its smug tilt. 
 
    Kara laughed, “She’s good.” 
 
    Erik gave her a peeved look. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Why do you need a sword, exactly?” Rose asked Kara. 
 
    Kara weighed the blade in her hand, twisting it until she had a comfortable grip on the hilt. “I don’t,” she corrected. She held it out. “You do.” 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered, staring down at the freshly sharpened sword. 
 
    Kara tossed it easily, as if it weren’t a very sharp object that could kill people, and caught it by the blade, holding it so that the hilt faced Rose. “Here.” 
 
    Rose reluctantly took the sword, her eyebrows lifting in disbelief. 
 
    “Now, hold it. Tip of the blade on the ground,” Kara directed. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “What?” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes and stepped forward. He took the sword out of Rose’s hand and flipped it so that the blade hit the pavement, the metal dinging loudly in the night. He grabbed Rose’s hand and placed it on the hilt of the sword again so that Rose held the sword in front of her, the hilt up and the blade down. 
 
    Kara nodded in approval and then fell to her knees in front of Rose. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “What the heck is she doing?” she hissed at Erik. 
 
    “She’s swearing fealty to you,” Erik laughed, as if it were obvious. 
 
    “She’s…what?” Rose sputtered in shock. 
 
    “She wants Kallias to take her seriously,” Erik explained slowly, as if he were explaining something to a child. “Well, this is as serious as it gets.” 
 
    “This is insane and completely unnecessary,” Rose insisted, her eyes still wide with shock. She looked at Kallias. “Right? Tell her it’s unnecessary.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “She stands by her oaths. I can see that in her mind.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “You are seriously going to let someone do all of this just because you have trust issues?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t have issues.” 
 
    Rose glanced again at Kara, unable to believe that this strange vampire was actually kneeling before her, ready to do this. “You swear fealty to royalty, not to some random stranger that you met five minutes ago. This is crazy.” 
 
    Kara’s lips lifted into a teasing smirk. “Crazy is kind of my thing.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Bad word choice, then. Ridiculous. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Are you rejecting my oath?” Kara asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course I am! What sane person wouldn’t?” Rose laughed. 
 
    Kara tilted her head back to meet Rose’s gaze, but she made no move to get off of her knees. That cocky half-smile remained on her face, and a spark of challenge flashed in her icy blue eyes. “To reject an oath of fealty is an insult.” 
 
    “It is?” Rose sputtered. 
 
    Erik crossed his arms and leaned toward Rose. “It’s true. If you reject her oath, you’re basically telling her that you don’t think she is a worthy warrior.” 
 
    “No. No. That’s not what I think at all,” Rose said worriedly. 
 
    Erik smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Then, you have to accept.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “This is basically blackmail.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “Do you accept?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to insult anyone,” Rose grumbled. 
 
    Erik nodded at Kara, as if he were some kind of officiator or something. Rose continued to scowl at him, intent on making her frustration known. He raised an eyebrow when he noticed the look. “You have to look at her, not me.” 
 
    Rose made a frustrated noise in her throat and looked down at Kara. 
 
    Kara lowered her head, as if she’d done this hundreds of times before. A black and blue curtain of hair fell around her face. Her hands rested on her leather-clad thighs. She looked graceful and strong, even on her knees. “I, Kara, daughter of Unnar, offer my loyalty and protection. I have defeated countless warriors and brought down entire villages on my own. I am unsurpassed in skill and cunning, and I have repeatedly proved myself invaluable as a warrior.” 
 
    “Dang. This sounds really official,” Rose muttered worriedly. 
 
    “It is,” Erik assured her. “It’s basically the same oath that I swore to my father when I came of age, except…it sounded a bit more poetic in Old Norse.” 
 
    “This is not even remotely necessary,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “By the way, you’re not supposed to talk yet,” Erik added. 
 
    Kara continued, “I pledge my loyalty and skill to Rose…?” 
 
    “Foster,” Erik whispered, as if this were some kind of official ceremony. 
 
    “Rose Foster,” Kara murmured, her voice dropping and becoming more breathless as she spoke Rose’s name, so much so that Rose shivered slightly at the sound. She continued, “I swear to protect her with my life…” 
 
    “That’s a little extreme,” Rose interrupted. 
 
    “Shhhhh!” Erik hissed. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “And fight on her behalf whenever I am needed,” Kara finished. 
 
    “Now, it’s your turn to talk,” Erik told Rose. 
 
    “Oh? Am I allowed now?” Rose sassed. 
 
    “You have to say, ‘I accept you as my warrior,’” Erik provided. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Rose complained. 
 
    “No. Not at all,” Erik said. “Unless you want to insult her, of course.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rose sighed irritably. “I… I accept you as my warrior.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward and pressed her lips against the back of Rose’s hand, the hand that held the hilt of the sword. Her lips lingered there against Rose’s skin, warm and soft, raising chill bumps on Rose’s hand, and her icy-blue eyes shifted up, piercing through, beneath a curtain of sleek, black-and-blue hair. 
 
    Rose stared down at her in shock. “Uh…why is she doing that?” 
 
    “It’s part of the oath,” Erik answered. 
 
    “Kissing is part of the oath?” Rose asked skeptically. 
 
    “Kissing the hand on the hilt of the sword is,” Erik assured her. He grinned at Kara and added, “Although…she is drawing the kiss out a little bit.” 
 
    Kara pulled her lips away from Rose’s hand, finally, and winked. 
 
    Rose just scowled at her. “Are we done now?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Kara said as she gracefully rose to her feet. That flirty half-smile remained on her lips, as if it had been permanently carved there. 
 
    “I hope you know that I’m not holding you to any of that,” Rose said. 
 
    “I hope you know that I never break an oath,” Kara countered. 
 
    “As opposed to your word, which you do break,” Rose added. 
 
    Kara smiled. “You might find that my deceptive skills are quite useful.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kallias. “Please tell her that you’re satisfied with all of that and that you don’t actually expect her to keep that ridiculous oath.” 
 
    “I suppose…I could try to trust you,” Kallias told Kara, “for now.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I’m not really concerned with whether or not you trust me. I made the oath for her sake, not yours. I still intend to keep it.” 
 
    “Oh my word! This is insane!” Rose complained. 
 
    “Stop whining,” Erik said. “You’ll need protection in the Tomb of Blood, and now, you have it. If I remember correctly, no one messes with Kara.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “You remember correctly.” 
 
    Kallias gave Kara a look that clearly meant he still didn’t trust her. “Lead us to Aaron,” he sighed. “Apparently, we need to make a deal with the devil.”


 
   
 
  

 The Tomb of Blood 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara fell into step beside Rose, her boots thudding heavily against the pavement. Rose tried to keep her eyes trained straight ahead, instead of on the strange, gorgeous vampire, but that task was nearly impossible when that same vampire happened to be walking so close to Rose that her arm brushed Rose’s hoodie with every step she took. Rose glanced down at the arm that brushed her hoodie, noticing the soft paleness of Kara’s skin. Kara had a light, fair complexion, like Erik and Alana, a complexion that contrasted starkly with her black clothing and her black-and-blue hair. Rose lifted her gaze to meet Kara’s. 
 
    “Hello,” Kara said, her lips tilting into that flirty smile she wore so often. 
 
    “Um…hi,” Rose mumbled. “You’re standing really close to me again.” 
 
    “You smell wonderful,” Kara purred, staring hungrily at Rose’s neck. 
 
    “Most people who tell me that want to kill me,” Rose commented. 
 
    Kara chuckled, “I don’t want to kill you. There are a few other things I would like to do to you, but all of those require you being very much alive.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Uh…” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Kara, I don’t think Rose is ready for your…directness.” 
 
    “Is that what you call it?” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    Kara shrugged at Erik. “You know me. I like to go straight for the kill.” 
 
    “That analogy makes me feel so much safer,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “You definitely don’t waste any time,” Erik agreed, laughing. He leaned toward Rose and said, “Kara can get a woman into bed within fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Ten,” Kara corrected with a cocky grin. 
 
    “My best time is twenty-five minutes,” Erik added. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “You have to be kidding me. Please, tell me that you haven’t actually competed on how fast you can get women to have sex with you.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “We’re Vikings. Competitiveness is in our blood.” 
 
    Rose glanced curiously at Kara. “You’re a Viking, too?” 
 
    Kara smirked. “The best.” 
 
    “I could kick your ass, if I wanted to,” Erik grumbled. 
 
    “Ha! You tried once, remember?” Kara scoffed. “I had you begging for mercy within three minutes. Two minutes and thirty-six seconds, to be exact.” 
 
    Erik rubbed the back of his neck, wincing a little at the memory. “I thought we weren’t going to bring that incident up again,” he complained. 
 
    Rose glanced back at Kallias who continued to walk a few paces behind them, just to the left of Kara. He seemed distracted, his brown eyes darting from one road to the next, as if he were expecting to find vampires in every shadow. 
 
    “It seems awfully quiet out here tonight,” Kallias noted. 
 
    Kara glanced back at him, a slight smile pulling at her lips. “We’re in Aaron’s territory now. No one messes with Aaron, not if they want to stay alive.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Kallias snorted. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “You scoff, and yet, after all of these years, even you haven’t dared go up against him. And you are a telepath.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “Your lover challenges him.” 
 
    “My lover,” Kara scoffed. “Your friend was with her, too. Did you forget that little detail, or is it just more convenient to remember my connection to her?” 
 
    “Erik left her,” Kallias stated. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Oh, and how difficult that must have been for him,” she said bitterly, “especially with his very own telepath at his disposal.” 
 
    “And you expect me to believe that you would have left her if you could?” Kallias asked harshly. “I bet you’re still with her. You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    She shrugged again. “Depends on who you ask.” 
 
    “And if I asked Alana?” Kallias challenged. 
 
    “She’d say yes,” Kara said, “but she’d also tell you that Erik is still with her. Because in Alana’s mind, we are hers, and we will never be free from her.” 
 
    Erik shuddered, as if she’d just voiced one of his greatest fears. 
 
    “When was the last time you were with her? Physically?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Kara let out a short laugh, a soft, breathy laugh that rang pleasantly through the icy air. “You want to know when I fucked her last?” she asked bluntly. “Would you like to know the position, too? How many times she orgasmed? Hey, why stop there? Why not ask for a demonstration as well?” 
 
    Erik raised his hand. “I’d be all right with a demonstration.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at him. “Down, boy.” 
 
    Kallias’s jaw tightened. “It was a reasonable question,” he muttered under his breath, clearly frustrated with the direction the conversation had gone. 
 
    Rose watched him with a scowl. “Not really,” she argued. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s none of our business if and when she has engaged in…sexual intercourse…with Alana,” she said uncomfortably. “She is helping us get inside the Tomb of Blood. That’s all we need to know.” 
 
    “Sexual intercourse?” Erik repeated with a grimace. “Shit, Rose, you just made lesbian sex sound unsexy, and I didn’t even think that was possible.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “Stop being such a disgusting pig.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” Erik admitted. 
 
    Kallias ignored their banter. “What happened to the Rose that questioned everything?” he challenged. “The Rose that asked nosy questions that weren’t any of her business? Now, you suddenly want to keep your mouth shut?” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I usually draw the line at asking questions about someone’s sex life,” she grumbled. “And I prefer the word curious, not nosy.” 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Kallias said. “She’s in a relationship with our enemy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a relationship, exactly,” Kara muttered, “more like a bad habit of having really hot sex and then trying to kill each other afterward.” 
 
    Rose frowned at Kara’s strange remark. Then, she shook her head and returned her attention to Kallias. “You don’t trust anyone, Kallias,” she pointed out, “and I also don’t think it’s fair to judge her based on her past-ish lovers.” 
 
    Kara laughed at her. “Past-ish,” she repeated. “I like that.” 
 
    “So, you suggest that we just trust her—with no evidence that she is on our side—and just wait for her to hand us over to Alana?” Kallias asked Rose. 
 
    Rose sighed at his cynicism. “I suggest that we give her the benefit of the doubt,” she corrected. “If she wanted to turn us over to Alana, she could have let those vampires take us, but she didn’t. So, I don’t think that’s her plan.” 
 
    “You can give her the benefit of the doubt,” Kallias muttered. “I won’t.” 
 
    “This way,” Kara said suddenly as she veered off of the paved road and led the way into a dark, overgrown patch of trees and brushwood. She paused long enough to lift a tree limb out of the way for them as they followed. “The camera that films this side of the gate stopped working last night. We should have an easier time getting into the tombs without being seen if we go this way.” 
 
    As Rose ducked underneath the tree limb, she mumbled, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anything for you, sexy,” Kara purred in a low, seductive tone. 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “She called me sexy again,” she hissed at Erik. 
 
    Erik snorted. “Yes, that means she thinks you’re sexy, Rose,” he said slowly, as if he were explaining something to a child. “It’s really not that hard.” 
 
    Rose just frowned at that, as if she found it hard to believe. 
 
    “You’re sneaking us into the Tomb of Blood?” Kallias asked as Kara let the tree limb fall back into place. “Do you really think that is going to end well?” 
 
    “You want to talk to Aaron, don’t you?” Kara asked pointedly. 
 
    “No. Not really,” Kallias muttered under his breath. 
 
    Rose ducked through the trees, stopping as she came up on a waist-high fence, made of metal and wire, that separated the brushwood from a dark, eerie cemetery. “There’s a fence here,” she announced, “in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    Erik, having already been to the Tomb of Blood more times than he could count, climbed over the fence without even waiting for Kara. Kallias followed after him, practically stepping over the fence that reached Rose’s waist. 
 
    “This is it. Home sweet home,” Kara said as she leapt over the fence. 
 
    Rose scowled at the ominous, overgrown cemetery, lit only by the moonlight. Nearly every headstone and tombstone in the graveyard was broken into two or more pieces, and it looked as if it hadn’t been touched in a hundred or more years. Creepy, broken statues in the shapes of angels, crosses, and saints scattered the grounds, and large mausoleums and crypts towered over the ruins of the ancient cemetery. “Sure,” she said sarcastically, “if you’re a poltergeist.” 
 
    Kara laughed softly and turned toward her. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Rose sighed and braced the heel of one of her Converse near the bottom of the fence. The fence wobbled in warning. “This is not safe,” she muttered. 
 
    “It’s not even tall. Just step over it,” Erik taunted from the other side. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “That’s easy to say when you’re six and a half feet tall,” she grumbled as she placed the other shoe near the top of the fence. 
 
    “But I’m not six and a half feet tall,” Erik teased. “I’m only six-four.”  
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him as she swung her leg over the fence. 
 
    “I can catch you, if you want,” Kara offered. 
 
    “But then, she’ll use that as an excuse to grab your ass,” Erik added. 
 
    Kara laughed. “My hand might slip a little,” she admitted playfully. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at both of them. She shook her head, and then, finally, she jumped. She landed unsteadily on her feet and nearly fell forward. 
 
    Kara caught her, her hands landing on Rose’s waist. She felt Rose’s soft hands on her arms as Rose instinctually caught herself against Kara. Rose’s body was close enough to embrace, her lips close enough to kiss. Kara could smell the soft, sensual scents of vanilla and honey on Rose’s skin and in her hair. She watched as Rose looked up and noticed their closeness, her eyes darkening. “I guess you did want me to catch you, after all,” Kara said with a flirty smile. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Just…don’t touch my butt,” she blurted awkwardly. 
 
    Kara burst into laughter, giggling so hard that it made her stomach sore. She stepped back and held up her hands in a show of surrender, still cackling. 
 
    “Damn, Rose, you’re as graceful as a rockslide,” Erik mocked. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Shut up.” 
 
    Kara finally recovered from her laughing fit. She straightened and pointed her thumb behind her at an inconspicuous, concrete mausoleum in the center of the cemetery. Her eyebrows lifted. “Well? Are you guys ready for this?” 
 
    “Not really,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    Kara turned around and started walking toward the tomb. “Follow me.” 
 
    Erik fell into step beside her. “I already know the way,” he bragged. 
 
    Kara shoved him playfully with her shoulder, but the playful shove nearly knocked him over. “Careful. You don’t want to go in without me. They don’t like you too much in there, if you remember. You’ll need me to save your ass.” 
 
    Erik grimaced and rubbed his arm. “Oh, yeah. I forgot about that.” 
 
    Rose followed them through the cemetery, trying not to notice how the tight leather pants hugged Kara’s lean hips. She squeaked as she tripped over a broken headstone. “Why don’t they like Erik? Not that I blame them…” 
 
    Erik flipped her off. 
 
    Kara laughed. “I like her more and more every minute,” she told Erik. 
 
    He snorted, “I knew you would.” 
 
    Kara glanced over her shoulder at Rose. “Alana used Erik and his abilities for her own purposes. One of those purposes was torturing anyone who pissed her off. And let’s just put it this way: Alana gets pissed off very easily.” 
 
    “Very,” Erik agreed. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. “This suddenly doesn’t sound all that safe.” 
 
    “You think?” Kallias said bitterly. 
 
    Kara winked at her. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “I already said that I don’t expect you to keep that…” 
 
    “Kara? Is that you?” yelled a deep, male voice with a distinct Russian accent. The voice echoed across the cemetery as he stood and peered through the dark cemetery at them. Within less than a second, he stood before them. 
 
    Kara continued walking. “Just passing through, Igor.” 
 
    Moving in a rapid blur of movement, just as he had done before, Igor appeared directly in front of her, forcing her to stop. He looked relatively tall, though not quite as tall as Kallias or Erik. Kara glanced up at him with a sigh of frustration. His inky black curls hung over his face, obscuring his brown eyes. He motioned toward Rose, Kallias, and Erik. “You have vampires with you.” 
 
    Kara patted his thickly muscled arm. “Brilliant observation, big guy.” 
 
    Igor scowled at her. “You’re taking vampires into the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Huh, taking vampires into a vampire colony. How strange,” Kara said. 
 
    “Has Aaron approved this?” Igor asked skeptically. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “I’m his second-in-command. Do you really think the interrogation is necessary? I wouldn’t risk my rank by breaking the rules.” 
 
    “Yes, you would,” Igor stated simply. 
 
    Kara sighed, “Fine. We’ll do this the hard way.” 
 
    Igor gasped as Kara, moving so swiftly that no one could even anticipate her movement, leapt onto him from behind, wrapping her leather-clad legs around his waist and pressing a dagger firmly to his throat. His brown eyes widened with fear as she dug the blade into his skin, drawing a thin line of blood. 
 
    Rose blinked at the sudden change in pace. “She’s clearly a pacifist.” 
 
    Erik snorted at her sarcasm, “Yeah, and nukes are peace negotiations.” 
 
    “If anyone asks,” Igor said nervously, “I didn’t see anyone with you.” 
 
    Kara smiled and hopped off of him. She patted him on the arm again and said, “That’s a good boy.” As she walked past him, toward the mausoleum, she tossed her dagger in the air and caught it by the handle without even looking. 
 
    “Uh…” Igor swallowed uneasily. “Someone came by to see you earlier.” 
 
    Kara stopped dead in her tracks. She spun back toward him, her boots digging into the mud. “Someone came here? To the cemetery? Who was it?” 
 
    “A human,” Igor answered. He loosened the collar of his black button-down shirt. “I think that she may have been one of your…um…girlfriends.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but notice the hint of fear that flickered in Kara’s icy blue eyes. Kara hid it quickly, but Rose was positive that she’d seen it. Just a hint, but it had been there. That tiny flicker had caught Rose’s eye because fear looked so unnatural on Kara. Confidence—that looked natural on Kara. But fear—not so much. Rose watched nervously as she wondered what could’ve scared Kara. 
 
    Kara shook her head. “I have never told a human where I live.” 
 
    “She was human,” Igor assured her, “and…I believe she was dying.” 
 
    Kara straightened. “Dying?” she repeated. Her voice sounded strained.  
 
    “She was bleeding. She said she didn’t have much time,” Igor explained. 
 
    Kara looked away, her jaw tightening. “What was her name?” 
 
    “Olivia, I believe,” Igor said. “She had long, brown hair and…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what she looks like,” Kara interrupted. 
 
    “She asked me to give you this,” he added, reaching into his pocket. 
 
    Kara didn’t look up at him. She just held out her hand and waited. 
 
    He dropped a small, rusty pendant that vaguely resembled a woman in the center of her palm. Kara glanced down at the pendant with a pained look. 
 
    “I need a phone,” Kara said evenly. “Does anyone have a phone?” 
 
    Kallias stepped forward and offered her his cell phone. 
 
    Kara glanced up at him in surprise. “Thanks,” she mumbled as she took the phone out of his hand. Her fingers moved rapidly across the screen. 
 
    “I doubt she’s still alive,” Igor said uncomfortably. 
 
    “I’m not calling Olivia,” Kara said as she pressed the phone to her ear. 
 
    Rose heard the ring of the phone as clearly as she would’ve heard it if the phone had been placed against her ear. Her sensitive hearing made it impossible not to eavesdrop on the call. She listened as the dial tone rang twice. Then, a click echoed through the line as someone answered. Her eyes widened as an incredibly familiar voice answered the call: a soft, soothing, accented voice. 
 
    “Hello?” the seductive voice murmured into the phone. 
 
    “Alana,” Erik whispered, his green eyes widening in disbelief. 
 
    “She better be alive, you sick, manipulative bitch,” Kara snarled. 
 
    Alana giggled, “I missed you, too, Kara.” 
 
    “Let me talk to Olivia,” Kara demanded, shifting nervously on her feet. 
 
    “I would,” Alana said, “but you’re about twenty-three minutes too late.” 
 
    The sigh that escaped Kara’s lips was so full of audible pain that it actually hurt Rose to hear it. “She had a family, Alana,” Kara said tiredly. 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have slept with a married woman,” Alana said. 
 
    Kara ran a hand through her blue-and-black hair. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “You have killed hundreds of my men,” Alana accused. 
 
    “So you murdered an innocent human,” Kara said impassively. 
 
    “I warned you long ago to stop getting attached to them,” Alana stated. 
 
    “Fuck them and kill them, right?” Kara said. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “I would never be so vulgar,” Alana chided. “But yes. That’s the idea.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kara growled. “I’ll remember that the next time we meet up.” 
 
    Alana giggled at the implied threat, “I look forward to it.” 
 
    Kara’s grip tightened on the phone. “If you have ever cared for me at all, Alana,” she said, her voice quiet and sad, all of the sudden, “do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alana said in a sickeningly sweet voice. 
 
    “Don’t leave her body in the streets like the rest of the humans that you’ve murdered,” Kara pleaded. “I don’t want her children to find out that way.” 
 
    “Of course, darling,” Alana murmured seductively. “Anything for you.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Alana,” Kara said tiredly, a quiet note of despair in her voice. 
 
    “Now, you do me a favor, love, and put Erik on the phone,” Alana said. 
 
    Erik straightened, nervously sweeping his gaze around the cemetery. 
 
    Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes shifted up to meet his gaze. She firmly placed one finger against her lips, warning him to stay silent. “Erik?” she said. 
 
    “Don’t play coy, darling. You don’t do it as well as I do,” Alana scolded. 
 
    “Erik Olafsson?” Kara asked in a disbelieving tone. “I haven’t seen him in over a thousand years, Alana. Why would you assume that he is with me?” 
 
    Rose raised her eyebrow at how sincere Kara sounded. 
 
    “He arrived in Norway tonight, and I sent a few of my men to collect him, but they never returned,” Alana explained. “I assumed you intervened.” 
 
    “Why would I?” Kara laughed. “He’s your toy, not mine. Have at him.” 
 
    Erik narrowed his eyes at Kara. “Toy?” he mouthed at her. 
 
    She shrugged unapologetically. 
 
    “Hmm,” Alana murmured thoughtfully. “I suppose he may have killed them himself with the help of that Greek telepath and that cute little redhead. But if he did, I assume he will seek you out, and I want to know when he does.” 
 
    Kara shot a suspicious glare at Erik. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I put the idea in his head,” Alana answered shamelessly. 
 
    All of them glanced at Erik, who suddenly looked pale. 
 
    “If he does come to me,” Kara said evenly, “why would I tell you?” 
 
    “Because sweet Olivia isn’t the only woman you’ve been with recently,” Alana warned, “and I would hate to have to kill more of your pretty girlfriends.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes flashed with anxiety. “Kill them. I don’t care about them.” 
 
    “Oh, Kara,” Alana cooed. “You have always been such a good liar. It’s almost believable. But alas, you already gave yourself away with poor Olivia.” 
 
    “She had a family,” Kara said evenly. “The others don’t. Kill them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Alana murmured. “I suppose we will find out soon enough if you’re lying. Or…you could just bring Erik to me, and I won’t kill any of them.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Alana,” Kara growled into the phone. 
 
    “Ah, but why would I,” Alana giggled, “when you do it so much better?” 
 
    Kara hung up the phone and shoved it into Kallias’s hand. “You coming?” she snarled as she spun around and marched toward the mausoleum. 
 
    “Don’t you think you should warn those women?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Why would I? I don’t care about them,” Kara muttered. 
 
    Erik and Rose exchanged a skeptical look as they followed her. 
 
    Kara sprinted up the stairs to the door of the mausoleum and shoved open the oversized, concrete door that looked much too heavy for a human to open. Dust scattered up into the air as she stepped inside the ancient building.  
 
    When Rose reached the top of the stairs, she noticed an inscription carved into the wall. She traced the words with her fingertip. “This is Latin.” 
 
    Kallias stopped behind her to read the inscription. She felt the heat of his body against her back. “Hic jacet mortis,” he read. “It means, ‘Here lies death.’” 
 
    “What a cozy Welcome Home sign,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kara turned toward them, laughing softly at Rose’s remark. “This is all that humans see of the Tomb of Blood. It is meant to frighten them away.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s frightening,” Rose said. “Just creepy as heck.” 
 
    “But I assure you,” Kara added, “you’ll find my bed very cozy.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “She bounces back quickly, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Kara could be on her deathbed, and she’d still flirt with you,” Erik said. 
 
    “So, she’s like you, then?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Ah, but I’m way better at it,” Kara bragged. 
 
    Kara stepped out of the way as Kallias and Rose entered the mausoleum. She kept her back pressed against the heavy, concrete door, holding it open for them, and when Rose mumbled a quiet thank you, Kara winked at her. After they were all inside, Kara stepped forward, and the door slammed behind them with a sudden, thunderous crash. She started walking toward the end of the hall. 
 
    As Rose followed the strange, flirty vampire, she glanced around at the rows and rows of unmarked tombs that lined the walls. “Please tell me there are no corpses or skeletons inside those compartments,” she said uneasily.  
 
    “I’m sure the skeletons have turned to dust by now,” Kara assured her. 
 
    “Oh. How nice,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    When Kara reached the very last tomb in the mausoleum, she shoved the concrete slab that enclosed it into the floor, and it landed onto the dusty, concrete floor with an earsplitting crash. Then, she hopped inside the tomb. 
 
    “Um…what is she doing?” Rose asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    Erik nudged her forward. “Entering the Tomb of Blood, obviously.” 
 
    Rose kept her feet firmly planted in place. “You expect me to believe that there are hundreds of vampires hanging out inside that little-bitty tomb?” 
 
    Kara poked her head out of the tomb. “A thousand, at least.” 
 
    “It’s just the entrance,” Kallias assured her. “It’s an elevator.” 
 
    Erik and Kallias climbed inside the tomb that was clearly only made for one person. The three vampires watched Rose expectantly, waiting for her to join them inside the dark, dusty tomb that looked like an oversized, stone coffin. 
 
    “Uh, no. Absolutely not. Not happening,” Rose stated firmly.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Erik laughed. He leaned against the wall of the tomb to give his long body enough room. “You’ll take on a hundred vampires all by yourself, including a sadistic psychopath, but you won’t climb inside a tomb?” 
 
    “Erik,” Kallias growled in warning. 
 
    “Oh, right. I’m not supposed to mention that night. Oops,” Erik said. 
 
    Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes softened slightly. “You’re claustrophobic?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “Yeah,” she said reluctantly. “A little.” 
 
    “Erik, stop being an ass, and be useful for once,” Kara told him. 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “What am I supposed to do? Make it bigger?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said with a serious look. “You’re supposed to calm her.” 
 
    Erik glanced up at Rose. “Oh. Yeah, of course. Come on, Rose.” 
 
    Kallias held out his hand, offering to help her as she climbed inside. 
 
    Rose felt her chest tighten as she stepped forward. She bit down on her bottom lip so hard as she hopped inside that her fangs sank deeply into the soft flesh. Kallias grasped her shoulders to steady her and cursed as he saw the blood. 
 
    “Shit, Rose,” he groaned, his eyes darkening with hunger. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said nervously, running her tongue over her wounded lip. 
 
    It was so cramped inside the tomb that Rose could feel Kara’s soft body pressed against her back. Kara’s breath fell against her ear. “You smell so good.” 
 
    Rose shivered at the sensation. “This was a bad idea,” she muttered. 
 
    Kara leaned over the top of the tomb and hauled the slab of concrete over them. “Watch your heads,” she said as she enclosed the tomb with the slab. 
 
    Rose tried to pull air through her lungs, but each breath felt like knives sliding down her throat and into her lungs. Her pulse raced against her chest, each heartbeat painfully harsh, and she felt as if her chest might explode. 
 
    Erik sucked in a breath sharply as he felt her emotions. “I need to get closer to her. Now,” he said uneasily as he squeezed between them. He took Kallias’s position in front of her and quickly braced his hand on her shoulder. An audible sigh of relief escaped his lips as he calmed her with his abilities. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rose whispered, her entire body still shaking. 
 
    Erik nodded, his brows furrowed. “Anytime.” 
 
    The shifting of bodies had shoved Rose’s body back against Kara, and she could now feel every inch of Kara’s soft but muscular body pressed against her. She shuddered as she felt Kara’s warm breath on the back of her neck. 
 
    “I’m really enjoying this,” Kara said playfully, her voice pouring into Rose’s ear. 
 
    Rose blushed. “I thought you said this was an elevator.” 
 
    Kara pointed at a small camera that looked out-of-place in the old, dusty tomb. “It is,” she confirmed. She slammed her hand against the wall a few times, causing all of them to cringe at the loud crashes. “Lafi! Pay attention, you oaf!” 
 
    Erik stiffened. “Lafi?” he whispered, cringing at the name. 
 
    “Who is it that you have with you this time, whore?” snarled a gruff, male voice that echoed through the tomb. The voice seemed to come from the camera, which had a microphone and a speaker attached to it, Rose realized. 
 
    “Well, he sounds pleasant,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Erik said, his lips twisting into a deep grimace. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at the camera. “It’s not your job to question me, Lafi. It’s your job to operate the elevator. So, operate the damn elevator.” 
 
    “You can burn in the sun, for all I care,” the man snarled. 
 
    “She’s in a tomb. The sun wouldn’t burn her here anyway,” Rose said. 
 
    Kara laughed. “You can’t reason with an idiot,” she said, her voice extremely close to Rose’s ear. She leaned toward the camera, which pressed her body harder against Rose’s back. “Elise? If you’re there, bring us down, please.” 
 
    The tomb shifted abruptly and began to descend. The sudden, uneven movement caused Rose to fall against Kara, obliterating any tiny bit of space that had been between them. Kara caught her, her arms circling around Rose’s stomach as Rose’s butt collided with Kara’s thighs. Her lips brushed Rose’s ear. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Kara purred in her ear, “this is getting better and better.” 
 
    “Damn it, Elise,” the disembodied male voice growled. 
 
    “Thank you, Elise!” Kara called out toward the microphone. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” chimed a female voice with a strong French accent. 
 
    Rose straightened, prying Kara’s arms off of her. The jarring, uneven movement of the tomb felt completely and totally unsafe, and that, combined with the feeling that walls were closing in on her, had sent her heart into overdrive again. “Erik?” she squeaked as she tried to inhale a lungful of air. 
 
    “Sorry. I forgot,” Erik said, quickly grasping her shoulder. A wave of soothing calmness swept over her body, slowing her heart rate and easing the tightness in her lungs. He stared at her. “Why are you so scared of small spaces?” 
 
    Rose looked away uncomfortably. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Liar,” Kara whispered in her ear, her fingers trailing along Rose’s arms. 
 
    Rose shivered at the sensation. “Stop that,” she hissed at Kara. 
 
    Kara laughed, the breathless, pleasant sound pouring into Rose’s ear. She dropped her hands and leaned back against the wall. “Brace yourselves.” 
 
    “For what?” Rose asked nervously. 
 
    The tomb hit its stop with the most jolting crash Rose had ever felt. Erik’s hand on her shoulder managed to hold her upright, but that didn’t stop pain from finding its way into every bone in her body. She felt Kara’s hand press against her back, and the soft, warmth of her touch felt surprisingly comforting. 
 
    “Oh. That,” Rose muttered as soon as the tomb stopped shaking.  
 
    The back wall of the tomb suddenly slid open, like an automated, sliding door. Rose’s eyebrows lifted as she stared at the opening, trying to figure out how someone managed to infuse that kind of technology into an ancient tomb. 
 
    “Here we are,” Kara said as she hopped out of the tomb. 
 
    Kallias and Erik followed closely behind, apparently unconcerned with the tomb’s strangely out-of-place technology. Rose continued to gape at the sliding door for a few moments before she closed her mouth and stepped out of the stone elevator. Her shoes squeaked as they landed on a spotless marble floor. Rose glanced around the foyer that she’d stepped into, blinking in shock at how normal the room looked. It looked almost like a hotel lobby, except much smaller…and more underground, of course. Mostly bare, crimson-colored walls surrounded them with torches in the corners that looked as if they had been placed there just for aesthetic purposes. A massive computer screen with various views of the city, cemetery, and mausoleum hung on the farthest wall, and a wooden desk set in front of that wall with a smaller computer on top of it. 
 
    Behind that desk, in a small office chair, a broad-shouldered, muscular, blonde man sat, overfilling the chair. His white button-down shirt stretched to accommodate his muscled torso, and his blue eyes looked cold and unkind. 
 
    Kara ignored him and walked toward the thin, beautiful girl sitting in his lap. “Elise,” she said as she grasped the woman’s hand and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    The young woman’s light blue dress barely reached her thighs when she stood, and she wasted no time in looping her arms around Kara’s neck. She pressed her lips against Kara’s. Kara held her face with one hand as they kissed, and the other hand pressed against the blonde woman’s back, holding her close. 
 
    “I take it she’s another lover?” Rose whispered to Erik. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Most likely.” 
 
    The woman’s back curved against the desk as Kara leaned over her, her fingers sinking into the woman’s shoulder-length, yellow-blonde curls. Her lips trailed down the woman’s neck, her fangs nipping the soft, fair skin of her neck, leaving tiny trails of sweet-smelling blood. The woman moaned breathlessly as Kara leaned forward, her leather-clad thigh sliding between the woman’s thighs. 
 
    “Uh…do they remember that we’re standing here?” Rose asked Erik and Kallias, her eyes widening. “Because this is starting to get a bit PG-13.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” Erik said, clearly gawking at the two women. 
 
    Rose grimaced at him. “Kallias, cover his eyes. I’m not tall enough.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” the man behind the desk growled. He stood and grabbed the blonde woman’s arm, roughly jerking her away from Kara. 
 
    “Ow! Merde, Lafi,” Elise cursed, pulling her arm away from him. 
 
    “If you touch her like that again, I will rip your heart out,” Kara warned. 
 
    Lafi stepped forward, growling at Kara, like a wild, feral animal. 
 
    “I’m fine, Kara,” Elise assured her. “And Lafi, you need to calm down.” 
 
    Kara, unlike Lafi, looked totally relaxed. Her body language conveyed quite clearly that she didn’t consider Lafi a threat. Her right leg held most of her weight, and she leaned back on her heels, her arms crossed across her chest. She watched Lafi with her head tilted to the side, that cocky smirk curling at the corners of her lips. And yet, she kept her gaze on Lafi, as if she were just waiting for him to attack her, even as she spoke to Elise. “You keep saying that you’re fine, Elise,” Kara said, “but I don’t think you understand what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Lafi smiled. It was a sick, sadistic smile that instantly reminded Rose of Theron. Rose instinctually stepped back as the memory of that blood-curdling smile flashed through her mind, and she felt her stomach lurch with an all-too-familiar wave of nausea. “Alana deserved everything that happened to her,” Lafi told Kara. “She is a psychotic bitch, and I would do it all over again, if I could.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t be psychotic, if it weren’t for you,” Erik snarled. 
 
    Rose glanced at Erik as she heard the volatile anger ringing so clearly in Erik’s voice. She exchanged a worried look with Kallias as he noticed it, too. 
 
    Lafi’s features twisted into a look of pure hatred as his blue eyes landed on Erik. His hands tightened into fists, causing the muscles in his arms to bulge. He glared murderously at Kara. “You brought Erik Olafsson here?!” 
 
    Kara shrugged, a self-satisfied smile curving at her lips. “Problem?” 
 
    “He tortured me!” Lafi growled. 
 
    “And you cried like a little baby,” Kara taunted, grinning. “I remember.” 
 
    A frightening, animalistic growl echoed through the room as Lafi suddenly launched himself at Kara. Somehow, despite her relaxed body language, she seemed prepared for the attack. As her hands slid into her belt to pull out two small daggers, her legs twisted around his in an unusual, unpredictable way and jerked his legs out from under him. They both hit the ground, but Kara landed on top with his large, muscled body to lessen the impact of the fall. He shoved her off of him, slowly and clumsily climbing to his feet. 
 
    By the time Lafi made it to his feet, Kara was already standing across from him, her feet shoulder-length apart, a dagger in each hand. He went directly for her throat with both hands, but before he could tighten his grip on her throat, she twisted one of her daggers up into his stomach. He let out a strangled, gurgling sound as he dropped his hands and stumbled backward, clasping his hand over the deep stomach wound. His white shirt slowly turned a deep, dark red as blood soaked into the fabric. He leapt forward again, his hands grasping Kara’s long, blue-and-black hair and twisting. His fangs hovered at her throat. 
 
    Lafi screamed out suddenly as Erik appeared behind him and grasped the back of his head with both hands. Lafi released Kara and fell to his knees. “Stop! Please stop!” he sobbed as Erik mercilessly tortured him with pure terror. 
 
    “What are you doing to him?” Elise asked Erik, her voice shaky. 
 
    Kara straightened. “He’s torturing him. Erik is an empath.” 
 
    Elise’s brows furrowed. “He’s a what?” 
 
    “Erik,” Kara called. She stepped toward him, moving into his line of vision. “That’s enough. Look at me. You have to stop. You’ll attract attention.” 
 
    Erik didn’t hear her. He just continued to torment Lafi with fear. 
 
    “Why isn’t he stopping?” Elise asked nervously. 
 
    Kallias stepped forward to help. “He loses himself when he does this.” 
 
    Kara nodded in agreement. “It’s the emotions. He feels them, too.” 
 
    “Erik, can you hear me?” Kallias said loudly. 
 
    When Erik still didn’t respond, Kara rolled her eyes and stepped forward. With one swift flick of her dagger, she sliced open his forearm. 
 
    “Ouch!” Erik snapped, releasing Lafi so that he could tend to his arm. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Kara just shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Watch out!” Rose yelled as she noticed Lafi back on his feet. 
 
    He tried to thrust a knife at Kara’s neck, but she caught his arm before he could. She spun and twisted, causing him to yell out in pain, as she twisted his arm behind his back and jerked downward, forcing him to kneel. Standing behind him, twisting his arm painfully, she placed her dagger against his throat. 
 
    Kallias and Erik suddenly straightened and glanced toward the doorway at the other end of the room, no longer concerned with the fight. Rose had been so distracted by the fight playing out before her and the scent of fresh blood permeating the room, igniting her hunger, that she hadn’t even noticed the scent of a new vampire—a vampire more powerful than anyone else in the room. Well, except for Rose, possibly. Rose followed their gazes toward the doorway. 
 
    “Release him, Kara,” the vampire said, his voice strangely accented. 
 
    Kara froze, her light blue eyes shifting toward the doorway as well. She immediately released Lafi and the dagger. She stepped back, raising her hands. 
 
    The vampire stepped into the room, his tennis shoes squeaking against the marble floor. He looked young, maybe a year or two older than the young, blonde woman, but still a few years younger than Rose. Out of everyone in the room, he actually looked the least threatening. He wore clingy, black jeans and a thin, white T-shirt that fit closely to his slender form. The white T-shirt contrasted starkly with his dark, bronzed skin. Unruly, raven hair hung over his face, obscuring his onyx eyes. The other men in the room dwarfed him, though he was still taller than Rose, Kara, and Elise. He walked slowly and reluctantly toward Kara and Lafi, a frown pulling at his lips, as if he were perpetually bored. 
 
    He stopped in front of Lafi. “Explain.” 
 
    “She attacked me,” Lafi spat venomously. 
 
    “Before or after you attacked her?” the vampire asked. 
 
    Lafi laughed in disbelief. “I should’ve known you’d take her side.” 
 
    The vampire sighed, as if he considered Lafi a nuisance. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You always do,” Lafi accused. “With how lenient you are with her, I’d almost believe you were sleeping with her, too, like everyone else in the damn colony. But you’re a man, and apparently, she only whores herself out to women.” 
 
    “Aww,” Kara said, “Lafi’s upset that I get more women than he does.” 
 
    The vampire just stared at Lafi. “Are you questioning my judgement?” 
 
    Lafi froze. “I just think that…” 
 
    He never finished that sentence. In a rapid blur of movement, the vampire snatched his head by the hair and ripped it off. Blood sprayed from the body, covering the vampire and splattering the side of Kara’s face, as it collapsed onto the floor. The vampire grimaced at his blood-soaked, once-white T-shirt. 
 
    “Damn it. I liked this shirt,” he complained, Lafi’s severed head still dangling from his hand. He tossed the head on the floor and started examining his shirt, grumbling under his breath about having to throw away another shirt. 
 
    Kara just wiped her hand across her face, wiping off the blood splatter. 
 
    Erik and Kallias also watched with unsurprised expressions. 
 
    “Uh…” Rose mumbled, staring at the two pieces of Lafi on the floor, her eyes wide with shock. “Am I the only one the least bit surprised by this?” She glanced up as she heard Elise gasp and cover her mouth, her chest heaving as she began to freak out. “Except for her, of course. She seems surprised.” 
 
    “Rose, shut up,” Kallias hissed. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “Elise,” the vampire called without looking up from his shirt. 
 
    “Yes?” Elise squeaked breathlessly. “Aaron?” 
 
    “Clean this up,” he demanded, snapping his fingers. “Now.” 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray eyes glistened, as if she were on the verge of tears. She nodded quickly and darted forward to gather up what was left of her boyfriend. 
 
    Rose stared in shock. “Wait…Aaron? That’s Aaron? The most powerful vampire in the world?” she whispered to Kallias, her voice full of disbelief. “He looks like a college kid. He’s wearing skinny jeans, for goodness sakes.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias growled, “shut up.” 
 
    Aaron stepped toward Kara. “You have thirty seconds. Explain. Now.” 
 
    Kara offered him a guilty smile. “Surprise?” 
 
    His black eyes narrowed at her. “You snuck unauthorized vampires into the Tomb of Blood, and the only thing you have to say is: ‘surprise?’” he snarled. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Kara said defensively. “I was bringing them to you. And now, you’re here, and they’re here. I think this went perfectly.” She glanced down at the blood on the floor. “Well, not for Lafi, maybe, but he deserved that…” 
 
    “Kara,” he growled, a note of warning in his tone. Despite the fact that he sounded angry, he looked merely annoyed. His shoulders slouched, and his expression seemed tired and nonchalant, as if he couldn’t care less about this. 
 
    “Just hear them out,” Kara urged. 
 
    Aaron sighed. He glanced over his shoulder at Erik and lifted his eyebrows, as if he were impatiently waiting for Erik to answer a question that he’d never asked. “Erik Olafsson. What brings you back to the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    Erik shifted uncomfortably. “Nostalgia?” 
 
    Kara took that opportunity to make her way over to the desk. She hopped on top of the desk, leaned back onto her hands, and crossed her long, leather-clad legs. She cast a sideways glance at a wine glass that set on the surface of the desk, and then, she reached out and picked it up, twirling the stem of the glass between her fingers, causing the burgundy liquid to swirl around the glass. Rose noticed the faint scent of blood, drifting into the air as the liquid swished around the glass, mixed with a heavy fruity scent. Kara tilted the glass up and sipped the burgundy liquid, and as she did, her cornflower-blue eyes shifted up to meet Rose’s gaze. She slowly and deliberately took another sip of the blood-spiked liquid, her lips tilting into a flirty smile as she watched Rose watch her. 
 
    Rose blushed and quickly shifted her gaze back toward Aaron. 
 
    “Nostalgia for what?” Aaron said with a disbelieving laugh. He walked toward Erik, slowly and leisurely, as if he had all of the time in the world. “Being a pitiful, used-up toy for Alana to play with when she gets bored? Or being the most hated vampire here?” Because Erik was so much taller than him, he had to look up at Erik, and yet, somehow, Erik was the one cowering away from him. 
 
    Erik winced at the harsh reminders. “Er…neither?” 
 
    “After all of the things that you’ve done,” Aaron said, his black eyes narrowing at Erik, “why would I ever let you back into the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    Erik frowned. “Because you know. You know that it was her. I never wanted to torture anyone. Alana forced me. You know that. You always have.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the torture,” Aaron said. “I am talking about all of the vampires that you’ve killed since then. Did you think I wouldn’t know?” 
 
    “Shit,” Erik muttered. He took a step backward, cringing in anticipation. 
 
    Kara set the half-empty glass on the desk. “What does he mean?” she asked Erik, her brows creasing with worry. “The vampires working for Alana?” 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t tell you?” Aaron asked her. “Your friend has made a hobby out of killing vampires. For no other reason than that they feed, like all vampires are meant to do. They feed from humans, and he kills them for it.” 
 
    Kara’s shoulders fell, and the color drained from her face. She glanced questionably at Erik. “Tell me that’s not true,” she said in a sad, betrayed tone. 
 
    Erik stared at her, his face twisting with pain. “I’m sorry, but…” 
 
    “I have killed humans,” Kara said venomously. “Why don’t you kill me?” 
 
    “Kara, you’re my friend,” Erik said uneasily. “I wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Your friend?” she laughed. “I don’t even know who you are anymore.” 
 
    Erik’s entire countenance seemed to deflate at that. “But…” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Kallias said suddenly, directing his question at Aaron, “it’s fine to kill vampires if you order it, but otherwise, it’s wrong?” 
 
    Aaron’s dark gaze shifted toward Kallias, and his lips curved into an amused smile. “Ah, Kallias,” he sighed, “I never thought I would see you here.” 
 
    “I assure you…it is not because my feelings have changed,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Of course not,” Aaron said as he walked toward Kallias. He stopped in front of him, his dark eyes trailing up and down Kallias’s body. He smiled smugly. “I’m pleased to see that you finally left that cave. You clean up well.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you two knew each other so well,” Erik commented. 
 
    “We don’t,” Kallias said, narrowing his eyes at Aaron. “We met. Once.” 
 
    Aaron smiled. “Tell me why you’re here, Kallias.” 
 
    “Forget it,” Kallias said, his eyes dark with hatred. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    “We want to stop Alana,” Rose answered, “and so do you.” 
 
    Kallias shot a frustrated glare at Rose. 
 
    Aaron turned toward her, a surprised smile forming at the edges of his lips. “And who are you, sweetheart?” he asked, leaning forward to sniff her. 
 
    Rose stepped back. “Don’t do that. And…my name is Rose Foster.” 
 
    Aaron grasped her hand and lifted it to his mouth. “Rose. Pretty name. It suits you, beautiful,” he murmured as he bent at the waist and kissed her hand. 
 
    Rose jerked her hand out of his. “Don’t do that either.” 
 
    “Uh, Rose,” Erik said nervously, “you’re talking to Aaron. Remember?” 
 
    “You don’t like me?” Aaron asked, an amused smile twitching at his lips. 
 
    “Based on what I’ve seen so far, I think it’s safe to assume that you’re a heartless megalomaniac,” Rose said. “So, right now, I’m leaning toward no.” 
 
    Kara spit out a mouthful of burgundy liquid, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    “Rose, have you lost your mind?” Erik hissed at her. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Aaron asked her, surprisingly calm. 
 
    “You just killed someone for questioning you,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Aaron shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s against the rules,” he stated. He lifted an eyebrow. “You’re not getting off to a good start on that, by the way.” 
 
    “Good leaders respect and invite advice,” Rose told him, “and they handle criticism in a professional manner. And just so you know, decapitating someone with your bare hands isn’t usually considered professional.” 
 
    Kara scrambled off of the desk and quickly put herself between Aaron and Rose, protectively shoving Rose behind her. She looked up at Aaron, her eyes wide. “You can’t kill her,” she said anxiously. “Please, don’t kill her.” 
 
    Aaron glanced down at her, his eyebrows lifting. “I can’t?” 
 
    “I swore to protect her,” Kara explained.  
 
    He snorted, “You didn’t think that through, did you?” He glanced past Kara, at Rose—who seemed very taken aback by Kara’s quick reaction. An amused smile pulled at his lips. “So, you think that I’m not a good leader?” 
 
    “I think,” Rose corrected, “that there are only two explanations for what you did. Either you are a terrible leader, which is unlikely, considering the fact that you lead the most powerful vampire colony in the world, or you’re obsessed with your own power…which is pretty much the definition of megalomaniac.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias growled, staring at her with wide eyes, “shut up!” 
 
    Kara turned to face Rose, careful to keep herself between Aaron and Rose. “Rose, don’t get me wrong. Your sassiness totally turns me on, but…” 
 
    Rose’s gaze snapped toward Kara. “My sassiness does what?” 
 
    “But I really need you to tone it down for now,” Kara finished. “Please?” 
 
    Aaron ignored their nervousness. “And why do you think I’m heartless?” 
 
    Rose returned her gaze to Aaron. “You ordered his girlfriend to dispose of his body,” she explained. “She was clearly freaking out, and you didn’t care.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her for a moment, his dark eyes boring into her, beneath a mess of wavy, black hair. Then, he pulled a phone out of his pocket. 
 
    Kara frowned at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he quickly pressed a series of buttons and then lifted the phone to his ear. The long, monotonous ring echoed through the room, easily discernible by the vampires, as he waited for someone to answer. 
 
    “Hello?” a woman answered, a soft French accent coloring her words. 
 
    “Elise,” he said, his gaze focused on Rose. “This is Aaron.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said nervously. “I’m disposing of the body, I promise. I…” 
 
    “Let someone else do it,” Aaron interrupted. 
 
    “Sir?” she asked in a confused tone. 
 
    “Apparently, I may have been a little heartless earlier in ordering you to do that,” he said, still staring at Rose. “So, get someone else to do it, and you just…drink or…mourn…or whatever it is that people do after someone dies.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, sir,” Elise said quickly, “I’ll do that. Thank you.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Whatever. Goodbye.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him, gaping in shock.  
 
    “What just happened?” Kara asked, her icy blue eyes wide with disbelief. 
 
    Aaron slid the phone into his pocket. “Happy?” he asked Rose. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s a start.” 
 
    With the back of his hand, Aaron easily pushed Kara out of the way, as if she were weightless. He stepped forward, closer to Rose, leaning his face toward hers. “I did something for you. Now, you must do something for me.” 
 
    Rose felt his breath on her face, and she realized it smelled sweet, like vampire blood. “There’s a word for that, you know. It’s called manipulation.” 
 
    Aaron tilted his head to the side. “Tell me why you smell so powerful.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose noticed Kara watching her anxiously. She also noticed that Kallias was shaking his head at her. “I can’t,” she answered. 
 
    “Why not?” Aaron asked, as if he couldn’t believe she’d refused. 
 
    “Because I don’t trust you. Obviously,” Rose muttered. “I just watched you kill someone. His blood is still all over the floor, for goodness sakes.” 
 
    “Someone will mop it up, eventually,” Aaron said dismissively. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Um…that…doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Fine. Let me rephrase the question,” Aaron sighed. “You said that you are here to help stop Alana. Why should I want your help? How are you useful?” 
 
    “Do you have another empath on your side? Or a telepath?” Rose asked. 
 
    “No,” Aaron said easily. “Those aren’t exactly common abilities.” 
 
    “Kallias is a telepath, and Erik is an empath. But I don’t have to tell you that because you already know,” Rose said. “You already know you need them.” 
 
    Aaron smiled. “Good point. But why do I need you?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I never said you did.” 
 
    Aaron leaned toward her and lowered his voice, his words thickly accented. “I know who you are, Rose Foster. I know that you killed Theron and fifty other vampires while you were human. Now, tell me: how did you do it?” 
 
    “Holy hell,” Kara breathed, her eyebrows lifting at Rose. “Is that true?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “How did you know all of that?” she asked Aaron. 
 
    “It’s my job to know,” Aaron said. “Now, call me crazy, but a vampire that somehow killed that many vampires when she was still human sounds either extremely useful or extremely dangerous. Tell me how you did it. What are you?” 
 
    “A vampire,” Rose said. “I’m sure you can smell that in my blood.” 
 
    Much to her dismay, Aaron seemed to take that as an invitation. He leaned forward and sniffed her neck, his breath falling against the sensitive skin. “You do smell like a vampire,” he said, “but you smell like something else, too.” 
 
    “Probably vanilla,” Rose said, “or honey. Soap, shampoo, etcetera.” 
 
    Aaron scowled at her smart-aleck response. “No. Try again.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how powerful she is,” Kallias snarled. “Her power is not yours to use. It is hers. Erik and I will help you. Rose will stay out of this.” 
 
    Rose glared at Kallias. “I don’t think I ever agreed to that.” 
 
    Aaron turned toward Kallias. “While I do see the merit of having a telepath on my side, I also see the danger in it. How can I trust a telepath?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I don’t really give a shit whether or not you trust me.” 
 
    Aaron’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I do. I need to know I can trust you.” 
 
    “You already do,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    Aaron glanced at her. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You already trust him,” Rose said matter-of-factly. “You wouldn’t be in this room, if you didn’t. That’s why you haven’t personally gone after Alana.” 
 
    “I haven’t personally gone after Alana because that’s one of the benefits of being powerful,” Aaron corrected. “I can…delegate. That’s a good human word, isn’t it? Delegate? A baby vampire like you should understand that one.” 
 
    Rose scowled at his condescending tone. “This is too important. Alana is threatening the existence of vampires. If you knew that you could kill her before she used her telepathic control, you would have killed her by now. But you don’t. You can’t risk her gaining control over your mind because that would give her control over the Tomb of Blood, which would make her unstoppable. So, you’re staying away from her. But you’re not showing that same caution with Kallias, which means you must already trust him, at least to a certain extent.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her, his eyebrows raised. Then, his dark gaze shifted down toward the glowing stone beneath her hoodie. “Whose amulet is that?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Amulet?” she repeated, following his gaze down to her chest. She noticed the faint red glow of the stone and covered it with her hand. 
 
    Aaron rephrased the question. “Whose magic created it?” 
 
    “Magic?” she laughed in disbelief. “It’s just a stone. It’s not…magic.” 
 
    “It glows,” Aaron argued. “Normal stones don’t glow.” 
 
    “Technically, they could,” Rose corrected, “if they were radioactive.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “It’s so hot when you do that.” 
 
    Rose turned to look at Kara, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Aaron frowned at Rose, clearly not used to having anyone correct him. He reached out and grasped the chain around her neck, pulling the Stone out of her hoodie. The Stone immediately stopped glowing the moment it touched his fingers. He turned it over in his hand, squinting at the dark, crimson Stone. 
 
    “Hey, stop that!” Rose snapped, slapping his hand. 
 
    The expression of pure shock on Aaron’s face was almost comical. 
 
    “Uh…Rose,” Erik said worriedly, “you probably shouldn’t hit him.” 
 
    Aaron examined the back of his hand, as if he were looking for confirmation that she really had slapped him. He blinked at the red handprint. 
 
    Rose shoved the Stone of the Eklektos back into her hoodie. “I don’t care who you are. You can’t just grab something out of someone’s shirt.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill her,” Kara pleaded with Aaron, her eyes wide. 
 
    Aaron sighed at Kara, as if he found her request inconvenient somehow. He shifted his annoyed gaze back to Rose. “Whose inscription is on the Stone?” 
 
    “Inscription?” Rose asked. She pulled the Stone back out to look at it. 
 
    “It says Eklektos,” Kallias provided. 
 
    “It does?” Rose asked. “Oh, it does. I’ve never noticed that before.” 
 
    “Eklektos? The Greek word?” Aaron asked. “Who is the Eklektos?” 
 
    “Me,” Rose answered reluctantly. “Or…at least that’s what I was told.” 
 
    “By whom? Who gave that to you?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” Kallias asked suspiciously. 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “Whoever controls the Stone controls her.” 
 
    “No one controls me,” Rose declared, shoving the Stone of the Eklektos back into her shirt again. “I would never allow it. I control me. That’s it.” 
 
    A small smile tugged at Aaron’s lips. “Good to know,” he murmured. 
 
    Then, with no warning whatsoever, he snatched up her wrist in her hand and sank his fangs into it. Rose gaped in shock as he pulled his mouth away from her wrist, thick drops of her blood staining his lips and dripping from his fangs. 
 
    “Wow,” Kara breathed as the scent of Rose’s blood filled the room. Her cornflower-blue eyes darkened as she watched the blood pour from Rose’s wrist. 
 
    “What the heck are you doing?” Rose snapped at Aaron. 
 
    Aaron didn’t answer. Instead, he started walking toward the desk, his grip still tight around her bleeding wrist. Rose tried to pull her hand away from him, but the ancient vampire was entirely too strong to overpower. She had no choice but to stumble along behind him as he dragged her toward the computer. 
 
    “Let go of me,” Rose squeaked, trying to pry his hand off of her. 
 
    With one hand still holding Rose’s wrist, Aaron typed something into the computer with the other hand. A drawer beneath the computer suddenly slid open, just like the elevator door had done, and he grabbed a strange black cuff out of it. He slapped it onto her wrist and closed it, a smile curling at his lips. 
 
    “Ow,” Rose complained as the cuff seemed to irritate the wound on her wrist. She frowned at it. It looked almost like a bracelet…except much bigger and more painful. She noticed a glass container embedded in the cuff, directly above her wrist. Dark, crimson liquid filled it as she watched. “Is that my blood?” 
 
    “I need a sample,” Aaron explained.  
 
    He unclipped the black cuff and unattached the container of blood from the cuff. She watched in shock as he placed the container inside a box beside the computer and shut the door. After just a moment, a model of DNA suddenly appeared on the screen, spinning and shifting as the computer-generated data about her blood. She watched as her blood type, ethnicity, and various other irrelevant information appeared on the screen. Aaron typed something else into the computer, and the word ADMITTED flashed in bright green on the screen. 
 
    A smile tugged at his lips. “Relax, sweetheart. Your heart is racing.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Uh…just one question,” she mumbled. “If you can afford this kind of technology, why the heck are you still living in tombs?” 
 
    He snorted. He glanced over at Kallias and Erik and motioned for them to come to the computer. “I need your blood samples as well,” he explained. 
 
    “You’re admitting us?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Thank your girlfriend,” Aaron said. He glanced at her, a hint of curiosity burning in his cold, dark eyes. “She’s the only one of you three that I actually like.” 
 
    Rose stepped aside so that Kallias and Erik could let Aaron take their blood. She glanced down at her wrist, noticing that it had already healed. Her eyes widened as the scent of Kallias’s blood filled the room, igniting her hunger and calling out to the blood bond she shared with him. Her stomach burned with violent hunger, and her heart raced as adrenaline shot through her body. 
 
    “Hungry?” asked a familiar, breathy, accented voice. 
 
    Rose turned to find Kara standing right beside her. Kara watched Rose with an amused smile curling at the edges of her lips. With her hunger already so intense and Kara standing so close, Rose couldn’t help but notice that Kara’s blood smelled thick and sweet, like honey, and her skin smelled so soft and enticing, like flowers. Rose watched the soft, steady pulse of Kara’s neck. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow as she noticed the direction of Rose’s gaze. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kallias asked, placing his hand on Rose’s shoulder. 
 
    Rose blushed as she realized what she was doing. She glanced up at Kallias, her mouth watering as she watched him lick the bite wound on his wrist so that it would heal quicker. “Uh…yeah. Just too much blood,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kallias nodded. “You haven’t fed since last night. I’m surprised that you’re handling the hunger as well as you are. Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Rose mumbled as she noticed Kara’s knowing smile. 
 
    “The computer will recognize your blood now,” Aaron said after he finished typing in their information. He walked over to the steel doors on the other side of the room and pressed his forefinger against a black box on the side. The black box flashed green and the steel door slid open, opening into a hallway. 
 
    “Seriously, the technology down here is impressive,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” Aaron said in a bored, emotionless tone. 
 
    He waited as they stepped out of the foyer and into the hallway. Then, he stepped through, the doors sliding closed behind him. The hallway stretched left and right for what looked like miles before it turned corners and stretched in other directions. Hundreds of doors lined each wall, darkly-stained wooden doors with small, block numbers carved into the center. The ceiling was low, barely six inches above Kallias’s head, and that, paired with the low, soft lighting made the hallway feel more like a tunnel than an actual hallway. 
 
    Aaron glanced at his phone. “Well, I have matters that I must attend to,” he sighed. He looked up from his phone and narrowed his eyes at Kara. “I was in the middle of something before you decided to start trouble. Again.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Lafi started it.” 
 
    “Take them to your room,” he told her. “They’ll be staying with you.” 
 
    Kara scowled at him. “All of them? Even Erik?” 
 
    “Oh… Ouch,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    “They are your guests,” Aaron stated. “You’re responsible for them.” 
 
    Kara’s jaw tightened. “Fine.” 
 
    Aaron spun around and walked down the hallway, distractedly staring at his phone, his tennis shoes squeaking against the marble floor. Kara waited until he had turned a corner before she started walking in the opposite direction. Erik winced uneasily, apparently sensing something off about her emotions, and then followed after her. The four of them walked down the long, dark hallway, past countless wooden doors, until they reached the door with the number sixty-seven carved into the center of it. She shoved her key into the door and unlocked it. 
 
    “Uh, Kara?” Erik said, cringing in anticipation. “Maybe we should talk.” 
 
    She froze for a moment, her gaze narrowed at the door, and then, moving so swiftly that her body blurred before their eyes, she spun around and slammed Erik against the wall, her forearm over his chest, holding him still. 
 
    Erik winced in pain. “I knew you were going to do that.” 
 
    “Let him go,” Kallias growled at Kara, stepping toward her. 
 
    Erik held up his hand to stop Kallias. “I’m fine. Really.” 
 
    “Are you?” Kara snarled. “Because I’m not so sure I won’t kill you.” 
 
    “If you hurt him at all, you’re dead,” Kallias warned her. 
 
    “Kallias, it’s fine,” Erik said in a strained voice. “We’re just talking.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at him. “It looks an awful lot like fighting to me.” 
 
    Erik tried to shift into a more comfortable position against the wall, but the force of Kara’s arm prevented any such movement. He glanced down at her, offering her a hesitant smile. “Okay. Clearly, you’re upset about something.” 
 
    “You think?” Kara snapped. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Erik said uneasily. 
 
    “So, you don’t kill vampires now?” she asked sharply. 
 
    “I do it to save lives,” Erik explained. “I kill vampires to save humans.” 
 
    “So, human lives are more important than ours?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Well, no,” Erik said, “but humans are innocent. It’s not right for them to die just so that we can sate our hunger. I have to save them, if I can.” 
 
    “Do you know who you sound like right now?” Kara asked. “You sound like Alana. So damn convinced that what you are doing is right. The logic you use to justify killing vampires is the same logic Alana uses to justify what she does. Who the hell gave you the right to decide who deserves to live or die?” 
 
    “Kara,” Erik said, desperate to explain, “you don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, Erik, you don’t understand,” Kara snarled. Her brows furrowed, and pain flashed in her light blue eyes. “I may be evil, but at least I realize it.” 
 
    Erik’s eyes softened with sympathy. “Kara, I never said you were…” 
 
    Kara released him so suddenly that he nearly fell onto the floor. She stepped back and waited as he regained his composure. “Go on inside,” she told them, avoiding Erik’s gaze. “Make yourselves at home. I need a drink.” 
 
    “Kara,” Erik sighed. “Please, let’s just talk about this.” 
 
    “Don’t Kara me, like nothing has changed between us,” Kara growled at him. “Everything has changed. I don’t even know who you are anymore.”
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    “Great,” Kallias said sarcastically as he watched Kara walk away. He turned toward Erik, his eyes narrowing. “Now, we’re stuck in a colony full of dangerous vampires, and the one that you said we could trust just attacked you.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “She’ll forgive me eventually. She always does.” 
 
    Kallias scowled. “Your friendship with her is going to get us killed.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at him. “A sociopath with an army is actively seeking us out, and you’re afraid of the woman who is slightly pissed off at Erik.” 
 
    Erik scratched his head, wincing a little. “In his defense, pissed off women are pretty scary. Case in point…” He jabbed his finger at Rose. “You.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    Kallias pushed the door of the room open and gestured for them to go on inside. “Let’s just get inside before someone else decides to attack Erik.” 
 
    “Like me?” Rose asked, flashing a sassy smile at Erik. 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened, and then, much to their amusement, he practically leapt into the room. Once inside, he glanced around the room with a frown. “Huh, it looks like she’s changed a few things in the last twelve hundred years.” 
 
    “Well, I’d hope so,” Rose muttered as she followed him into the room. 
 
    The room was about the size of a hotel room, just spacious enough for a few people to sleep but not much else. Two full-size beds set against the right wall, and a door, opening into a small bathroom, set against the left wall. Against the furthest wall, a small black desk and an office chair set wedged between the wall and the bed. Several piles of books, a ceramic skull, and five empty wine glasses filled the surface of the desk, leaving no portion of the desk uncovered. Two black dressers set on each side of the desk with an extremely large battle-axe propped on top of one of them. After circling the room a few times, Erik ambled toward the dressers and began to open each drawer and peek inside. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Just taking a look around.” 
 
    “You could have gotten yourself killed, you know,” Kallias complained. 
 
    Rose turned toward him, watching as he sat on the edge of the closest bed, the mattress creaking beneath his weight. “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “I mean,” Kallias sighed, spreading his hands in frustration, “that you can’t talk to Aaron the way you did. He is more powerful than you can imagine.” 
 
    “But I did,” Rose said, shrugging, “and I’m fine.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “By a stroke of luck.” 
 
    “I don’t remember you being particularly well-mannered when you were talking to him either,” she said. “Or does the double-standard only apply to me?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Aaron and I do not see eye-to-eye. But…I can see his thoughts. I know when I’m pushing my limits,” he growled. “You don’t.” 
 
    “And yet, as you can see,” Rose said, spreading out her arms, “I’m fine.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head, as if he couldn’t make sense of her. “Why must you insist on constantly putting yourself in danger? Do you want to die again?” 
 
    Rose sighed, her eyes softening with understanding. “Look, Kallias, I know that it hurt you when I died and that you’re only acting so overprotective because you’re worried, but you need to trust me, okay? I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Oh, cool!” Erik said, hunched over a drawer. “I found her sex toys!” 
 
    As Erik started to reach inside the drawer, it suddenly slammed closed, crushing his fingers inside it. He yelped and jerked his fingers out, whimpering at the pain. He spun around toward Rose. “You crushed my hand, you monster!” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said simply, “stop invading her privacy.” 
 
    “Privacy?” Erik cried, shoving his crushed fingers in his mouth. His words sounded garbled around his fingers. “Kara doesn’t know the meaning of the word privacy! She would tell you her social security number, if she had one!” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Just stay out of her things.” 
 
    Erik pouted, “You’re abusing your power.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “By closing a drawer with my mind?” 
 
    “By being boring,” Erik snarled immaturely. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re a thirteen-hundred-year-old child.” 
 
    Kallias laughed, “You’re just now realizing that?” 
 
    “I hate you both,” Erik whined. 
 
    As Rose cast another quick glance around the room, a painting caught her eye. She crossed the room to get a closer look at the painting. It hung on the wall, beside the bed, the swirls of purple, blue, yellow, and gray standing out against the black wall. The painting depicted a woman, mostly nude, except for the silky purple cloak draped around her shoulders. Majestic falcon wings sprouted from the woman’s back, and waves of golden hair fell to her breasts. A chariot, led by large, beautiful cats, carried her across the reckless ocean waves, and tears of gold streamed down the woman’s soft, alabaster cheeks. 
 
    “Who is this?” Rose asked curiously. “In the painting.” 
 
    Erik walked over to stand beside her, peering up at the beautiful, majestic woman. “That’s Freyja,” he said easily. “The Norse goddess.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose said, nodding. “The goddess of love, war, and death.” 
 
    “And sex,” Erik added. Obviously, he couldn’t leave that one out. 
 
    “Who painted it?” Rose asked. She leaned forward and squinted at the small, faded note scrawled at the bottom of the painting. “With love. Annette,” she read aloud. She frowned. “She says that she doesn’t care about the women she sleeps with, but she keeps their gifts. Don’t you think that’s kind of strange?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “She’s always been like that.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, do you remember the pendant that the vampire gave her when we were in the cemetery?” Erik asked. “He said that her girlfriend left it for her?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “The one that was shaped like a woman?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erik said. “You can’t tell anymore because it’s so rusted, but originally, it was molded in the shape of Morrigan, the Celtic Goddess. Twelve hundred years ago, a Celtic priestess named Vivien gave Kara that pendant.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted. “And she kept it?” 
 
    Erik nodded. “She used to wear it around her neck. Alana didn’t like it.” 
 
    “She was jealous?” Rose guessed. 
 
    He shrugged. “Possibly. Or maybe she just couldn’t understand it. You see, Vivien was only supposed to be a one-night thing for Kara. She hadn’t fed in a few nights, and she stumbled across Vivien outside of a little Celtic village. Vivien was dancing in the woods by herself. It was a full moon, apparently, and the dance was some kind of prayer or something. Kara loved it. So, she introduced herself to the woman, and then, she danced with her. And then, she…” He smiled. “Well, you know where this is going. But for whatever reason, when she fed from the woman, she couldn’t bring herself to kill her. So, she offered her blood to the woman. She created a blood bond with a human.” 
 
    “Like Kallias did with me,” Rose said, “when I was human.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Erik said, “but it’s not normal to create blood bonds with anyone, much less humans. Of course, there are some vampires, like Theron, who do it to manipulate the human, to use them like a plaything, but Kara’s not like that. So, Alana couldn’t understand why she did it, and Kara refused to explain.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that this story doesn’t have a happy ending,” Rose said. 
 
    “Kara and Vivien met every night for a few years, and Alana hated it. She said that Kara’s fixation on Vivien was inappropriate,” Erik sighed. “The bad thing about blood bonds is that vampires can smell them. One night, Alana commanded Kara not to leave home, and she found Vivien and killed her.” 
 
    Rose’s throat constricted with sympathy. “Why?” 
 
    “Because she knew that Kara would feel it,” Erik answered. “She knew that it would mess with Kara’s mind. Guilt can be a very powerful manipulator.” 
 
    “That’s why Alana told Olivia to give Kara that pendant before she died,” Rose said, horrified at the realization. “She wanted Kara to realize that it had happened again. She wanted Kara to feel that same pain all over again.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “That’s Alana for you.” 
 
    Rose turned to look at the painting again, tilting her head to the side as she studied its careful placement on the wall and how well Kara had taken care of it. It wasn’t that Kara didn’t care, Rose realized. She just couldn’t let anyone see that she cared. More specifically, Kara couldn’t let Alana see that she cared. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Now that we’re here, we need to get to work. The first thing we need to do is find out what the vampires down here know about Alana.” 
 
    Rose turned toward him. “How do you intend to do that?” 
 
    His lips tugged into a smile. “Passive interrogation,” he told her. 
 
    “Passive interrogation,” Rose repeated dryly. “Dang, I knew I should have taken that Unheard-of Criminal Justice Tactics class when I had the chance.” 
 
    He chuckled at her smart-aleck remark. “What I mean is…we can talk to the vampires, ask them a few casual questions, and then, I’ll read their minds.” 
 
    “Oh, good, because I love socializing,” Rose said sarcastically. 
 
    “If you want to talk to a bunch of vampires—and not raise too much suspicion about it—then, you should probably go to the bar,” Erik suggested. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Alcohol is not going to help anything, Erik.” 
 
    Erik laughed. “The bar down here…in the Tomb of Blood,” he clarified. “There will be plenty of vampires to question, and it’ll seem less suspicious.” 
 
    “There’s a bar here?” Rose asked. “What’s the point of that?” 
 
    “Dancing and drinking,” Erik said, grinning, “and a few other things.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Alcohol doesn’t even intoxicate us.” 
 
    “It does when it’s mixed with blood,” Erik said. 
 
    Rose suddenly remembered noticing a faint scent of blood while Kara was drinking that glass of wine. The wine had smelled of blood and fruit. “Oh.” 
 
    “Where is the bar?” Kallias asked Erik. 
 
    “If they haven’t moved it, then it should be at the center of this floor,” Erik said. “Just turn that corner at the end of this hall, and you should see the door.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re not going?” Rose asked. 
 
    Erik laughed, “If I set foot in there, they’ll tear me to pieces.” 
 
    “Because of Alana?” Rose asked. “That’s a little extreme.” 
 
    “Because I tortured them,” Erik said. “Or…some of them, anyway.” 
 
    “But you didn’t want to do it,” Rose argued. “Don’t they realize that?” 
 
    “I don’t think they care,” Erik laughed. 
 
    Kallias stood and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Well, I guess we should get to work, if we want to find out anything important before sunrise.” 
 
    Erik walked over to the bed and collapsed onto it. He grabbed the remote control from the nightstand and turned on the television. “Sounds good to me. You two can do all of the work, and I’ll hang out in here and watch TV.” 
 
    Rose grimaced in anticipation. “But I’m not good at…talking.” 
 
    “Ha!” Erik snorted. “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine,” Kallias said, walking toward the door. “Just come on.” 
 
    “And make sure you prepare for culture shock,” Erik added with a grin. 
 
    “What…what do you mean by that?” Rose sputtered. Kallias left the room before she could demand an answer from Erik, so she sprinted after him, catching up with him halfway down the hallway. “What did he mean by that?” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, chuckling as he noticed the terrified expression on her face. “He just means that the vampires here are different. I told you that already,” he reminded her. “They don’t have to blend in with humans when they’re here, so they tend to be a little less…inhibited. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rose didn’t look convinced. “Less inhibited?” 
 
    Kallias turned the corner and led the way down the next hallway, as if he’d been there a million times before. “Relax,” he sighed. “The last thing you want to do is freak out and draw attention to yourself. You have to act natural.” 
 
    As they continued walking down that hallway, the sound of a low, sultry drumbeat pounded louder and louder, soon accompanied by the sounds of other instruments, until eventually, the sounds blended together into the seductive, bluesy song that played in the room that they were approaching. Rose stiffened in shock halfway down the hallway as she noticed the scent of fresh blood. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Kallias told her, pointing toward the door. 
 
    She swallowed as a wave of hunger shot through her. “I smell blood.” 
 
    “This is an entire colony of vampires,” he said. “What did you expect?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this,” she said worriedly. 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Kallias assured her. “Just trust me.” 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Rose muttered as they approached the door. 
 
    Kallias turned toward her. “Relax. We’re just going to go in there, ask a few questions about Alana, and then leave. It’s not a big deal. Just act natural.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose said, chewing on her lip, “but what exactly is natural?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “Just act however you’d normally act at a bar.” 
 
    “I’ve been to a bar once in my entire life, and I only went then because they invited the honor students from the university for free drinks,” Rose said. 
 
    He nodded. “Okay. Then, just do what you did then.” 
 
    “I ordered a Diet Coke, and then, I spent the rest of the night in the bathroom, talking to a girl with a Lord of the Rings piercing,” Rose told him. 
 
    He frowned. “What?” 
 
    “You know? ‘The One Ring to rule them all?’ From the Lord of the Rings?” Rose elaborated. “Well, she had one…in her nose. It was pretty cool, actually.” 
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t real, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Rose added quickly. “If it were real, she would’ve been invisible. She wasn’t invisible. I could see her.” 
 
    Kallias stared blankly at her. “You’re right. This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “I told you so,” Rose muttered, shrugging. 
 
    He sighed. “I guess…just…try not to do anything too weird.” 
 
    She laughed at that. “I can already tell you that’s a lost cause.” 
 
    He stared at her warily for a moment, and then, he turned the doorknob. As he opened the door and stepped inside, the scent of blood grew more intense. 
 
    Rose reluctantly followed him inside, but when she reached the door, she froze, her eyes widening at the provocative scene in front of her. She didn’t know what she expected to see inside a vampire colony, but it wasn’t this. The room smelled a lot like blood and a little like sweat. Vampires filled every inch of the room. Hundreds of them, at least. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen this many people in one room. In the far corners of the room, she noticed tables and chairs, but in the center of the room, hundreds of vampires danced, moving sensually, in time with the low, bluesy music that filled the room. 
 
    Kallias glanced back at her and sighed. He grabbed her arm and tugged her away from the door. “Stop gawking. You’re drawing attention to yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Rose grumbled. As he pulled her into the dark, blood-scented room, she did what she always did when she got nervous: she rambled. “I always thought the way people danced at college parties was sexual, but that doesn’t even compare to the way these vampires are dancing. I mean, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think some of these vampires were actually having sex.” 
 
    “Some of them probably are,” Kallias said dismissively. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Wait, what?” she sputtered. 
 
    He sighed, “Look, I get that this is a little out of your comfort zone…” 
 
    “A little?” she said incredulously. 
 
    “But,” he continued irritably, “you have to stop freaking out.” 
 
    “I’m not freaking out,” Rose argued. “I’m just…weirded out.” 
 
    He frowned. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    She chewed on her lip thoughtfully. “I don’t know, but there is one.” 
 
    He gave her an annoyed look. “We need to blend in here.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I couldn’t blend in here if I tried.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to try,” Kallias informed her, “and succeed, if you expect us to survive this dangerous game that you’ve decided to play.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    He pushed her against the cold, crimson-colored wall and leaned in, so that he could whisper in her ear. “Look around you. These vampires are more animalistic than anyone you have ever encountered. What do you think they’ll do if they think we’re a threat to them? While we’re here, we have to blend in.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “Then, what do I do?” 
 
    Kallias stepped back and held out his hand. “Dance with me.” 
 
    She blanched. “Oh, no. No, no, no. That’s where I draw the line.” 
 
    “It’s just dancing, Rose,” Kallias laughed. “It won’t kill you.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it will, actually,” Rose argued. 
 
    “You forged an alliance with the most dangerous vampire known to exist without a second thought, but you’re terrified of a little dancing?” he asked. 
 
    “Forging an alliance with Aaron didn’t involve public humiliation,” she hissed. She crossed her arms. “I don’t want to dance, and you can’t make me.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at that. “That sounds like a challenge,” he muttered. 
 
    Rose squeaked as he grabbed her arm and dragged her out to the dance floor. “I don’t even know how to dance!” she complained as he spun her around. 
 
    He placed his hands on her hips and pulled her close, his lips brushing against her ear as he laughed. “Then, it’s a good thing I do,” he said playfully. 
 
    Rose reluctantly allowed him to pull her against him. A wave of desire rushed through her as his long, muscular body pressed against hers. She moaned softly as he kissed her neck. His large, rough hands brushed her bare skin, above the waistband of her jeans, as he urged her to move her body in time with his. She tilted her head back and groaned miserably, “This is so embarrassing!” 
 
    “How is it embarrassing?” he laughed, his voice low and gravelly in her ear, as they swayed together. “We’re doing exactly what everyone else is doing.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips irritably. “It just is.” 
 
    The dark, primal sound of the music remained constant, even when the song changed, shifting to a slower, sadder song with long, mourning chords. 
 
    Rose suddenly looked around, gazing deeper into the crowd, although she didn’t know why. It was as if something had drawn her gaze, like a magnet. Or rather, someone, Rose realized, as she saw the flash of blue. On her left, amidst the too-many-vampires-to-count, Rose saw the intense, light blue eyes watching her. The longer she stared, the more clearly she could see Kara. A black-haired woman danced with Kara, but Kara wasn’t watching her. She was watching Rose. 
 
    Kara’s lips tilted into that mischievous smile as soon as Rose’s gaze met hers, and she lifted her hand, and—just barely moving her fingers—she waved. 
 
    Rose blushed and quickly looked away. “Kara’s here,” she told Kallias. 
 
    “I figured,” Kallias snorted. “Vikings tend to flock to places like this.” 
 
    “Huh, and I always thought Vikings tended to be dead,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    He laughed. “Shh, don’t tell Erik that. He loves his heritage.” 
 
    “They all do, apparently,” Rose muttered, remembering that ridiculous oath that Kara had sworn to her. She cast another glance toward the mischievous vampire, blushing once again as she realized that Kara was still watching her. 
 
    “You seem to be relaxing a little,” Kallias said, his lips near her ear. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rose said, “because I’m actually pretty freaking terrified.” 
 
    He laughed, “Then, I guess we better find a way to distract you.” 
 
    Rose moaned softly as his lips pressed against her neck. His lips parted to allow his tongue to trace the path of the artery, his fangs grazing against her skin. The blood bond that she shared with him reacted to the sensations, igniting her hunger and desire, causing her to crave the taste of his blood and the pleasure that arose in her when he fed from her. The thick, powerful scent of blood that filled the room and the sensations she felt as his body pressed against hers, moving so sensually against her, intensified her hunger, until it overwhelmed her. 
 
    “You need to feed,” Kallias murmured in her ear. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said, moaning as he kissed her neck. “Too many people.” 
 
    “You must,” he said. “There’s too much fresh blood around you right now. I can feel what it’s doing to you. If you don’t feed soon, you’ll lose control.” 
 
    She gasped, her fingers intertwining in his long, brown hair, as he grazed his fangs against her neck. Her body reacted in extremes to the sensations, and intense, painful hunger burned through her, so intense that it felt as if it were ripping her apart. She opened her eyes, her gaze drawn instinctually toward the bright red blood that flowed down the neck of a woman dancing in front of her. 
 
    “Rose, you’re starting to lose control,” Kallias warned. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose agreed as she watched the man drink the woman’s blood. 
 
    She continued to watch the blood in a hunger-crazed daze as Kallias led her away from the dance floor, toward the farthest wall from the door. Like all of the walls in the Tomb of Blood—except for the bedroom walls, which were painted various colors based on the wishes of the occupants—crimson-red paint colored the wall, a color that resembled blood a little too closely for Rose’s liking. 
 
    Kallias caught Rose against him as she staggered, nearly collapsing. 
 
    “I feel so weak,” she mumbled as a wave of fatigue washed over her. 
 
    He pushed her up against the wall and kissed her. The roughness of the kiss brought her out of the daze, and her body instantly responded to him. She clutched his shirt, tugging him closer, until every inch of his body pressed against hers. Adrenaline coursed through her blood, as her instincts urged her to feed, as the need for blood overrode every thought in her mind, until it consumed her. She cut his lips with her fangs, moaning as she tasted his blood in the kiss. 
 
    Kallias groaned as she sucked the blood from his bottom lip, and then, he moved his hands down to her thighs. He wrapped his hands around her soft, jean-clad thighs and lifted her up. Rose wrapped her legs around his waist, a soft, breathless moan escaping her lips as his body pressed against hers in the exact place that she needed it most. A spark of red flashed in her eyes as she shifted her gaze down to his neck, watching the strong, steady pulse of his carotid artery. 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, baring the colorful, tattooed skin of his neck to her, and that was all the invitation she needed. She buried her fingers in his hair and sank her fangs into his neck, moaning as his blood filled her mouth. 
 
    Rose drank his blood with a desperation unlike anything she’d ever felt before. She didn’t know whether it was the strange, sensual environment or, more likely, the fact that she hadn’t fed in over twenty-four hours, that left her in such a desperate, hunger-crazed state, but she couldn’t regain control of herself as she fed so mercilessly from him, his warm, thick blood pouring over her lips and down his shoulder, soaking into the fabric of his long-sleeved, black shirt. 
 
    Kallias groaned as the endorphins flooded his bloodstream, washing his body in disorienting waves of desire and pleasure. The way she moved against him as she fed—rocking her hips in an attempt to increase the pressure of his body against hers—only intensified his desire for her. Even as he felt his strength fading, he didn’t want to stop her. He wanted to let her drain every drop of his blood, if she wanted, and draw out the euphoric sensations caused by the blood-sharing for as long as possible, but he knew, logically, that falling unconscious in the middle of a crowded room would be a bad idea. So, he reluctantly pulled back. 
 
    “I knew you weren’t a prude,” said a familiar voice. “Erik’s full of shit.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock and slowly turned her head, her mouth falling open as she found Kara standing in the shadows, just a few feet away from them. 
 
    Kara’s piercing, light blue eyes watched them shamelessly, sparkling with intrigue and amusement, but then, suddenly, almost unnoticeably, her brows furrowed, her mouth tilting downward into a confused frown. She quickly hid her confusion beneath that sideways, flirty smile and walked toward them. 
 
    Kallias dropped his hands and stepped back, practically dropping Rose on the floor. He raised an eyebrow at Kara. “Were you watching us?” he laughed. 
 
    Kara shrugged easily, not the least bit embarrassed. “It was hot.” 
 
    Kallias snorted, “You’re basically a female version of Erik.” 
 
    Too shocked to think of an appropriate response, Rose just watched, her eyes as wide as saucers, as Kara walked toward her, closing in beside her. In an effort to keep just a tiny bit of space between them, Rose leaned back against the wall as Kara moved closer, cornering Rose between Kallias and the wall. 
 
    “I like how wild you are when you feed,” Kara murmured. “Very sexy.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uh,” she managed to say, “why are you so close to me?” 
 
    Kara very slowly placed her finger over her lips. “Shh,” she whispered, suddenly very serious. She discreetly pointed at Rose’s eyes. “I’m hiding you.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at Rose, and understanding lightened his brown eyes. “Shit. Rose, your eyes,” he said nervously as he watched the swirling, red haze. 
 
    “What? Right now?” Rose squeaked, covering her eyes with her hands. 
 
    Kara grasped Rose’s wrists to stop her. “Don’t cover them. You’ll only draw attention to yourself,” she whispered. Her warm, soft hands caused Rose’s skin to tingle. “Just keep your eyes on me. No one can see you. I’m in their way.” 
 
    Rose reluctantly looked up, meeting Kara’s unnerving, icy blue gaze. 
 
    “How long do they usually stay like this?” Kara asked quietly. 
 
    “Sometimes, just a minute,” Kallias answered. “Sometimes, a few.” 
 
    Kara nodded, but her gaze never left Rose. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem terrified by the sight of Rose’s inhuman, glowing eyes. Just…intrigued. “You’ll have to explain this to me, eventually,” she told Rose, her lips twitching upward. 
 
    “Eventually,” Rose agreed, her heart racing rapidly against her chest. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, a mischievous gleam sparkling in her eyes. Then, she reached into the back pocket of her leather pants and pulled out a silky, black handkerchief. She stepped even closer to Rose, causing the front of her body to press against Rose’s, their soft curves and firm muscles melding together. Her smile grew as she heard Rose’s breath hitch at the contact. She lifted her hand and pressed the silky fabric against Rose’s face, watching the stunned confusion that flashed in Rose’s strange, red eyes. “You made quite a mess, didn’t you?” she teased as she wiped the thick, wet blood from Rose’s face. 
 
    Rose blushed and said the only word that she could remember: “Uh…” 
 
    The silky fabric glided over Rose’s face as lightly as a feather as Kara finished cleaning off the blood. Rose wanted to grab Kara’s wrist and stop her, but she was too stunned to even think, much less move. The fabric brushed sensually over Rose’s lips, causing her lips to tingle pleasantly. Rose’s stomach clenched as another, unwarranted shockwave of desire shot through her body. 
 
    A pleased smile pulled at the edges of Kara’s lips, as if she somehow knew what kind of effect her peculiar actions were having on Rose. “Better,” she murmured as she pulled the handkerchief away from Rose’s face. She reached out and grasped Rose’s hand, watching as Rose frowned bewilderedly at their joined hands, and then, she tucked the handkerchief into Rose’s palm and closed her hand around it. She leaned forward and whispered in Rose’s ear, “Keep it. Sometime in the near future, you’ll need it to clean my blood off of your lips.” 
 
    Rose just blinked, completely and utterly speechless. 
 
    “Your eyes are blue again, by the way,” Kara said as she stepped back. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose squeaked, barely even managing the one-syllable response. 
 
    Kara winked and then ventured off toward the dance floor. 
 
    As soon as she left, Kallias burst into loud, hysterical laughter. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    “If you could see the look on your face, you’d laugh, too,” he snorted. 
 
    She scowled. “She’s pretty strange, isn’t she?” she muttered, glancing toward the dance floor where she saw Kara already flirting with another woman. 
 
    “Strange isn’t a strong enough word to describe her,” Kallias chuckled.  
 
    Rose glanced down at the handkerchief in her hand. She rubbed her thumb across the thin cloth, admiring its smooth, silky texture, as she tried to make sense of the emotions that kept rising up in her around that strange, flirty vampire. Rose tucked the cloth into her pocket, not sure what else to do with it. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Rose looked up. “Ready for what?” 
 
    “What we came in here to do,” he said impatiently. “To ask questions.” 
 
    She shrugged. “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” 
 
    “Good,” Kallias said, “because we’re about to have a chance to do it.” 
 
    “Kallias of Athens?” called a deep, thickly accented voice. 
 
    Rose turned around to look at the vampire approaching them. He stood directly behind her now, staring at Kallias with wide, black eyes. Long, curly, black hair hung over his forehead, almost hiding his thick, dark eyebrows that were currently creased with worry. He looked the way Rose imagined a billionaire would look. Perhaps it was his expensive, pressed suit or the gold watches and rings that shined against his dark skin. Or maybe it was that smug grimace he wore, his lip curled, as if he were disgusted by the less civilized people in the room. 
 
    “Osiris,” Kallias said, his tone clipped. 
 
    Rose recognized that tone. Kallias only used that tone when he severely disliked someone. Kallias disliked almost everyone, of course, but there some people he particularly disliked. Usually people who mistreated others or abused their power. Bullies. And something about this man’s presence screamed bully. 
 
    Osiris must have recognized the disdain in Kallias’s tone, too, because he suddenly took a step back. “I never expected to see you here,” he commented. 
 
    “Me either,” Kallias muttered. “So…how is your…business?” 
 
    Osiris scowled, as if it offended him that Kallias didn’t remember what kind of business he ran. “Hotels,” he provided. “And they’re doing very well.” 
 
    “Vampires own hotels?” Rose asked, frowning. 
 
    Osiris’s black eyes shifted toward her, and there was something about the way he looked at her—with a mixture of arrogance, disdain, and lust—that set her on edge. “Some of us prefer to make money through legitimate means.” 
 
    “I’m not a big fan of crime either,” Rose said, “if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you lived in the Tomb of Blood,” Kallias said suddenly. “I thought you lived in one of your hotels with those humans that serve you.” 
 
    “I recently moved here,” Osiris explained. His lip curled, as if he were disgusted by his new home. “And those humans are called employees.” 
 
    “How recently?” Kallias asked with a suspicious frown. 
 
    Osiris’s nostrils flared, and he shifted his gaze toward the dance floor, his eyes narrowing. He turned back toward Kallias and Rose, and his shoulders stiffened as he loosened his tie. “Excuse me,” he said with a forced smile. 
 
    Then, he was suddenly on the dance floor, dragging a beautiful, well-dressed, brunette woman away from the vampire that she had been dancing with. She winced, clearly in pain, as he dragged her from the dance floor by her arm. 
 
    Even from a distance, Rose couldn’t help but notice that the woman smelled different from the vampires around her. “She’s human, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kallias said in her ear, “and she is bound to him.” 
 
    “Like I was to you,” Rose asked, “when I was human?” 
 
    “More like…how Phoebe was to Theron,” Kallias corrected. 
 
    Rose cringed as she remembered the relationship Phoebe had described in those scrolls: how Phoebe had loved Theron—practically worshipped him—even when he hurt her or treated her like a slave. She’d been helpless to his allure. 
 
    “What did I tell you about dancing with other men?” Osiris growled. 
 
    “I know. I know,” the woman cried, her voice soft and remorseful. “I didn’t mean to say yes, but he was just so attractive. I just couldn’t resist him.” 
 
    Osiris rounded on her. “You thought he was attractive?” 
 
    “He’s a bit possessive, isn’t he?” Rose commented worriedly. 
 
    “It’s a vampire thing,” Kallias explained. “Sometimes, when vampires have a blood bond with someone, they start to feel possessive over that person.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “Like animals do. With a mate.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    “It doesn’t make it right,” Rose commented. 
 
    “I never said it did,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Osiris,” the woman cried out suddenly. “Please! You’re hurting me!” 
 
    One moment, Osiris stood on the outermost portion of the dance floor, clutching the long-haired, brunette woman against him, and the next moment, an unseen force ripped him away from the human and flung him against the wall. 
 
    Kallias blew out a long, exasperated sigh, “Damn it, Rose.” 
 
    “He hurt her,” Rose said defensively. 
 
    Kallias spun toward her, his wide, brown eyes flashing with frustration. “What part of, ‘Don’t attract attention,’ do you not understand?” he growled. 
 
    “What part of, ‘He hurt her,’ do you not understand?” Rose countered.  
 
    Kallias sighed, “She’s a willing participant in the relationship.” 
 
    “In the abusive relationship,” Rose snarled. “Abusive is the key word.” 
 
    Kallias raked his hand through his hair. “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    “There’s plenty we can do,” Rose corrected. 
 
    “Osiris!” the woman yelled, running to his side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Osiris shoved her out of the way as he climbed to his feet, obviously sore after being thrown into a wall and falling to the floor. His black eyes narrowed murderously at Rose, and within less than a second, he crossed the space between them and snatched her up by the throat. “It was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Kallias jerked Osiris away from Rose and flung him backward. Rose fell back against the wall, pressing her hand against her throat as it throbbed in pain. She watched as Kallias quickly stepped between Osiris and Rose, shielding her. 
 
    “She attacked me,” Osiris snarled. “You can’t stop me from retaliating.” 
 
    Kallias took a threatening step toward Osiris. “Oh, I assure you: I can.” 
 
    Osiris took a step back. “It was her. I know she did it.” 
 
    “And how would you know that?” asked a familiar, female voice. 
 
    Rose didn’t even have to look. She recognized that voice immediately. That breathy, strangely accented, lilting voice. It was Kara. Kara stood directly behind Osiris, locks of blue and black hair falling over her bare shoulder as she tilted her head to the side, her piercing blue eyes narrowing dangerously at Osiris. 
 
    Osiris turned toward Kara, his jaw tightening. “I just do,” he growled. 
 
    Kara lifted an eyebrow. “Then, you have no proof?” 
 
    “I can smell her power,” Osiris growled. “I know it was her.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “I find it hard to believe that this baby vampire attacked you without even touching you,” she lied, “and I think Aaron would, too.” 
 
    Osiris scowled at the veiled threat. He stepped toward Kara. “Really?” he growled, baring his fangs at her. “Because I think Aaron would want to know what kind of freak you brought down here.” He shot a disgusted glare at Rose. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You abuse your girlfriend, but I’m the freak,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Osiris’s black eyes widened, as if Rose had just confessed to a crime. 
 
    “Shut up, Rose,” Kallias growled between clenched teeth. 
 
    “No. Say what you want, Rose,” Kara disagreed as she stepped past Osiris. “You have every right to speak your mind.” Then, she spun on her heels and pressed the sharp tip of her dagger—that no one saw her retrieve—against Osiris’s neck. She smiled at him. “And there’s nothing he can do about it.” 
 
    Osiris glared murderously at Kara. “Get that off of my throat.” 
 
    “I will,” Kara said, her voice lowering into a growl, “when you back off.” 
 
    Osiris didn’t move. “I don’t take orders from you,” he growled, his lip curling in disgust as he stared down at Kara. There was something unspoken there, as he sneered the word you, as if he had wanted to insult her specifically. 
 
    Kara’s lips curved into a smirk, which only seemed to make him angrier. “I am the second-in-command here. I can use that authority…if I need to.” 
 
    Although the music continued to thud lowly over the speakers, a hush seemed to fall over the room as the hundreds of vampires that crowded the room turned to watch them, suddenly very interested in what Kara was saying. 
 
    “What does she mean by that?” Rose whispered to Kallias. 
 
    “She can kill him,” Kallias said quietly. He gestured toward the other vampires with a tilt of his head as he added, “Or she can order them to kill him.” 
 
    Osiris glanced around the room, and his arrogance seemed to instantly deflate. He clenched his jaw. “That won’t be necessary,” he grunted. 
 
    “Good,” Kara said, smiling at him, as she lowered her dagger. 
 
    Osiris shot another murderous glare at Rose, and then, he turned toward his human girlfriend. “Come, Lauren,” he snarled. “Let’s go up to our room.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly, hurrying behind him as he headed toward the door. 
 
    Kara glanced back at the rest of the vampires as she returned her dagger to her belt. They all quickly returned to their—somewhat indecent—activities, as if vampires nearly killing each other was a common, everyday occurrence here. 
 
    Then, Kara turned back toward Rose. She stepped closer, and then, she reached up and brushed her fingers against Rose’s bruised throat. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    Rose shivered as Kara’s fingers brushed lightly over her neck, raising chill bumps on her skin. “Not much,” she said, blushing. “It’s already healing.” 
 
    Kara dropped her hand and stepped back. She looked at both of them—Kallias then Rose. “I don’t think anyone saw anything, but just in case,” she paused, her brows creasing in worry as she stared at Rose, “just lay low, all right?” 
 
    “We will,” Kallias agreed, not waiting for Rose’s response. 
 
    Kara nodded, giving Rose another concerned look. “Be careful.” 
 
    Rose watched as Kara disappeared into the crowd of vampires. In a matter of seconds, Kara was on the dance floor, dancing with yet another woman. 
 
    “I can’t keep doing this,” Kallias growled from beside her. 
 
    Rose turned toward him, frowning. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought it would be easier now that you’re a vampire, but it’s not,” Kallias said. “You’re still just as reckless as you were when you were human.” 
 
    Rose watched him, noticing the way his brown eyes darkened with frustration, the way his fists clenched at his sides, the way his muscles tightened. And beyond that, she felt it: his anger, his pain, his exasperation. His emotions flowed through her, nearly as powerfully as her own emotions did, and her gut twisted with dread as she realized what they meant: that things were not the same between them. Not anymore. “I knew this fight would happen eventually.” 
 
    “Do you understand how much danger you’re in?” Kallias asked. “You’re not in human society anymore, Rose. The same rules don’t apply.” 
 
    “He hurt her,” Rose said. “I couldn’t just stand by and watch.” 
 
    Kallias stepped closer to her. His long, brown hair fell around his face as he leaned in close enough for her to feel his breath on her face. “If you can’t handle seeing a vampire hurt a human,” he growled, “you’re in the wrong place.” 
 
    She swallowed. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re in a vampire colony, Rose,” he whispered. “Look around you. We’re surrounded by vampires. Vampires that kill humans every time they feed.” 
 
    Rose nervously swept her gaze around the room. 
 
    “Anyone in this colony could kill you,” Kallias added. 
 
    Rose glared up at him. “I don’t care. I still can’t just watch while…” 
 
    “That’s the problem!” Kallias interrupted. “You don’t care!” 
 
    “The problem?” she repeated hollowly. 
 
    “There was one thing I didn’t want to do, and that was to watch you die,” he said in a tired, broken voice. “And that’s exactly what you made me do.” 
 
    “I died to save you,” Rose said quietly. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to save me! I wanted you to save yourself!” Kallias snarled. His heart raced as the words spilled out of his mouth, the words he’d been thinking for weeks. “And it’s becoming clearer and clearer that it’ll happen again. I’ll have to watch you die again. But this time, it will be permanent.” 
 
    Rose stared at the floor as he spoke, pain burning in her chest. “So, you want me to stop trying to save everyone?” she asked quietly. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes!” Kallias said, letting out a short laugh. “That’s exactly what I want!” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Don’t ask me to be someone I’m not.” 
 
    He froze, stunned by the soft, pleading tone of her voice and by the sight of tears in her bright blue eyes. “I’m not. Rose, I just want you to be safe.” 
 
    “This is who I am, Kallias,” she sighed. “You used to accept that.” 
 
    “That was before I had to watch you die,” Kallias said softly, sadness and pain flashing in his brown eyes. He looked away, his shoulders slouching. “I thought it hurt when I watched Phoebe die, but… I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. Even her.” His voice broke. “It killed me to see you die.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes softened with sympathy. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kallias shook his head. “I’ll be back in a minute. I need a drink.” 
 
    Rose watched as he turned away to walk toward the bar, something inside of her shattering at the sight. “Since when do you sugarcoat anything?” she asked with a sad smile. “Don’t worry about my feelings. Say what you’re thinking, like you always do. You don’t need a drink. You need time away from me.” 
 
    Kallias froze at those incredibly sad words. He turned back toward her. “I love you, Rose,” he sighed, “but sometimes, loving you is…exhausting.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, nodding, “and I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her and cradled her face in his large, strong hands, wiping away the single tear on her cheek with his thumb. “I just need a minute, okay? I’ll be right back,” he said, his voice softening. “Please…just…stay safe.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay,” she sighed, “I will.” 
 
    He walked away, then, heading toward the bar, leaving Rose alone in the middle of the dark, crowded room. Rose exhaled slowly and glanced around, raking her fingers through her long, red hair as she looked for something to do while she waited. She certainly didn’t want to dance with anyone—especially not considering the over-sexualized way these vampires seemed to dance. So, she glanced, instead, toward the tables in the corners of the room, looking for an empty chair. She blushed as she noticed that the two vampires at the first table were feeding from each other and…quite possibly having sex, Rose realized, as she noticed the way the woman was rocking sensually against the man. She quickly averted her gaze, blinking as she tried to get that sight out of her mind. 
 
    That’s when Rose noticed the beautiful, blonde woman who sat at a small, round table in the darkest corner of the room. Thick, blonde curls framed the woman’s sweet, feminine face, and her short, blue dress rode up her thighs as she crossed her legs beneath the table. Rose recognized the woman. It was the woman she’d seen Kara kissing earlier. The girlfriend of the vampire that Aaron had killed. Elise. That was her name. Rose walked over to the woman’s table. 
 
    As soon as Rose reached the small round table, wedged in that dark corner of the room, Elise’s gaze shifted from the dance floor to Rose, as if she’d been aware of Rose’s approach the entire time. Her blue-gray eyes assessed Rose curiously, slowly traveling down Rose’s body. As she lifted a wine glass full of thick, crimson liquid to her mouth, her thin, pink lips tilted into a small smile. 
 
    “Hi,” Rose mumbled awkwardly. “Do you mind if I sit?” 
 
    Like the wine that Kara had sipped earlier, the red liquid in Elise’s glass smelled faintly of blood, and it left faint blood-red stains on Elise’s lips as she drank. She leaned forward, her small, petite body bending gracefully and delicately, and she grabbed the chair on the other side of the table. She pulled it close to her, until the chair clanged against her own chair. Then, with a mischievous gleam in her blue-gray eyes, she patted the seat of the chair. “Sit.” 
 
    “Umm…thanks,” Rose stammered, glancing nervously at the chair that set much too close to the vampire. She sucked in a deep breath for courage, and then, she timidly sat down in the chair. Despite her best efforts to sit on the edge of the seat, the vampire’s arm still brushed against her. “Elise, right? I’m…” 
 
    “You’re Kara’s friend,” Elise interrupted. Her thick French accent caused each word to sound soft and sharp at the same time, delicate and heavy. 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s cheeks as she remembered that intense kiss that she’d watched this woman share with Kara. “I think acquaintance would be a more appropriate word, at this point,” she corrected, shifting nervously in her chair. 
 
    Elise tilted her head to the side, her yellow-blonde curls falling to one side as she studied Rose with those stormy eyes of hers. “If you say so.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “I’m sorry about your loss.” 
 
    “My loss?” Elise repeated bewilderedly. “Oh. You mean Lafi?” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the bloodstains on Elise’s sky-blue dress. “Yeah.” 
 
    Elise shrugged and sipped her blood-spiked wine. “Lafi dying is not really a loss to anyone. I admit that it upset me at first, but I’m fine now.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “It’s been an hour, at most.” 
 
    Elise set her glass on the table. “And I feel better already.” 
 
    “Oh. Good,” Rose mumbled, her frown deepening, “I guess.” 
 
    A flash of electric blue caught Rose’s eye, and she glanced toward the dance floor. In the middle of the room, about twenty feet away from their table, Kara danced with a beautiful woman with short, brunette hair. Kara held the woman casually as they danced, her arms draped around the woman’s hips, her face nuzzled in the curve of the woman’s neck. Her hair shielded her face, like a curtain of inky black and electric blue, as she danced. Rose found herself watching the seductive movement of Kara’s body, the sensual sway of her hips, her mesmerizing gracefulness. It occurred to Rose that there was something very sexual about the way Kara moved, something so intensely seductive about it. 
 
    At that exact moment, almost as if she could sense that Rose was watching her, Kara lifted her head, her piercing blue eyes shifting upward to meet Rose’s gaze. A smile curved at her lips, and her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled with amusement. She held Rose’s gaze shamelessly, and then, she winked at her. 
 
    “She’s good at it, isn’t she?” asked the soft, accented voice beside her. 
 
    Startled out of her daze, Rose spun toward Elise. She blushed as she realized that Elise was watching her with a smile, her face propped against her hand, her soft, blonde curls hanging over her arm. “What? Who?” she sputtered. 
 
    “The person you’re staring at,” Elise said, raising an eyebrow. “Kara.” 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “Oh. I…I wasn’t staring,” she stammered. 
 
    “Aw, you blush. How cute,” Elise laughed. “No wonder she likes you.” 
 
    Rose’s face managed to turn an even darker shade of red. At this point, Rose was fairly certain that her ears were already on fire and that her cheeks would spontaneously combust at any moment. “I wasn’t staring,” she insisted. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Elise murmured, amusement dancing in her blue-gray eyes. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Like I said, she is good at what she does.” 
 
    “What she does?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    Elise lifted her wine glass to her mouth, her lips curving. “Seduction.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. As if they had a will of their own, her eyes shifted toward the dance floor again, immediately finding Kara among the sea of vampires, dancing with yet another woman. “Aren’t all vampires seductive?” 
 
    “Sure,” Elise said, setting down her half-empty glass. “To a human, any vampire is seductive. Even you…with your adorable blushing and stammering.” 
 
    Almost on cue, Rose blushed again. “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    Elise giggled. “But Kara,” she sighed. “Even for a vampire, she’s hard to resist. I don’t know how she does it. Everything about her just…seduces you.” 
 
    “Does it bother you?” Rose asked. “To see her with so many women?” 
 
    Elise shrugged as she took another sip of her wine. “Why would it?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Well, because you’re her…girlfriend or something.” 
 
    Elise giggled so hard that her wine spilled from the corners of her lips. She set the glass on the table and dabbed at her bloodstained lips with a napkin. “Girlfriend?” she laughed incredulously. “I’m not in a relationship with her!” 
 
    “But I saw you,” Rose sputtered, her face reddening again, “kissing her.” 
 
    “Yes, kissing,” Elise said, recovering from her sudden outburst of laughter. “We kiss. We make love.” She shrugged. “But we’re not together.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “I don’t understand the difference.” 
 
    “Kara doesn’t do relationships,” Elise explained, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Rose said, drawing out the word. “Is that…because of Alana?” 
 
    Elise regarded her curiously. “I don’t know. Kara doesn’t talk much about Alana. But I suppose it would make sense. A lot happened between them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, her throat tightening as she thought about all of the pain that Alana had caused Erik and Kara over the years. She glanced hesitantly at Elise. “Can I ask you something? I hope this isn’t too insensitive of a question to ask, but…I was just wondering if you could tell me what happened between Kara and Lafi. Why did they hate each other so much? Was it because of you?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she laughed. “Kara’s not the jealous sort. Lafi was, but he had other lovers, too. I refused to let him keep me from being with who I wanted.” She shrugged and sipped her wine. “No, Kara hated Lafi because of Alana.” 
 
    Rose nodded. She’d suspected as much. “Why? What happened?” 
 
    Elise set her glass down and exhaled slowly. “I only know what Kara told me, but… Well, did you know that Alana was a slave when she was human?” 
 
    A dizzying wave of shock washed over Rose. “A slave?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yeah,” Elise sighed, fiddling with the stem of her glass. “Alana was a Saxon, and apparently, the Vikings raided Saxon villages often. And when they would raid a village, they would pillage and plunder, kill, rape, and…take slaves.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Slave trade,” she sighed, grimacing. “That’s one of those facts that people like to skim over when they’re romanticizing the Vikings.” 
 
    “They didn’t all participate in slave trade. Kara’s village, for instance, was a little more honorable,” Elise paused, smiling. “Well, honorable for pirating thieves, I mean.” Her smile faded. “But Lafi’s men… Well, they did it all.” 
 
    “Lafi was a Viking, too?” Rose asked. 
 
    Elise nodded. “He was from a different village than Kara. They’d never met before Alana introduced them. But yes, he was a Viking, and when Alana was young, his men raided her village, killed her family, and took her as a slave.” 
 
    Rose felt her stomach lurch with sympathy. “Oh my goodness.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Elise said, wincing. “From what I understand, Alana was extraordinarily beautiful, even when she was human, and well…like I said, some Viking men raped the women they captured.” She swallowed. “Apparently, Lafi and his men did terrible, terrible things to Alana. She was barely a teenager.” 
 
    All of the blood drained from Rose’s face. She suddenly felt queasy. 
 
    Elise continued, “And her life never got any better either. She became the slave of a cruel, horrible man who abused her and treated her like an animal.” 
 
    Rose’s fingers dug into her legs, scratching against the roughness of her blue jeans. The realization of what happened to Alana—the monstrous things that had created the monster—made Rose sick. “No wonder Alana hates this world so much,” she breathed, her chest tight. “Look at what it’s done to her.” 
 
    Elise glanced at Rose. “Are you all right? You look pale.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I don’t want to sound too judgmental,” she began hesitantly, “but…why would you stay with Lafi after you knew what he did?” 
 
    Elise shrugged her thin, delicate shoulders. “I didn’t like what he did, but it didn’t really affect me, you know? It was over a thousand years before I was born. Lafi was an asshole, but he never hurt me. After I became a vampire, I was so lost and confused, but then, I met Lafi, and he helped me. I never liked Lafi, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t like being with him.” She looked over at Rose and laughed, “I can tell by the look on your face that you don’t agree.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose sighed. “I just don’t understand.” 
 
    Elise lifted her wine glass to her lips again, the red liquid swirling around the bottom of the glass. She sipped the blood-spiked wine, the edges of her lips twitching upward as she noticed Rose watching her. “Would you like a drink?” she murmured over the top of her glass. “I will order you one, if you want.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh…no, thanks,” Rose sputtered. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Elise asked. “I noticed that you keep looking at mine.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Sorry. It’s just…I can smell the blood.” 
 
    Elise smiled enticingly. “Of course you can. You can taste it, too.” 
 
    “I’m all right, really,” Rose said, her blush deepening. “I just fed.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elise murmured thoughtfully. “And you’re already hungry?” 
 
    “What? No. I’m fine,” Rose lied, her words pouring out in a rush. 
 
    “You look hungry,” Elise said. “How long have you been a vampire?” 
 
    Rose felt heat rush to her face. She wanted to ask what Elise meant when she said that Rose looked hungry, but she decided against it, in order to spare herself any more embarrassment. “Not long,” Rose said. “Just a few weeks.” 
 
    “Ah,” Elise said, her lips curving into a knowing smile. “That explains why you look so uncomfortable here. You still have that human innocence.” 
 
    “Human innocence?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “Right. Innocence isn’t really the right word, is it?” Elise mused. “Humans are violent and sexual creatures, just as we are. They’re just…repressed.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze darted around the room, her cheeks flushing as she noticed the sexual nature of the interactions. There were vampires dancing, feeding, kissing, and…well, Rose was almost positive that there were a few doing much, much more…right in the middle of the room. She returned her gaze to Elise. “I’m just not used to seeing so much,” Rose paused, waving her hand around as she tried to think of the appropriate word to use, “P.D.A., for lack of a better word.” 
 
    “Exactly. Humans are so reserved, so ashamed of their natural selves,” Elise said. She leaned toward Rose, her soft breasts and stomach pressing against Rose’s side. “But you’re a creature of darkness now. You should act like one.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “But don’t you think that darkness is…a bad thing?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” Elise said. “That’s just what humans want you to think. Darkness is freeing. It is soft and embracing. It’s almost magical. Light is harsh and abrasive. It highlights your differences and so-called flaws. It judges you and burns you. Darkness is the place where all are free to be who they truly are.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” Rose admitted. 
 
    Elise gestured around the room. “We have nothing to hide here.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Rose noticed Kara casually navigating through the crowd of vampires, slowly making her way toward the door. Rose jumped up. “Uh, hey,” she said to Elise. “I’m sorry to leave so quickly, but I…” 
 
    Elise waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about me. Go get her.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the beautiful, blonde vampire. “Huh?” 
 
    “Kara,” Elise said with a smile. “You want to follow her, right? Go.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I just want to ask her a question,” she said defensively. 
 
    “If you say so,” Elise laughed. Her smile faded after a moment, and she suddenly became very serious. “Hey, if you need anything, let me know, okay?” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “Oh. Umm…okay. Thank you.” 
 
    Elise smiled as she noticed the surprise in Rose’s expression. “It’s not common to meet someone who expresses sympathy for a person they don’t even know. I think I would like to have a friend like you. So, if I can help you, I will.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “I appreciate that. It was really nice to meet you, Elise.” 
 
    “It was nice to meet you, too, cutie,” Elise said. 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s cheeks. “Uh…see you later,” she stammered. 
 
    She quickly darted away from the table and made her way toward the door. It occurred to her as she opened the door and stepped out into the narrow hallway that she should’ve told Kallias that she was leaving, but she knew that she would never catch up with Kara if she stopped to talk to him. So, she continued walking down the hallway in what she hoped was the right direction.
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    After traveling down three different hallways, Rose had begun to worry that she’d gotten herself lost. She smelled vampires all around her—more vampires than she could even count—and she didn’t know Kara’s scent well enough to know if any of those vampires were her. But Rose was almost positive that she could hear the heavy thudding of Kara’s boots somewhere up ahead of her, and occasionally, when she’d turn a corner, she’d smell the faintest hint of violets in the air—a soft, appealing scent that she’d come to associate with Kara. 
 
    As soon as Rose turned the next corner, she collided with something tall and hard. The scent of cologne and metal filled her senses as the thing—or person, she now realized—caught her against him, his hands gripping her roughly. 
 
    “There you are,” he growled. “I knew you’d come this way eventually.” 
 
    Rose froze as she recognized that strange, deep accent. She looked up at the tall, dark man who was currently glowering at her. His curly, black hair hung over his face, obscuring the hatred that burned in his black eyes, but she could see the hatred in every other part of his expression—his curled lip, his bared fangs, his flared nostrils. She pushed back on his chest, extracting herself from his arms. “Oh, hi again. Did you get bored with abusing your girlfriend?” 
 
    Osiris growled lowly, “You attacked me. I know it was you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rose lied, stepping back. 
 
    He followed her. “I know something about you that the others don’t.” 
 
    “Oh. You heard about my secret collection of comic books, didn’t you?” Rose said, snapping her fingers. “Dang. I was really hoping to keep that a secret.” 
 
    He took another step toward her. “You might as well stop lying.” 
 
    Rose continued to walk backward as he pursued her. “Okay. You caught me,” she sighed. “It’s not really a secret. Everyone knows about that collection.” 
 
    “There is no one here to protect you this time,” Osiris snarled. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” asked that familiar, lilting voice. 
 
    Osiris froze. “Damn it,” he growled under his breath. 
 
    Rose glanced past him, her eyebrows lifting in surprise as she noticed Kara, behind Osiris, leaning against the wall with her shoulder pressed against it. 
 
    Osiris apparently decided to risk his luck…because he took another step toward Rose. In a rapid blur of movement that Rose could barely follow even with her sensitive eyesight, Kara raced past Osiris and stopped directly in front of him, putting herself between him and Rose. Osiris stopped abruptly as the tip of Kara’s dagger pressed against his chest. The dagger was so sharp that it sliced into his expensive suit jacket with the slightest touch. His dark, furious gaze darted from Kara to the dagger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Back off,” Kara demanded, pressing her dagger into his skin. 
 
    His mouth twisted into a snarl. “You can’t kill me. It’s against Aaron’s rules,” he said. “You can only kill me if I pose a threat to the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “Didn’t anyone tell you?” Kara asked. “I never play by the rules.”  
 
    “If you kill me, Aaron will kill you. That’s how it works,” Osiris warned. 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Aaron would never kill me. He needs me. Besides, as of tonight, Rose is a member of the Tomb of Blood, just like you and me, and I heard you threaten her. Technically, you already broke the rules,” she said. She leaned in close and whispered, “And maybe later, after I kill you, when I’m explaining it to Aaron, I’ll just replace the word threatened with attacked. You know he will believe me.” A cocky smirk curved at her lips. “Problem solved.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. He held up his hands, pure hatred burning in his black eyes. He took one large step backward and then, reluctantly, took another. 
 
    Kara smiled and lowered her dagger. “That’s better.” 
 
    As soon as Kara turned around to face Rose, Osiris narrowed his eyes at Rose and growled, “You’re lucky your girlfriend is here to protect you…”  
 
    Kara froze, lifting her eyebrows as she waited for him to finish. 
 
    “Fucking dyke,” he sneered under his breath. 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes and spun toward him, catching him off guard as she pressed dagger against him again…but in a very different spot this time. A strangled, gasping sound escaped his lips as she pushed the incredibly sharp dagger firmly against the crotch of his pants. “Apologize to her,” she demanded. 
 
    His eyes widened. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward and carefully applied pressure to the dagger, causing it to slice into the fabric of his pants. “Apologize to her…before it slips.” 
 
    Osiris swallowed. “You’re crazy,” he breathed. 
 
    Kara smiled. “I know.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. He didn’t dare move a muscle. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “I can, actually,” Kara corrected, still wearing that cocky smirk. “Don’t worry. It won’t kill you. It might hurt like hell, but you’ll heal.” She tilted her head to the side, chuckling, as she mused, “I wonder if it would grow back.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “I apologize,” he growled between clenched teeth. 
 
    Kara applied pressure to the blade, causing Osiris to make a strange, choked, squeaky noise. “Say, ‘I apologize, Rose,’ and look at her when you say it.” 
 
    Osiris growled murderously at Kara, but then, left with no other choice, he looked at Rose, his black eyes full of loathing, and snarled, “I apologize, Rose.” 
 
    Kara stepped back and flashed a smug smirk at him. She playfully tossed the dagger in the air and then caught it, just as she had done in the cemetery. “I better put this up,” she said, sliding it into her belt, “before I have an accident.” 
 
    His lip curled with disgust as he glared down at Kara. He opened his mouth, as if he wanted to say something, but then, thinking better of it, he spun around and walked away, his dress shoes clacking against the marble floor. 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose. The smirk faded from her lips as she stepped toward Rose. “Are you all right?” she asked, her hands skimming Rose’s arms. 
 
    Rose blinked, stunned by the concern in Kara’s tone. “Yeah. Of course,” she said as she desperately tried to ignore how nice Kara’s hands felt against her skin. She laughed nervously, “I was never really in danger, you know.” 
 
    Kara dropped her hands, the concern disappearing from her expression as quickly as it had appeared. “I know,” she agreed. “He’s a coward. I doubt he would have killed you. But I couldn’t just stand by while he treated you like that.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that being part of the oath,” Rose commented. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I know how to deal with assholes like him.” 
 
    “By castrating them,” Rose said dryly, “apparently.” 
 
    Kara’s lips quirked up in amusement. “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    “There are some people who might call that an overreaction,” Rose said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Kara mused. “In that case, I guess it’s a good thing that I don’t care what people think, right?” She winked at Rose, and then, she started walking in the same direction she’d been walking before Rose ran into Osiris. When Rose didn’t follow her, she stopped and spun around. “Well? Are you coming? Or have you decided to stop following me, now that you’ve been caught?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “You knew that I was following you?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “You can’t sneak up on me, Rose. I invented sneaking.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s accurate,” Rose argued. “I’m pretty positive that sneaking existed long before the Viking Age. The Trojan Horse, for example.” 
 
    Kara returned to Rose, invading Rose’s space again, causing the scent of violets to swirl around Rose’s head, intoxicating her with its gentle sweetness. Rose could smell the wine and blood on Kara’s breath as Kara said, “The point is…I’m good at it, and you’re not.” Her light blue eyes sparkled mischievously. “Everything about you gives you away. Your shoes squeak when you walk. Your jeans scratch. Your clothes rustle.” Kara stepped forward, placing her hand on Rose’s hip and pulling her closer, until the front of Kara’s body pressed against Rose’s. She brushed Rose’s hair aside with her other hand, and then, she leaned forward, pressing her mouth to Rose’s ear, as she added, “Not to mention, I can smell your blood from miles away, and you smell like sweet, decadent pleasure.” 
 
    An intense shudder traveled down Rose’s spine as Kara breathed that last word directly into Rose’s ear. The entire lower half of Rose’s body suddenly felt like Jell-O. Not cold Jell-O either. Extremely overheated Jell-O. Rose was beginning to understand what Elise had meant. Everything about Kara—every action, every movement, every word—seemed deliberately seductive. Rose’s cheeks flushed, and she silently pleaded with her erratic heartbeat to slow down. 
 
    Kara stepped back and swept her gaze down to Rose’s chest. She smiled as she noticed the spike in Rose’s pulse. “It’s impossible not to notice you.” 
 
    Rose’s blush deepened. “Oh,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    “So…” Kara said, raising an eyebrow. “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Kara took a step backward. “Why don’t you follow me, and find out?” 
 
    “Honestly, I just wanted to talk to you,” Rose told her, “privately.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Then, come talk to me, sexy.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been afraid of small spaces?” Kara asked. 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze toward Kara. Kara leaned against the opposite wall of the tomb as she waited for Igor to operate the elevator, watching Rose with those intense, piercing blue eyes. Rose self-consciously covered her chest with her hand, as if that would stifle the sound of her racing heart. Her chest felt painfully tight, and she could barely breathe. “Since I was seven years old.” 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes softened with sympathy. “What happened?” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara for a moment, stunned by the concern she heard in Kara’s voice, stunned by the fact that Kara seemed to recognize something that she’d never admitted to anyone, that there was a reason she avoided small spaces. She wondered how Kara knew. “I…I don’t like to talk about it,” she stammered. 
 
    “That traumatic, huh?” Kara said, her brows creasing with concern. 
 
    Rose looked away, unnerved by Kara’s perceptiveness. “It’s not that big of a deal. I usually just avoid elevators…take the stairs…avoid…closets…” 
 
    Kara pushed away from the wall of the tomb and took one step forward, which put her directly in front of Rose, close enough to touch. Rose’s bright blue gaze shifted toward her, darkening with hunger, as Kara’s scent invaded her senses. “Look at me,” Kara said. “Don’t look at your surroundings. Only me.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily as she stared into Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes, as she felt the heat that radiated from Kara’s body. “What?” she laughed nervously. “Are you some kind of expert on claustrophobia or something?” 
 
    “No,” Kara sighed, a hint of pain flashing in her icy blue eyes. She smiled gently. “But you’re not the first person I’ve known to have this problem.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “Alana?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said softly, “and…for similar reasons, too, I assume.” 
 
    The tomb finally shifted into motion, and the movement was so abrupt and jarring that Rose fell forward, directly onto Kara. Kara caught her easily, one arm sweeping around Rose’s waist to hold her up. Her other hand found Rose’s face, tilting it back so that she could look into Rose’s almond-shaped, azure eyes. 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara, too stunned to speak. She could feel Kara’s body against hers, every hard muscle, every soft curve, and desire thrummed through her entire body, burning inside her blood and tingling on her skin. Everything about the way Kara held her felt like a lover’s embrace, and as she felt Kara’s warm breath fall against her lips, she wondered how it would feel to kiss her. 
 
    With a loud crash, the tomb jerked to a stop. 
 
    “Ah, it’s over,” Kara sighed. She set Rose on her feet and stepped back, a mischievous smirk curving at her lips. “Just when it was getting good, too.” 
 
    Rose blinked, confused by what had just happened. She leaned against the wall of the tomb, her heart pounding against her chest, as she watched the mischievous, enigmatic vampire push the concrete slab off of the tomb. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Rose blinked again, slowly coming out of her daze. “Oh. Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Once they were finally out of the tomb and inside the mausoleum, Rose inhaled deeply, breathing in a lungful of fresh oxygen, relieved to be outside of that tiny, stone compartment. But since they were still in an ancient mausoleum and not actually outside yet, her breath of fresh oxygen was less oxygen and more dust. She coughed and wrinkled her nose at the musty scent of the building. 
 
    When Rose looked up, she saw that Kara was already halfway down the hallway, making her way toward the heavy, stone door at the other end of the building. Rose hurried after her, quickly catching up with the strange, seductive vampire. “So,” she said, falling into step beside Kara, “how did you meet Alana?” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose as they walked. “The same way as everyone else.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the vague answer. “By her showing up in your nightmare, making that nightmare even worse, and then asking you to help her?” 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows lifted. “I had sex with her,” she corrected. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, her brows furrowing. “That’s…not how I met her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kara teased. “She’s quite good in bed.” 
 
    “Um, right,” Rose said awkwardly. “So…were you a vampire then?” 
 
    “No. I was human,” Kara answered easily. “She killed me.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the nonchalant way that Kara had said that. She’d said it as if it didn’t bother her at all. “So…then…Alana was a vampire when you met?” 
 
    Kara stopped when she reached the end of the hall. Greenish-blue light from the sky streaked into the mausoleum as she pushed open the heavy door. She leaned against the door, holding it open for Rose. “Alana had been a vampire for two days when I met her, and she didn’t have a clue what she was doing.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “Was it an accident?” 
 
    “No,” Kara answered. “She meant to kill me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, her frown deepening. 
 
    “But in her defense,” Kara added, “I wanted to die.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, shocked that Kara had just told her something so personal. Something told her that Kara didn’t do that very often. “Why?” 
 
    “I did something terrible,” Kara said evasively. 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “What did you do?” 
 
    Kara smiled gently. “I’ll make a deal with you,” she offered. “When you’re ready to tell me why you’re afraid of small spaces, I’ll tell you what I did.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. Whatever terrible thing that Kara had done—it was hard to talk about, just like the thing that had happened to Rose. 
 
    “Go on, sexy,” Kara said with a flirty smirk. “Ladies first.” 
 
    Rose snorted at that. “And you’re not a lady?” she teased back. 
 
    Kara let the door slam closed only after Rose stepped through it. “Oh, no,” she laughed, shaking her head. She tucked her hands into the back pockets of her leather pants as she descended the steps with Rose. “I am not even close to being civilized enough to be a lady, Rose. I am one-hundred-percent barbarian.” 
 
    Rose laughed, amused by her teasing. “A barbarian and a vampire.” 
 
    “Good point,” Kara chuckled, smiling at Rose, “I’m twice the bad.” 
 
    Too distracted by Kara’s flirty comments, Rose didn’t even notice the sky until a flash of green caught her eye. She froze and looked up at the sky. 
 
    Kara stopped as she heard Rose gasp. She turned back toward Rose, watching as Rose stared up at the sky. Rose’s bright blue eyes sparkled with wonder, and Kara smiled at the sight. “You’ve never seen them before?” 
 
    “The Northern Lights?” Rose said breathlessly. “No. Never.” 
 
    Kara followed her gaze, watching the flash of green in the sky that moved like a living, breathing being. “If you go further north, you can see them better,” she said, moving closer to Rose. “Have you ever seen the fjords?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “Only in pictures.” 
 
    “I could take you to see one sometime,” Kara offered, “if you want.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise at the offer. “In the middle of Alana’s…war?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said, watching Rose closely. “But when all of this is over…” 
 
    “I’ll probably have to go home once all of this is over,” Rose said softly. 
 
    Kara moved even closer to Rose, until she could feel Rose’s breath on her lips, until she could feel Rose’s breasts against her own. She smiled when she heard Rose’s breath hitch at her closeness. “You’re a vampire, Rose,” she said, her breath warm against Rose’s lips. “You don’t have to go anywhere. You don’t have to stay anywhere. You have limitless years and nothing to hold you down.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara as she tried to remember how to form words. Kara’s closeness unsettled her. The soft, sensual scents of leather and violets invaded her senses, beckoning her, and the scent of Kara’s blood ignited an intense, primal hunger inside of her. “Why are you standing so close to me?” she blurted. 
 
    A knowing smile curved at Kara’s lips. “Why does it bother you?” 
 
    “You just evaded my question,” Rose accused. 
 
    Kara grinned. “Didn’t you just do the same to me?” she countered. 
 
    “What? No. Yeah. Maybe,” Rose sputtered, her words spilling out in a rush. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her cornflower-blue eyes sparkling with amusement as she watched Rose, almost as if she could see the internal struggle that Rose was experiencing. She took a step backward, and with a wicked grin, she extended her wrist casually toward Rose, her palm up. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Rose glanced down at Kara’s wrist, watching the pulse of the light blue veins. She blinked in shock as she realized that Kara was offering Rose her blood. “You just met me tonight,” she squeaked, “and you’re offering me your blood?” 
 
    “Sharing blood would be one way to get to know each other,” Kara said. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Or we could just…you know…talk.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, clearly amused by Rose’s snarky remark. She shrugged. “Fine. Your loss,” she said, still smiling as she took another step back, putting a more appropriate amount of space between them. She leaned against an angel statue that was missing one of its wings, and she crossed her arms, causing her thin, black tank top to stretch tight against her muscles. That sideways, flirty smile returned to her lips. “So, tell me, Rose: What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Uh…well,” Rose began, “I know that you were Alana’s lover.” 
 
    “Do you?” Kara asked with an amused smile. 
 
    Rose continued, “I want to know if you still consider yourself her lover.” 
 
    “That would depend on how you define lover,” Kara said cryptically. 
 
    “You can’t answer questions with questions,” Rose complained. 
 
    Kara stepped away from the broken angel statue and crossed the space between them. Kara’s soft, enticing scent overwhelmed Rose’s senses again as Kara stepped closer to her. “You’re asking me questions because you want to know more about me, and I’m asking you questions because I want to know more about you,” Kara said, her lips curving into a seductive smile. She leaned in close, too close, and whispered, “So far, I’m the only one winning this game.” 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    For what must have been the twentieth time that night—Rose had lost count, by this point—Kara’s gaze swept down her body, lingering on a few very specific places. A smirk tugged at her lips. “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “Kallias doesn’t trust you, but Erik does,” she sighed. “I just want to know if I can trust you. I want to know if you’re on our side.” 
 
    “Part of my appeal is that no one knows which side I’m on,” Kara said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” Rose asked. “That you’re a double agent?” 
 
    Kara’s brows furrowed. “A what?” 
 
    “Sorry. Human word,” Rose muttered. “You’re playing both sides.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Kara said evasively. She tilted her head to the side, and her light blue eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Tell me what you think.” 
 
    Rose didn’t hesitate. “I think that you disagree with what Alana’s doing. I think that you know her better than anyone else and that you want to stop her.” 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows lifted in surprise, and a pleased smile spread across her face. “Then, it sounds to me like you already know which side I’m on.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “But what I don’t understand,” she continued, “is why you’re with her. Erik fell in love with Alana because he fell for her mind games, but you’re too perceptive. You see through all of that. So, why are you with her?” 
 
    Kara moved even closer, until the front of her body pressed against the front of Rose’s body. “Let’s just put it this way,” she whispered, “I like to keep my friends close and my enemies closer, and I like to keep Alana very, very close.” 
 
    Rose tried to pull air through her lungs, but it didn’t seem to be happening, not with this gorgeous, seductive vampire standing so close. “Then, you and I…” She swallowed. “We are on the same side? I can trust you?” 
 
    “Looks like it, sexy,” Kara said with a wink. 
 
    Rose watched as Kara turned away from her and began to stroll up the steps. “Kara?” she called out. “Can I ask you one more question?” 
 
    Kara turned toward her. “You can ask as many questions as you want.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me sexy?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment. “Because you don’t realize you are.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik raised up in the bed as soon as he heard the door creak open. He muted the television as he watched Kara step into the room. She didn’t even glance his way. Instead, she walked right past him, straight to the office chair that set in front of the desk on the other side of the room. She sat down in the chair and started unlacing her boots, her blue-and-black hair falling over her face. 
 
    Erik moved to sit on the edge of the bed, facing her. “Kara,” he said, watching her warily, as if he were afraid she’d attack him again. “We should talk.” 
 
    “No, we really shouldn’t,” she said as she continued unlacing her boots. 
 
    Erik sighed and decided to start with an easier topic. “Have you seen Kallias and Rose? They went to the bar, but they haven’t come back yet.” 
 
    “I did see them, yes,” Kara answered. She just left it there for a moment, ignoring Erik’s expectant look, as she finished removing her boots. She tossed them aside and leaned back in her chair. “Rose is headed back to the bar now.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Back?” he repeated. “Where was she?” 
 
    A hint of mischief sparkled in Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes. “With me.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Is that really all you’re going to tell me?” 
 
    “I might have told the old Erik more, but…” Kara shrugged. 
 
    His smile faded. “Kara, I’m still the same person. I just…” 
 
    “Spend all of your time killing people like me?” she finished for him. 
 
    “No. They’re not like you,” Erik tried to explain. “You’re different.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head back, her dark, silky hair falling back, over the back of the chair, as she stared at the ceiling. “Rose said that she needed to go back to the bar to talk to Kallias. I assumed that, by talk, she meant that they were going to fight about something, so I came back here. I didn’t want to intrude.” 
 
    Erik frowned at that. “That’s a strange assumption to make.” 
 
    “Not really,” Kara said absently. “It was all in her body language.” 
 
    He nodded. “They’ve been fighting a lot lately. Well…not really fighting. More like…dancing around a fight. Kallias is angry, but he doesn’t want to fight.” 
 
    Kara folded her arms behind her head and leaned back in the office chair. It squeaked as the front wheels rose off of the floor. “Bad combination.” 
 
    Erik nodded in agreement. “He still hasn’t forgiven her for dying.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “That’s a weird thing to be pissed off about.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you didn’t see how much it hurt him,” he sighed. 
 
    “Pain isn’t an excuse to hurt someone else,” Kara said. “You and I know how that feels. Hurting others doesn’t fix you. It just breaks someone else.” 
 
    Erik just stared at her for a moment. The emotions that rose up inside of him at that moment were thick enough to choke him. After all of these years, it felt so soothing and so healing to have someone who actually understood his pain, someone who actually understood how broken he was. Rose and Kallias were sympathetic, of course, but it wasn’t the same as having someone in front of him who had actually suffered in the same way that he had. “You were the only person who ever really understood,” he confessed quietly, “about Alana.” 
 
    Kara dropped her arms, resting her hands in her lap, as her intense, blue eyes softened with sadness. “How could anyone else understand,” she sighed, “how painful it is to love Alana, if they haven’t done so themselves? How could they possibly understand how she rips apart everything good that’s inside of you?” 
 
    Erik leaned forward. “I know you don’t understand why I do what I do. But I miss the friendship that we used to have. I want to fix things between us.” 
 
    Kara snorted, “You just don’t want me to make you sleep in the floor.” 
 
    He laughed, “That, too.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, suppressing a smile. “Fine. You can sleep in my bed, but just know: if you touch me at all, you’ll lose the body part that touched me.” 
 
    Erik smiled. “It’s already starting to feel like old times.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Alana didn’t pull away from the woman’s neck until she sucked the last drop of blood from the woman’s body. She sat up, still straddling the woman’s hips, and wiped the blood from her lips with her fingers. Then, she licked the blood off of her fingers as she climbed out of the bed. She reached out and grabbed the pink, silk robe that she’d slung over the chair beside her bed. 
 
    She turned toward the doorway as she covered her naked body with the robe and tied the sash around her waist. “Did I give you permission to watch?” 
 
    The man straightened in shock, his eyes practically bulging. “Uh…I’m sorry,” he squeaked as he stepped forward. His clumsy, nervous movements knocked over a vase beside the door, and when it shattered into a million pieces on the white, marble floor, he stared down at it with wide, terrified, gray eyes. 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “Why must humans be so annoying?” 
 
    “I’m s-so s-sorry,” the man stuttered. “I will replace that.” 
 
    Alana scowled at him. “It’s yours. I’m using your home, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the man mumbled. “I’ll…clean it up, then.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alana said irritably. “You most certainly will.” 
 
    The man’s face contorted with terror. “I swear I didn’t mean to watch,” he said, his voice shaking. “I was coming to deliver a message, and I saw you, and I just…couldn’t look away. I don’t know why. It just keeps happening.” 
 
    “It’s because you’re a human,” Alana informed him, rolling her eyes, as if he should’ve known that. “Have I mentioned lately how much I hate humans?” 
 
    The man gulped audibly. “Y-yes,” he stammered. “A few times.” 
 
    “Good,” Alana said as she sat down in the rocking chair and crossed her bare legs. She watched the way the man’s gaze darted down toward her soft, pale thighs. She smiled seductively at him. “If I catch you watching me like that again, I’ll make you claw out your own eyeballs. That sounds fun, doesn’t it?” 
 
    The man immediately redirected his gaze back toward her face, his gray eyes widening. He clutched his chest with his hand as his heart began to race. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Alana chided, as if she were speaking to a small child. She leaned forward in her chair, resting her bare feet against the cold, marble floor, as she offered him a sickeningly sweet smile. “You need to stop that. Right now.” 
 
    The man’s blotchy-red skin turned ghostly pale. “S-stop what?” 
 
    Alana waved her hand at him. “The heart thing,” she said impatiently. “I can’t have you dying on me. I still need you. So, slow down that heart rate.” 
 
    The man blinked in shock. “You want me to…slow down my heart?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I just said?” Alana asked irritably. 
 
    “I…I can’t control my heart,” the man sputtered, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow. “Do you need motivation?” 
 
    “No! No!” the man said, taking a step back. He inhaled deeply through his nose and exhaled slowly, desperately trying to slow down his pulse before Alana decided to help him. After a few moments, he noticed her smiling at him. 
 
    “Ah, that’s better,” Alana praised, applauding him. 
 
    As he stared worriedly at the terrifying, beautiful vampire, he reached up and loosened his tie, hoping it would allow him to breathe a little easier. “Uh…like I said, I apologize for interrupting your…meal…but I have news.” 
 
    Alana leaned back in the rocking chair, her pale blonde hair falling behind the chair as she stared up at the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. “You better make it quick,” she said. “The sun is rising, and I need my beauty sleep.” 
 
    “Uh…it’s about your ex-lover,” the man said uneasily. 
 
    “Which one?” Alana asked with a soft laugh. “I have millions.” 
 
    “The empath,” the man answered. “Erik Olafsson.” 
 
    Alana leaned forward, her dark blue eyes wide. “Where is he?” 
 
    “The Tomb of Blood,” the man said uneasily, “according to your spies.” 
 
    Her dark blue eyes flashed with frustration. “I knew Kara was lying to me,” she sighed, looking away. “Aaron admitted him? Even after all he’s done?” 
 
    “Apparently,” the man said. “He’s not alone either.” 
 
    Alana nodded. “Erik never goes anywhere without Kallias.” 
 
    “The young vampire is with him, too,” the man added. 
 
    Alana looked up at him, her eyebrows lifting. “Young vampire?” 
 
    “The powerful one,” the man provided. “Rose Foster.” 
 
    Alana smiled. “Oh, good! I like her! And I hate her. Simultaneously.” 
 
    The man stared blankly at her, not sure what to think of that. “Er…well, it appears that she’s already managed to stir up trouble at the Tomb of Blood.”  
 
    “Of course she has,” Alana laughed. “She can be quite…fiery.” 
 
    “Apparently, she attacked someone,” the man said, “with telekinesis.” 
 
    Alana clapped her hands together, her dark blue eyes widening with delight. “Oh my! This is getting exciting!” she squealed. “What happened then?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the man answered. “According to eyewitness accounts, the vampire that she attacked was unable to retaliate because she was…protected.” 
 
    She nodded, as if she’d assumed as much. “By her boyfriend, of course.” 
 
    “No,” the man corrected. “By Kara Unnarsdóttir.” 
 
    Alana froze, her dark blue eyes widening. “Kara protected her?” 
 
    The man nodded. “I was told that she is also your ex-lover.” 
 
    A frightening, dangerous growl echoed through the room as Alana narrowed her eyes at him. Before he could even react, Alana was suddenly in front of him, her fingers wrapped around his short, brown hair, dragging him down to eye-level with her. “That is the second time you’ve made that mistake.” 
 
    The man trembled in terror. “W-w-what m-mistake?” he stuttered. 
 
    She moved her face closer to his, until her lips and bared fangs brushed against his face. “Never refer to Erik Olafsson or Kara Unnarsdóttir as my ex-lovers,” she growled, her blood-scented breath falling against his face. “They are not, nor will they ever be, ex-lovers. They are mine. Always. Do you understand?” 
 
    The man nodded nervously. “Y-yes. Of c-course. I’m s-so s-sorry.” 
 
    Alana released his hair, watching as he stumbled backward and fell flat on his butt. She crossed her arms as she waited for him to return to his feet. “Your heart is racing again,” she said coldly. “You have one minute to fix it.” 
 
    The man was practically hyperventilating by the time he climbed back to his feet. He leaned heavily against the beautiful, ornate doorframe, clasping his hand over his white, button-down shirt, feeling his heart pound against his palm. As he tried to slow down his breathing, he watched Alana pace the marble floor, the silk robe swaying around her small, delicate figure as she walked. 
 
    “I didn’t expect this,” she muttered under her breath. She continued to pace, her brows furrowed in concentration. “Why would Kara protect Rose?” 
 
    “Er,” the man began nervously, another jolt of fear shooting through his veins as Alana’s dark blue gaze shifted toward him. “If you don’t mind me asking, why are you concerned about who is protecting the young vampire?” 
 
    “Because I need her,” Alana said simply. “She turned me down once, but I haven’t given up on her yet. She and I have a lot in common, and I’ve seen her darkness. It’s…impressive. Rose’s power would be incredibly useful to me.” 
 
    “But she is on Aaron’s side,” the man pointed out. “Besides, isn’t Kara the least of your worries? Rose Foster is protected by a telepath and an empath.” 
 
    Alana waved her hand dismissively. “Erik will come to my side before this is all over. I am sure of it. Kallias won’t be a problem either, as long as I keep him away from me. But if Kara is protecting her—that complicates things.” 
 
    “Oh,” the man said, watching as Alana returned to the chair. She fell into the chair, leaning back, the robe falling open to reveal the soft, alabaster skin underneath. He watched as she leaned her head back and squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    “Leave me,” Alana said, waving her hand. “I need time to think.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, eager to get away from the terrifying vampire. 
 
    “Don’t forget to get the corpse out of my bed,” Alana reminded him. 
 
    He glanced at the woman that Alana had killed. “Right,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose jerked upright in the bed, her blankets pooling around her waist. Her heart raced so rapidly that her chest ached with each beat, and droplets of cold sweat dripped from her hair onto her forehead. Her wide, blue eyes darted around the room, and she sighed in relief as she realized that the dream was over. 
 
    “Bad dream?” asked a familiar, lilting voice. 
 
    Rose turned toward the office chair beside the bed, blinking in surprise as she noticed Kara leaning back in the chair, her long, fair-skinned legs propped on the bed, crossed at the ankles. She wore a pair of black shorts that—after looking closely—Rose realized were actually boxers and a thin tank top that clung to her muscular stomach and her small, round breasts. Rose blushed and redirected her gaze toward the vampire’s face. “Uh…why are you awake?” 
 
    Kara continued to stare at her in the dark room, and for once, she didn’t wear that cocky, flirty smile that she wore so often. She looked tired and sickly, Rose realized. Still beautiful, of course, but sickly. Dark, purple circles lined her eyes, like deeply sunken bruises, and her piercing, cornflower-blue eyes looked flatter than usual, sadder, almost…dead. Her black-and-blue hair fell in messy waves around her bare shoulders. “I believe I asked you first,” she murmured. 
 
    Rose glanced down at her hands, which lay entangled in her lap. “Yeah. Bad dream,” she sighed, avoiding Kara’s knowing gaze. “What about you?” 
 
    The chair squeaked softly as Kara shifted her legs, uncrossing them and crossing them again. Rose glanced down at her own legs as she felt Kara’s foot brush against them. “Same as you,” Kara answered, “except it wasn’t a bad dream. It was pleasant, actually. Ha, pleasurable is probably a better word for it.” 
 
    Rose blushed, her eyes widening as she understood. “Oh…” 
 
    Kara winked, allowing that seductive, flirty smile to return to her face. 
 
    “Uh…” Rose stammered, her face still flushed. “So, if it was a…pleasant…dream, why does it look like you’re trying to stay awake?” 
 
    The smile faded. “Because it wasn’t a dream. Not really. It was Alana.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the sadness in Kara’s voice. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She likes to do that. Get into your dreams. Control them,” Kara sighed, staring blankly at the wall, as if she were lost in thought. Her intense, light blue gaze shifted toward Rose. “Manipulate you while your mind is at its weakest.” 
 
    “But…doesn’t she need to be close in order to do that?” Rose asked. “Kallias has to be in close proximity to someone in order to control their mind.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze shifted toward Kallias who lay, still asleep, on the other side of Rose. “Kallias is powerful, but in some ways, he’s less experienced. He uses his abilities sparingly whereas Alana uses hers every time she has the opportunity.” She sighed and returned her gaze to Rose. “Besides, the mind is vulnerable while we sleep, and if she already has a connection with your mind, like she does with mine, she can control your dreams across greater distances.” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “A connection…like a blood bond?” 
 
    “Yep,” Kara said, leaning further back in the chair. It looked as if the chair could fall at any moment. “You can never really break a blood bond. The connection is always there, coming back to haunt you long after you’ve broken the bond. And I have been bound to Alana more times than I can count.” 
 
    Rose watched the nonchalance in Kara’s body language, noticing how it seemed so authentic. And yet, it wasn’t. She knew it wasn’t. Deceiving people came so naturally to Kara that she was trying to do it even now, when she was clearly in pain. “Does she do this to you a lot?” Rose asked sympathetically. 
 
    “It depends,” Kara sighed. “Sometimes, she’ll go decades or centuries without messing with me. But then, she starts doing it every day. Every dream is about her. About us. Until eventually, I seek her out. She needs me to want her.” 
 
    “She needs your attention,” Rose realized. “She can’t let you forget her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose so,” Kara agreed. “But it’s never enough. The entire world could worship her, and it still wouldn’t be enough to undo the damage.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Elise told me about that…about Alana being a slave.” 
 
    “Elise only knows some of it,” Kara sighed, staring blankly at the wall again. “Alana used to tell me what they did to her. Back when things were different between us. We’d lay in bed together, and she’d talk about it. They really screwed her up, but…I thought she was getting past it.” She laughed bitterly. “That was before she showed her true colors. I was so naïve back then.” 
 
    Rose’s chest ached at the bitter pain that cut into Kara’s voice. Kara didn’t have to admit it. It was clear in her voice. Kara had truly loved Alana once. 
 
    Kara’s piercing, blue eyes shifted back toward Rose. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “My turn?” 
 
    “I told you my dream,” Kara stated. “Tell me yours.” 
 
    Rose shifted uncomfortably, blushing as the movement caused Kara’s foot to brush against her bare thigh. “Technically, you didn’t tell me your dream,” she corrected. “You just told me it was Alana and that it was…uh…pleasant.” 
 
    A wolfish grin spread across Kara’s face. “I’ll tell you every detail, if you want, from the color of the blankets down to the way she screamed while I…” 
 
    “No, thanks!” Rose squeaked, cutting her off before she could finish that sentence. She ran her hand through her messy, auburn hair. “I was just…” 
 
    “Just trying to get out of telling me about yours?” Kara finished for her. 
 
    Rose sighed. “Yeah,” she admitted, her gaze falling to her hands. 
 
    “Hey,” Kara murmured soothingly. She dropped her legs and leaned forward in her chair, resting her enclosed hands on her thighs. “You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want. It just… It seemed pretty terrible. You were whimpering, and your body kept tensing up, as if you were in terrible pain.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I dreamed about the night I died.” 
 
    Kara stared at her. “Was it a vampire that killed you?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rose mumbled. “Did you know Theron?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of him,” Kara answered. “Is he the one who killed you?” 
 
    “Kind of…I guess,” Rose said uneasily. “I mean…I would have died eventually because of what he did. I should have died because of what he did.” 
 
    “But you didn’t?” Kara asked. She leaned back in her chair, nodding. “Oh, right. I remember. Aaron said that you killed him and fifty other vampires.” 
 
    Rose felt her chest tighten at the memory. “Yeah.” 
 
    “How?” Kara asked. “How could a human kill so many vampires?” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “You’ve seen what I can do.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you stop a bullet with your mind,” Kara said, “and throw a vampire across the room without touching him. You have telekinetic abilities.” 
 
    “Kallias said that Aaron has killed vampires like me,” Rose said. 
 
    “I doubt anyone is like you,” Kara said quietly, so quietly that a human wouldn’t have heard her. “But yes, according to the stories, Aaron killed the few vampires with telekinetic abilities that he came across. But I don’t want you to worry about that. I swore that I would protect you. I won’t tell Aaron what you can do, and if he tries to kill you, I will stop him…no matter what I have to do.”  
 
    “Why?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Kara stared at her for a few moments, as if she were considering whether or not to answer the question. “Because you stopped that bullet. You could have just let it hit me. You had no reason to stop it. It wouldn’t have killed me.” 
 
    “But it would have hurt you,” Rose said. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side. “That’s such a strange thing to care about,” she said. “No one has ever done anything like that for me before.” 
 
    Rose frowned sympathetically. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s normal,” Kara argued. “But you… You’re not normal.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to protect me,” Rose insisted. “I stopped that bullet because I didn’t want it to hurt you, not because I wanted something in return.” 
 
    Kara’s brows furrowed. “I’ve never met anyone like you.” 
 
    Rose blinked at the raw sincerity in that statement. 
 
    “How did you die?” Kara asked again. She leaned forward, her intense gaze drifting down toward the thin, sleeveless shirt that Rose had worn to bed. She raised her hand to Rose’s shoulders and pushed aside the strap of the shirt, causing Rose to shudder as her fingertips brushed Rose’s bare, freckled skin. Kara’s brows furrowed as she traced her fingertip over Rose’s skin. “Was it this?” 
 
    Desperate to hide the effect that Kara’s touch had on her, Rose cleared her throat. “What?” she asked. She froze as she glanced down and saw the scars. Kara’s fingertip lingered on a deep, jagged scar across her collarbone. “Oh, that.” 
 
    “Fy faen,” she breathed. “Rose, what happened to you?” 
 
    “Theron liked to torture people,” Rose said. “I had it easy, considering.” 
 
    Kara’s hand fell, and her gaze shifted up to meet Rose’s gaze. Her eyes flashed with a mixture of sympathy and anger. “I hope you killed him painfully.” 
 
    Rose shifted uncomfortably. “I believe it hurt him, yes.” 
 
    “Good,” Kara said, leaning back. “You died afterward, then?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I used too much power. My body couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    Kara suddenly leaned back in her chair again, straightening her body. She grabbed the bottom of her shirt and jerked it up, revealing her bare stomach. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Uh…what are you doing?” 
 
    Kara tapped her finger against a deep, gruesome scar in her side. “This was my first battle wound,” she said before dropping her shirt. “I was sixteen and small and not quite fast enough yet. I got caught in the side by a battle-axe. It almost killed me. I lost a lot of blood, developed a fever, and couldn’t even keep down water. But it healed eventually, and after it did, my father had new armor crafted for me. I assumed it would be a set of armor that better protected my sides, but it wasn’t. It exposed this side, specifically. I thought it looked ridiculous and foolish. But my father told me that warriors should expose their scars. He said that it shows the enemy what you’ve already survived.” She sighed, her light blue eyes softening affectionately. “You shouldn’t try so hard to hide your scars. You’re stronger and more resilient than you know. Be proud of that.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, struck speechless by the sincerity and affection in that statement. She’d seen many sides of Kara in the short time since she’d met her—the cunning side, the flirty side, the vulgar, humorous side, the venomous side, the seductive side—but this was a side that she had never expected to see. 
 
    Kara sighed and stood, stretching her long, muscular arms over her head. Her shirt rode up again, exposing a tattoo of a strange, unfamiliar, colorful flower on her hip. “I should probably get in bed before I pass out,” she said, yawning. “Maybe this time, I will have a wet dream about you, instead of Alana.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Uh… What?” 
 
    “Goodnight, sexy,” Kara said as she sat down on the other bed.
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    Rose closed her eyes and stepped underneath the water, allowing the warm, soothing water to wash over her and rinse the shampoo out of her hair. She could still feel the suds from the shampoo snaking down her back when she suddenly heard Kara’s breathy, accented voice right outside the shower. 
 
    “Hello,” she said simply, as if this were a completely normal situation. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. She jerked the shower curtain back and peeked into the bathroom, careful to keep the shower curtain covering her body…or most of it, at least. She stared, her mouth ajar, at the fully-clothed vampire in front of her. Kara leaned against the white wall, her arms crossed across her chest, her thin, black shirt stretched tight against her skin. She seemed completely at ease as she watched Rose, a lazy smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    “Um…Kara?” Rose sputtered. “Why are you in here?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head toward a stack of clothes and towels on the sink, but her cornflower-blue eyes never left Rose. “I brought you some towels.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “There’s this thing called knocking…” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Then, you would have had to come to the door naked.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose mumbled, squinting as water dripped into her eyes. 
 
    Kara’s eyes trailed downward, as if she could see Rose’s drenched, naked body through the black shower curtain. “Not that I would have minded.” 
 
    Rose swallowed and tugged the shower curtain a little further closed until it covered every part of her body, except for her face and her fingertips. 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes dilated with lust. “I do love seeing a woman wet.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at the double entendre. “Oh my word.” 
 
    Kara chuckled at her. “You’re so cute when you blush.” 
 
    “Uh…” Rose mumbled awkwardly, her blush deepening. 
 
    “I also brought you some clean clothes,” Kara added. “I figured you’d need some. Erik said that your bags are still in the trunk of your rental car.” 
 
    Rose glanced toward the stack of clothes. “Um… Did you happen to bring something other than skintight leather pants? Because I don’t really do leather,” she stammered. Her gaze darted back toward Kara, subconsciously trailing down to the tight, black leather pants that clung to Kara’s long, muscular legs. “No offense to you, of course. You obviously look sexy in leather, but I…” 
 
    “Sexy?” Kara interrupted, her lips curving into a wide smile. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened, heat rushing to her face. “Sexy? What? No. I didn’t say sexy. Did I say sexy?” she stammered, her words rushed and anxious. “I don’t think I said sexy. I’m sure I said something more neutral. Like good. Or fine. Or all right. You look all right in leather. No, that doesn’t sound right. Bad lie.” 
 
    Kara grinned, clearly amused by Rose’s rapid rambling. “You said sexy.” 
 
    Rose felt like her face would burst into flames at any moment, even though the shower water felt cold already. “Where is Kallias?” she blurted. 
 
    “He and Erik went to the bar for drinks,” Kara answered. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said. “I should finish my shower.” 
 
    Kara flashed a flirty smile at her. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Without you watching me like some kind of voyeur,” Rose added. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I’m a Viking. We were all voyeurs.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. 
 
    “I’m joking,” Kara laughed, pushing away from the wall and heading toward the door. “I’ll leave so you can finish showering that sexy body of yours.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    A low wolf-whistle greeted Rose as she stepped out of the bathroom.  
 
    Rose glanced around the room with a frown, her lips twitching as she noticed Kara lying in bed, watching her. “You’re as bad as a man,” she teased. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara laughed. She folded her arm behind her head and shifted her legs, drawing Rose’s attention to the way the black, leather pants hugged every inch of Kara’s lean, muscular thighs. She smiled lazily. “I suppose I am.” 
 
    Rose blushed and quickly averted her gaze, choosing instead to glare at the tight clothing that clung far too closely to her own curves. She tugged self-consciously at the sleeveless shirt. “Uh…you wouldn’t happen to have any looser clothing, would you?” she asked Kara. “These are a little too tight for me.” 
 
    “They are?” Kara asked, her voice lilting and breathy. Her intense, light blue gaze trailed slowly down Rose’s body—achingly slow—sliding over each of Rose’s soft, sensual curves with such an intensity that Rose could almost feel it. “I think they fit,” Kara paused, licking her lips slowly and hungrily, “perfectly.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily, her mouth suddenly dry. For a moment, she just stood there, her bright blue eyes wide, her skin burning beneath the heat of Kara’s gaze. “I…uh… I usually wear looser clothing,” she stammered. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her sleek, black-and-blue hair spilling over her shoulder. “Loose clothing just gets in the way when you’re fighting.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said hollowly. She ran her gaze over Kara’s clothes, noticing how the skintight leather and cloth stretched and clung to Kara’s lean body, shifting and moving as effortlessly as she did. She realized that the clothing was kind of ideal for Kara’s lifestyle. It just…also happened to show off Kara’s perfect, gorgeous body. “Is that why you wear…that?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “It’s one reason.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, swallowing, “and the other reason?” 
 
    “The way you’re looking at me right now,” Kara answered. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “What?” she sputtered. “I’m not… I wasn’t…” 
 
    Kara unfolded herself from the bed so quickly and so gracefully that it seemed as if she’d never been in bed at all. “Relax,” she said as she prowled toward Rose, her steps deliberate and purposeful. Rose instinctually took a step back, but Kara pursued her, closing in on her as she continued to walk backward, toward the wall. “I know I’m sexy, and I know that I look good in these clothes.” 
 
    Rose took another step back. “You’re also a bit cocky, don’t you think?” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Nope. Just confident.” 
 
    Rose took another step back, squeaking in surprise as her back collided with the wall. She swallowed as Kara closed in on her. “Are you always so…” 
 
    Kara leaned in close and growled, “Blunt? Seductive? Predatory?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I was going to say bold, but those words work, too.” 
 
    Kara shrugged, a cocky grin playing at the edges of her lips. “Usually.” 
 
    “Is that a Viking thing, a vampire thing, or a…you thing?” Rose asked. 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “Probably all three.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And…does that usually work for you?” 
 
    Kara’s smile grew. “It always works for me.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose challenged. “What if the woman is straight?” 
 
    Kara laughed at that. She stepped forward, obliterating the tiny bit of space that Rose had managed to keep between them. Her long, muscular body pressed against Rose’s softer, curvier body, pressing Rose against the cold, black wall. Rose braced her hands against the wall, inhaling sharply as she felt Kara’s legs pressing against hers through the layers of leather and jeans, Kara’s stomach pressing against hers through the layers of thin fabric, Kara’s breasts pressing against hers through layers of not-thick-enough fabric. Her heart raced frantically against her chest as she watched Kara, wondering what on earth she was doing. 
 
    Kara tilted her face toward Rose’s, until their lips nearly touched. “Rose, I’ve been a lesbian for fourteen hundred years. You think I can’t tell?” she laughed. She lifted one hand, and with a gentle nudge of her finger, tilted Rose’s head to the side. She moved her mouth to Rose’s ear. Her lips curved against the shell of Rose’s ear as she smiled and whispered, “I don’t do this with straight girls.” 
 
    Rose turned her face back toward the intensely seductive vampire, her eyes wide with shock. “Oh,” she squeaked, her voice embarrassingly breathless. 
 
    Kara stepped back, finally allowing Rose to breathe again, and winked. 
 
    The doorknob clicked as Erik opened the door and stepped inside. He froze just inside the room and glanced at them, his eyes widening. His knowing gaze lingered on Rose a little longer than necessary as Kallias squeezed past him. 
 
    Rose blushed and stepped away from the wall, dragging her hand through her drenched hair as she tried to regain her composure. She frowned as she noticed a smudge of red liquid on Kallias’s face. “Is that blood?” she blurted. 
 
    He sank down onto the edge of the bed and wiped his hand across his face. He scowled at the blood on his hand. “It’s not mine,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Kara teased Erik. “Someone wasn’t happy to see you.” 
 
    Erik lifted an entire bottle of whiskey to his lips and swallowed a huge gulp of the brownish-amber liquid. He shrugged. “I mean, I know torture must suck, but you’d think these people would learn to forgive and forget eventually.” 
 
    Kallias and Rose both scowled at him. 
 
    Erik winced when he noticed the way they were looking at him. “Ah, I just realized…that was probably an insensitive thing to say, since there are people in this room who have been tortured,” he mumbled. He winced again. “And…I also just remembered that I’m not supposed to mention that. Sorry, Rose.” 
 
    Kara’s intense, blue gaze shifted toward Rose. 
 
    Rose looked away. “It’s fine,” she grumbled. “I’m not made of glass.” 
 
    Kara snatched the bottle of whiskey out of Erik’s hand and took an oversized gulp of it. She grimaced at the bottle. “There’s no blood in this.” 
 
    Erik took it back, glaring at her. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “That’s because I’m starving, and it’s not a great idea to give a starved vampire a taste of blood.” 
 
    Kara stared at him for a moment. Then, she walked over to the nightstand and grabbed the empty glass that set on top of it. She returned to him and managed to steal the bottle from him again, despite his vice-like grip on it. She poured herself a glass of whiskey and handed the bottle back to him. Then, she lifted her free hand to her mouth and sank her fangs into her own wrist. 
 
    Rose straightened in shock as the scent of the fresh blood assaulted her senses. The blood smelled like sweet, enticing warmth, and its scent caused an intense, fiery wave of hunger to pour through Rose’s veins like electricity. Her mouth watered as she watched the thick, crimson liquid pour out of the small holes in Kara’s wrist. “Um…” she sputtered, “Kara? What are you doing?” 
 
    Kara tilted her wrist to allow the blood to pour into the glass of whiskey, the dark red droplets swirling and mixing into the alcohol. “Fixing my drink.” 
 
    No matter how hard she tried, Rose couldn’t stop watching the blood. 
 
    “Do you want some?” Kara asked, her lips twitching up at the edges. 
 
    Rose’s throat felt like sandpaper, and her stomach clenched with such overwhelming hunger that she almost cried out at the pain. She licked her lips, still staring at the blood. “I…uh…” she stammered, “I don’t drink alcohol.” 
 
    Kara smiled seductively. “I wasn’t talking about the alcohol.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze snapped up toward Kara’s face, and her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she realized that all three of them were watching her. “Oh.” 
 
    Erik pouted at Kara. “Do you have to drink it like that in front of me?” 
 
    Never breaking eye contact with Rose, Kara brought her wrist to her mouth and licked the wound, slowly and thoroughly, licking every trace of blood from her skin. Her lips twitched upward again as she watched Rose’s face turn an even brighter shade of red. She tore her gaze from Rose, finally, and glanced nonchalantly at Erik as she sipped the blood-spiked alcohol. “Yeah. Why?” she asked, her voice sharp. “Are you going to kill me for drinking my own blood?” 
 
    A wounded look passed over Erik’s face. “Of course not.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “We only kill vampires in order to save human lives. We don’t kill vampires for feeding. We kill them for murdering humans.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “And when I kill a human? Will you kill me?” 
 
    Kallias stared back at her, his brown eyes dark with anger. Despite his seated position on the bed, he still carried that same intimidating presence that he did when he stood his full six-and-a-half-foot height, and yet, Kara didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by him. “Maybe,” he said unapologetically. “You’re safe for now because of this alliance, but after all of this is over…who knows?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at the threat. “Kallias!” she snapped. 
 
    Kara sipped her drink slowly and leisurely. Then, she walked over to the nightstand and set the drink down. She turned back toward Kallias, bending at the waist so that she was at eye-level with him, and said, “I dare you to try.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sakes,” Rose groaned, throwing up her hands in frustration. “No one is killing anyone. Alana is the enemy, remember?” 
 
    “There are many enemies,” Kallias argued. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “But Kara isn’t one of them,” she stated assuredly. “Kara is our friend, and you need to start treating her like one.” 
 
    Kara straightened, her brows furrowing, as she looked up at Rose. Her intense, light blue eyes burned with curiosity and confusion as she stared at Rose, as she tried to understand why Rose would come to her defense like that. But then, she looked away, afraid that her emotions might show on her face. With a soft sigh, she walked over to the black dresser that set on the other side of the desk. She opened the dresser drawer, and then, with no warning whatsoever, she tugged her sleeveless, black shirt over her head. She stood there shamelessly, clad only in a black sports bra and leather pants, as she sifted through her drawer. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, heat rushing to her face. Like all vampires, Kara looked physically perfect…aside from that gruesome battle-axe scar in her left side, of course. Her pale skin looked smooth and creamy, and unlike Rose, Kara had no freckles on her pale, alabaster skin. A black dragon tattoo snaked down her spine, partially hidden by the black band of her bra and the waistband of her leather pants. Her lean, athletic muscles shifted as she reached into the drawer. 
 
    “Uh…” Rose stammered. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Strapping on my toys,” Kara said as she pulled a long, black, belt-like band out of the drawer and began to wrap it around the center of her stomach. 
 
    “You have another drawer of toys?” Erik snorted. 
 
    Kara turned around to face them, smoothing the band around her stomach with her fingertips. “Hmm?” she asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Erik pointed at the other dresser. “I found your stash.” 
 
    Kara glanced at the other dresser, a soft laugh escaping her lips as she realized what he meant. “Not those kind of toys, pervert.” She reached into the drawer and pulled out a handful of small, slender throwing knives. “These toys.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s disappointing,” Erik sighed. 
 
    “Could this conversation get any more inappropriate?” Rose muttered. 
 
    As Kara turned to strap the knives to the band around her stomach, Rose caught the full view of the front of her body. A thin layer of black spandex held Kara’s breasts close to her chest, and a small, almost unnoticeable scar marred the otherwise flawless skin of her flat, lean stomach, just above her belly button. But it was that strange tattoo that caught Rose’s eye—the tattoo that she had briefly glimpsed the night before—an intricate, unfamiliar flower that curled around Kara’s right hip, the leaves partially hidden by the waistband of her pants. 
 
    It looked almost like a cross between a rose and a dahlia, except…even that didn’t seem like an adequate description. Rose had never seen anything like it. Its petals looked soft like velvet and smooth like silk. The petals curled in at the edges, swirling toward the center, as if the center were a source of gravity. Shades of lavender, pink, baby blue, and red colored the petals, as if someone had spilled an assortment of beautiful colors on top of the flower. The flower looked so realistic, curling along Kara’s hipbone, that Rose almost forgot that she was looking at a tattoo and not an actual flower. This flower—whatever it was—it was beyond beautiful. It was breathtaking. It was a piece of art, all in itself. 
 
    Erik cleared his throat. “Uh…Rose? You’re kind of staring.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, her cheeks flushing a deep, dark red as she realized that they were all looking at her…again. “I…I wasn’t,” she stuttered. She pointed at Kara’s hip. “I was looking at the tattoo. She has a tattoo. See?” 
 
    Kara flashed that flirty smile at her. “I have several.” 
 
    “The flower,” Rose clarified. “It’s an interesting flower.” 
 
    Kara’s smile seemed to change, losing its flirty tilt for just a moment, as the curve of her lips deepened. She seemed genuinely surprised—and pleased—that Rose had noticed the flower. But the seriousness faded as quickly as it had come, and that flirty mischievousness returned to take its place. “I have one here,” she murmured, dragging her fingertip up the inside of her left thigh. She tilted her head to the side, smiling seductively. “Would you like to see?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “Uh…I think that one should probably stay covered.” 
 
    Erik raised his hand, like a student in grade school. “I’d like to see it.” 
 
    Kara chuckled and returned to sliding her weapons into the belt around her stomach, completely ignoring him. The band kept the weapons tucked close to her skin, close enough that they weren’t visible through the thin fabric of her tank top. When she finished with that small weapon belt, she pulled on her shirt and began packing the larger weapon belt around her waist with weapons as well. 
 
    “How many weapons does one person need?” Rose muttered. 
 
    “It’s not a question of need, really,” Kara said. “It’s a question of want.” 
 
    Kallias pulled his phone out of the pocket of his leather jacket, checking the time. The screen read: 8:30 P.M. “So, what is the plan for tonight?” 
 
    After Kara finished packing her second weapon belt, she slid the drawer closed and leaned casually against the dresser, fully clothed again. “I don’t know about you, but I have to patrol the streets and keep an eye out for Alana’s army.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Erik offered, “just in case you run into Alana.” 
 
    “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” Kallias asked Erik. “You heard that phone call yesterday. Alana specifically asked Kara to bring you to her.” 
 
    “And I said no,” Kara reminded him. 
 
    Erik sighed, “Alana said that she would kill innocent humans, if Kara doesn’t bring me to her. I don’t want those lives on my hands. Alana has done all of this to get my attention. I’m not going to pretend that she doesn’t have it.” 
 
    Kara shook her head. “Alana did all of this to remind you that she is in control. You think she’ll stop when she sees you? Alana isn’t going to stop until she is certain that she has broken you. How can you not understand that?” 
 
    “You seem awfully sure of what Alana wants,” Kallias said suspiciously. 
 
    “I am,” Kara said. “Because I’ve been through this before. Over and over. For the last fourteen hundred years. This is how Alana has always been.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I can’t hide from Alana. She’s already made that clear.” 
 
    “Then, don’t,” Kallias agreed. “But do you really want to put your life in her hands?” he asked, jabbing his finger in Kara’s direction. “Especially after she has made it so obvious that she is angry at you for killing vampires?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “When I’m angry at someone, I express my anger. I don’t hand them over to a woman who will rip their mind apart from the inside out.” She crossed her arms and looked away as she muttered, “I’m not that evil.” 
 
    “When she says that she expresses her anger, she means she kicks their ass,” Erik said playfully. But then, his gaze shifted toward Kara, and his smile faded. He watched her curiously, surprised by the emotions he felt emanating from her. He shifted his gaze back toward Kallias and sighed, “Kallias, I know that you’re just looking out for me because you care, but Kara is my friend, too. I trust her.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kallias said. “I hope, for your sake, that you’re right about her.” 
 
    “What about you and Rose?” Erik asked Kallias. “What will you do?” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I suppose we should split up. Cover more space,” he said. “You and Kara take half the area, and Rose and I will take the other half.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I’ll give you a list of the streets.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Is splitting up really the best idea?” she said skeptically. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to stay together? I mean…what if we do run into Alana?” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “Isn’t that kind of the whole point?”  
 
    Kara watched Rose, her arms crossed across her chest, as she considered Rose’s point. “You’re right,” she sighed. “We would be stronger together. But Alana would never let all of us get close to her. She knows that it would leave her vulnerable. Our best chance of finding her is if we split up, like Kallias said.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow at Kara, surprised that she’d agreed with him. 
 
    Erik seemed to agree as well. “Alana can be arrogant sometimes, but she’s also afraid. She doesn’t like to take risks. Honestly, I doubt she would have even let you approach her back in Florida, if Kallias and I had been with you. She probably only allowed you to get close to her because she knew you were alone.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been alone,” Kallias growled, “if I had known.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “Are we still arguing about this?” 
 
    “Yes,” he grumbled stubbornly, glaring at a random spot on the wall. 
 
    “I was trying to save my friend’s life,” Rose complained. 
 
    “And you couldn’t have picked up the phone and called?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Yes, but that would have wasted time!” Rose pointed out, shaking her head in frustration. “You know? That thing that I already didn’t have enough of?” 
 
    “You went after Alana by yourself?” Kara asked suddenly. She stared at Rose, her eyebrows lifting in surprise. “That was very…brave…of you.” 
 
    Kallias scowled. “Or dumb. Dumb would also be a good word for it.” 
 
    “Brave?” Rose repeated, surprised. “Oh, no, not really. I didn’t know it was Alana until after I got there. I didn’t even know Alana was alive until then.” 
 
    “Would you have still gone, if you had known?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah, of course,” Rose said, frowning. “My friend was in danger.” 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “Then, you’re brave.” 
 
    Rose stared back at her, not sure how to respond. Her face felt hot, and her throat felt tight with emotion. Kara seemed so sure of her statement. Her words rang with confidence and certainty, and her smile looked so genuine and affectionate. But Rose didn’t feel brave…especially not when she was surrounded by such fearless, ancient warriors, like Kallias, Erik, and Kara. “Um…thanks.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, a lock of black hair falling over her shoulder. “You would have made a great Viking,” she added, her smile widening. 
 
    “Really?” Rose asked dryly, her bewilderment morphing into disbelief. “I didn’t realize there was such a high demand for weird, awkward nerds among the ranks of Vikings.” She shrugged. “I must have missed that history unit.” 
 
    Kara laughed at her sarcasm. “I would’ve had a high demand for you.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Um,” she sputtered, blushing, “what?” 
 
    Erik snorted, “If you two are finished, we should probably get going.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik grinned. “You like her, don’t you?” he accused. 
 
    Kara tucked her hands into the back pockets of her leather pants as they walked. Her icy blue eyes shifted toward him. “Who? Rose?” she asked. A smirk curved at her lips. “She’s strong, sweet, clever, beautiful… What’s not to like?” 
 
    “Ha! I knew it!” he laughed. 
 
    She chuckled at his excitement. “I wasn’t exactly trying to hide it.” 
 
    Erik shook his head at her. “Some things never change.” 
 
    Her piercing, blue eyes narrowed at him. “And some things do.” 
 
    His smile faded. “You’re right,” he agreed, his green eyes softening with sympathy. “I have changed. But…it’s a good change, Kara. I’m trying to do the right thing. You remember how I was. I killed so many people. I was a monster.” 
 
    Kara looked away, her jaw tightening. “We’re all monsters.” 
 
    “No, we’re vampires. We’re animalistic and dangerous, but we’re not evil. We don’t have to kill humans,” Erik argued. He stared at her as they walked, an unnerving intensity burning in his gaze. “I know that you understand, Kara.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped toward him. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I know what this is about. You’re angry because you already feel terrible about killing humans,” Erik accused. “You never liked to kill them. You and Alana used to fight about it. And knowing that I’ve killed people like you—that I think it’s wrong, too—makes you feel even worse about it. But Kara, the ones that I’ve killed—they weren’t like you. They enjoyed killing humans. You don’t.” 
 
    “You know nothing about me,” she snarled between clenched teeth. 
 
    “We were best friends,” Erik argued. “Practically brother and sister.” 
 
    She scoffed, “If the brother and sister fucked the same woman.” 
 
    Erik laughed at that. He shoved his hands into his pockets as they turned the corner onto the next street. “Well, that’s kind of why we were friends, at first, wasn’t it? We bonded over our mutual love and hatred for Alana. We helped each other survive. But later, I think our friendship was based on more than that.” 
 
    “You left,” she said in a cold, emotionless voice. “For thirteen hundred years, you escaped. Or you thought you did, at least. I didn’t have that luxury.” 
 
    “I know,” he said softly. He looked at her, his green eyes softening with sympathy. “You have suffered so much, and you didn’t even have a friend.” 
 
    She looked away. “I don’t need anyone. I never have.” 
 
    Erik watched her, noticing how the pale, blue moonlight danced across her fair skin as they walked. “Alana still shows up in my dreams,” he confessed. 
 
    Kara glanced at him, her brows creasing with sympathy. “Mine, too.” 
 
    “It hurts,” he admitted, his voice thick with emotion, “every time.” 
 
    She looked down, her sleek, black-and-blue hair falling around her face, hiding the pain and sadness in her expression. “Yeah. It does,” she sighed. 
 
    Erik smiled, relieved that they were talking again, like they did before. “Come on,” he pleaded. “Tell me we’re still friends. Tell me you don’t hate me.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Ugh, you’re so sensitive,” she groaned. “Fine. Yes. We’re still friends. I don’t know how to feel about who you are now, but since you have to hear it said, yes, I never stopped thinking of you as a friend.” 
 
    Erik grinned victoriously. “Yes! I knew it! I’m so good at this.” 
 
    Kara scowled at him. “At what? Stating the obvious?” 
 
    “Reading people,” he corrected braggingly. 
 
    “Erik, you’re an empath,” Kara laughed, shaking her head as she led the way down another dark alleyway. “You’re supposed to be good at reading people.” 
 
    Erik opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, the scent of fresh blood suddenly flooded his senses, igniting his hunger. He froze. “Blood.” 
 
    “It’s about four blocks from here,” Kara commented, looking up at the dark, block buildings that surrounded them. She squinted at the fire escape to the building on her left—a rickety set of metal stairs that led up to the fifth floor of the building. “We can cut across through the buildings. It’ll save some time.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Erik followed as Kara led the way up the fire escape, the metal stairs swaying under their inhumanly fast footsteps. He followed as she slid through the window, into the top floor of the building. But as Kara picked up speed, leaping from building to building with a speed and precision that Erik wasn’t accustomed to, he fell behind. By the time he reached the source of the blood, Kara was already on the ground, standing beside the corpse of a woman. 
 
    Erik leapt over the stairwell and landed unsteadily beside her. 
 
    “We were too late,” Kara said without looking at him. “She’s dead.” 
 
    Erik stared at the woman, feeling a cold sense of dread wash over him. Long, curly black hair covered the woman’s face, and her body seemed folded in a strange position, as if she’d fallen onto the pavement after she died. Dark, crimson blood stained the collar of the woman’s white button-down shirt, a shirt she wore under a black business suit. The woman’s pants were unbuttoned and wrinkled, as if they’d been hastily undone recently. Her dark skin had an ashen tint to it, the skin of someone who had been drained of blood. But she still smelled of fresh, wet, human blood. The scent of death had not yet taken up residence in her body, which meant that she couldn’t have been dead for long. 
 
    Kara crouched next to the woman’s crumpled body and ran her fingers over the woman’s forehead, brushing her curls aside. “She’s not cold yet.” 
 
    Erik had retained a tiny shred of hope that maybe this had been the kill of another vampire, but as he stepped around the body and saw the flash of blue beneath the woman’s long, black curls, that hope evaporated. “The orchid.” 
 
    Kara looked up at him as he said that, and then, she followed his gaze down to the blue petal peeking out beneath the woman’s beautiful mass of curls. She brushed the woman’s hair aside, revealing the rest of the blue orchid. She reached over and wrapped her long, slender fingers around the orchid’s stem. Several drops of blood from the woman’s neck stained the orchid, leaving eerie, blackish spots on the beautiful blue petals. Kara sighed as she looked down at the orchid in her hand, “Alana always did have a thing for theatrics, didn’t she?” 
 
    Erik reached down and took the orchid from her hand. As he stared at the dark blue petals, stained with drops of blood, his mind whirled with painful memories—memories of Alana—some happy, others heartbreaking. “Yeah.” 
 
    Kara moved closer to the woman, still crouched low beside the body, her black, leather pants stretched tight around her muscular hips and thighs. Then, she began to gently slide the woman’s suit jacket down her arms. 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow. “Kara? Why are you undressing the corpse?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at him. “I’m not. I’m checking her pockets.” 
 
    “If you need money, I could loan you a few dollars,” Erik offered. 
 
    Kara finished removing the woman’s jacket and then reached into the inner pocket. She pulled out a piece of stationary—a piece of elegant, linen paper, engraved with flowers and carrying the faint scent of perfume. Kara unfolded the paper and read the handwritten note scrawled across the stationary. “How romantic,” she muttered. “She sends us corpses with her love letters.” 
 
    Erik frowned at her. “What does the note say?” 
 
    Kara stood and handed Erik the piece of stationary paper. The scent of the perfumed paper filled his senses as he peered down at the elegant, cursive handwriting that looped and curled beautifully. He recognized the handwriting immediately. It was Alana’s handwriting. The note read, “With love, Alana.” 
 
    Erik looked at Kara. “How did she know we would find this?” 
 
    “Because she’s watching us,” Kara said simply. “Obviously.” 
 
    He blinked in shock. “From where?” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at him and pointed at the buildings that surrounded the alley, directing his attention to the dingy windows above the fire exits. “From the windows, of course,” she said as if it were the most obvious answer in the world. She shook her head. “Honestly, Erik, your observation skills need work.” 
 
    Erik stared blankly at Kara for a moment, frustrated that she had known that they were being watched and hadn’t bothered to say anything. Then, he inhaled deeply, breathing in the powerful, overwhelming scent of fresh, human blood that had drowned out all of the other scents. Beyond that scent, he noticed other scents—the terrible, pungent scent of a nearby garbage dumpster, the thick scent of car exhaust from across the street, where a car idled outside of an old apartment building, the scent of dust from within the unused buildings that surrounded the alley, and then…the sweet scent of a vampire. Many of them, actually. Probably twenty, at least. He glanced around at the buildings, realizing that there were vampires in both buildings. “We’re surrounded,” he realized. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side as she stared at one specific window. A bitter smile twitched at her lips as she made eye contact with the dark blue eyes that watched them from behind that dingy, cracked window. “Yep,” she agreed. 
 
    Erik glared at Kara. “A warning would have been nice,” he complained. 
 
    “If you were paying attention, you wouldn’t have needed one,” she said. 
 
    “Is there a way to get out of here without fighting them?” Erik asked. 
 
    Kara wrinkled her nose. “What kind of Viking doesn’t want to fight?” 
 
    “The kind that doesn’t want to die tonight,” he muttered. “I love a good fight as much as you do, but I’d prefer to wait until our odds are little better.” 
 
    “Well, there is the diplomatic option,” she said in a disgusted tone. 
 
    “Right. Let’s do that one,” Erik said, nodding eagerly, “for now.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Fine,” she grumbled. She stepped forward, still staring at that cracked window. “Alana,” she sang, as if she were coaxing a kitten down from a tree. “Stop hiding behind your army, and get your pretty ass down here.” 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened at her. “You call that diplomatic?” 
 
    “I called her pretty,” Kara said defensively. 
 
    A rickety door creaked open as someone stepped out onto the fire exit, her silky, blue dress swaying in the wind. “You know,” murmured that familiar, lilting voice, “I don’t enjoy being summoned, like some kind of…servant.” 
 
    Erik froze as he recognized that beautiful, seductive voice. He looked up at the fire exit above them, at the woman who leaned over the metal railing. 
 
    And he saw her…for the first time in thirteen hundred years.
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    Alana watched them from the fire exit, the orange glow of the streetlight spilling over her white-blonde hair and her soft, alabaster skin. A thin, silky blue dress hugged every slight curve of her petite, feminine figure. The neckline of her dress swept low between her breasts, revealing their soft, rounded curves. The harsh, cold wind caused the thin, flimsy dress to sway and whip around her body, revealing a hint of her soft, pale thighs. Her plump, pink lips curved into that familiar, seductive smile, and her dark blue eyes sparkled with amusement. 
 
    Kara glanced at Erik and rolled her eyes. “Erik, stop drooling over her.” 
 
    Erik blinked as he remembered where he was. “Oh, like you don’t?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I have a better poker face than you do.” 
 
    The metal stairs squealed and creaked as Alana slowly descended them, taking one step at a time, moving much slower than necessary. “Kara…darling, don’t discourage him,” she chided. “I love it when he looks at me like that.” 
 
    Kara scowled at her. “I know you do. That’s why I told him to stop.” 
 
    Alana’s high-heeled shoes clacked against the pavement as she crossed the space between them. “You’re such a terrible girlfriend, Kara,” she scolded. 
 
    “And yet, that’s still not enough to get you to leave me alone,” Kara said. 
 
    Alana reached up and touched Kara’s hair, wrinkling her nose in disgust as she ran her fingers through the soft, blue hair. “What did you do to your hair?” 
 
    “It’s called hair-dye,” Kara said. “I think it looks interesting.” 
 
    Alana grimaced. “Well, I hate it,” she snarled, tugging at Kara’s hair. 
 
    Kara just smiled. “Good,” she said. She lifted her hands to grasp Alana’s face, and with a low growl, she leaned forward and kissed Alana’s soft, full lips. 
 
    At first, Alana was too shocked to react, but then, her shock morphed into need, and she soon found herself looping her arms around Kara’s neck and pulling Kara’s body flush against hers. The familiarity of Kara’s lean, muscular body up against her smaller, softer body felt nicer than Alana wanted to admit. She moaned at the feel of Kara’s warm, wet lips pressing hard against hers, and she moaned at the roughness of the kiss. Alana could almost feel the scorching anger and hatred in the way that Kara kissed, in the way that Kara gripped Alana’s hips and face, in the way that Kara growled against Alana’s lips as they kissed. She gasped as Kara’s fangs sank into her bottom lip, but the pain quickly morphed into pleasure as Kara sucked at the blood that surfaced on her lip. The kiss was so intense that Alana nearly forgot where they were. She nearly forgot that they were on opposite sides of an imminent war. That is, until she felt the white-hot pain slicing through her stomach. She gasped and stumbled backward. 
 
    Dark, bitter hatred burned within Kara’s piercing blue eyes as she stared at Alana. She had one arm looped around Alana’s waist, holding Alana’s weight, and her other hand gripped the dagger that she’d plunged into Alana’s stomach. 
 
    Alana glanced down at her stomach, watching as blood oozed around the dagger’s blade, staining her dress. “Get that out of me, Kara,” she snarled. 
 
    “Did you hurt her?” Kara growled quietly. “Did you make her cry?” 
 
    “I’m not sure who you mean,” Alana said. Her voice had a mocking edge to it, but the fact that her voice cracked with pain as she spoke lessened the impact of it. Her dark blue eyes narrowed. “Get the dagger out of my stomach.” 
 
    “Answer my question, and I will,” Kara said coldly. 
 
    Alana gave her a pleading look. “It’s hurting me, Kara,” she said softly. 
 
    The anger burning in Kara’s light blue eyes seemed to soften at that. “Just tell me that Olivia died painlessly,” Kara begged. “At least give me that.” 
 
    Alana smiled. “I think you’re forgetting something,” she murmured. She leaned forward, staring into Kara’s pain-filled eyes. “I give the orders, not you.” 
 
    Kara’s jaw tightened. “Don’t do it,” she growled. 
 
    Alana took control of Kara’s mind and snarled, “Take out the dagger.” 
 
    Unable to resist the telepathic command, Kara ripped the dagger out of Alana’s stomach and stepped back, her light blue eyes flashing with resentment. 
 
    Alana whimpered at the pain and covered her bleeding stomach with her hand. She stepped toward Kara. “Now, drop your weapons,” she snarled. 
 
    Kara dropped the dagger—soaked in Alana’s fresh blood—onto the ground, the metal clanging against the concrete. Then, she reached under her shirt and unhooked the weapon belts, allowing them to fall to the ground as well. 
 
    Alana prowled toward her, a smile curving at her lips as she leaned in close and hissed, “To answer your question, yes, she did cry. She cried from the time I stabbed her until the moment she took her last breath. And do you know what else she did? She called out your name. She thought you would save her.” 
 
    A soft, choked sob escaped Kara’s lips. Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “I hate you,” she growled, staring at the pavement beneath her boots. 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Kara?” Alana growled, clutching the wound in her stomach. “You can hurt me, but you will never hurt me as badly as I can hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s because I don’t enjoy hurting you,” Kara said quietly. 
 
    Alana frowned at her for a moment, clearly confused by that statement. But then, her dark blue gaze shifted past Kara, toward the tall, blonde man who was still staring at her as if he’d seen a ghost, his green eyes wide and his mouth ajar. “Well, hello, Erik,” she murmured, offering him a sweet smile. “Are you just going to stand there, gawking at me, all night? Or are you going to say hello?” 
 
    “I just…I can’t believe it’s really you,” he whispered. It seemed more like he was talking to himself than to Alana. “I can’t believe you’re really alive.” 
 
    “Of course I’m alive,” Alana scoffed, completely ignoring his obvious pain. “Didn’t that pretty little redhead tell you? I assumed she would tell you.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara realized. “You’re talking about Rose, aren’t you?” 
 
    Alana turned back toward Kara and smiled. “I almost killed her. Did she tell you? It was so much fun,” she giggled. “I’m honestly glad that she survived, though. She is so powerful. I would love to taste her. Or better yet, control her.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes narrowed. “Stay away from her.” 
 
    “Ah, you like her!” Alana exclaimed in delight. “I figured you would.” 
 
    Kara continued to stare at Alana, her icy blue eyes flashing dangerously. 
 
    “All of those years,” Erik managed to say, his voice strangled and hoarse, “I thought I couldn’t get over you. I thought there was something wrong with me because I still dreamed about you. But it was you. It was always you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Alana chided. “You say that like it was torture.” 
 
    Erik narrowed his eyes at her use of that word. “It was.” 
 
    Alana sauntered toward him. She didn’t stop until she stood so close that her body pressed against his. She looped her arm around his neck, her fingers finding the blonde curls at the nape of his neck. She pulled him closer. “Torture is the wrong word, love,” she whispered against his lips. Her lips curved into a seductive smile. “I seem to remember you receiving plenty of pleasure.” 
 
    Erik just stared down at her. “But at what price?” 
 
    Alana let go of him so suddenly that Erik nearly stumbled backward. Her mouth twisted into an unflattering scowl. “You are both so ungrateful.” 
 
    “Ungrateful?” Kara said incredulously. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Alana turned to look at Kara. “I gave you immortality.” 
 
    “And then, you made that immortality a living hell,” Kara snarled. 
 
    Alana sighed, “Why must you be this way?” She returned to Kara, her heels clicking against the pavement. She tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair spilling over one shoulder, sadness glistening in her dark blue eyes. “I miss the way things were before,” she pouted, tracing Kara’s arm with her fingernail, watching as chill bumps rose on Kara’s fair skin. “When you first fell in love with me, you were so kind. You were fierce with everyone else but gentle with me. I loved that. But now, you’re always so angry, and I don’t know why.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “You don’t know why?” 
 
    “I just wish you wouldn’t have become like this,” Alana sighed. 
 
    “Well, Alana,” Kara growled, her eyes narrowing, “if you didn’t want someone who fights back, maybe you should have picked a slave, not a warrior.” 
 
    A loud crack echoed through the alley as Alana slapped Kara, the force of the slap nearly knocking Kara down. “You know how I feel about that word!” Alana cried, her dark blue eyes wide with hysteria. “I hate that word—slave.” 
 
    One side of Kara’s face had already began to bruise, but she acted as if it didn’t hurt at all. She just stared at Alana, her brows creasing with sympathy. 
 
    Tears streamed down Alana’s face. “Why did you have to say that?” 
 
    “Alana,” Kara sighed, her voice softening, “it was just a word.” 
 
    Alana wiped the tears from beneath her eyes with her fingertip. A strangely delicate action, considering the aggressive outburst she’d just had. She lifted her chin elegantly, as if nothing had happened. “I need to speak with Erik.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Do you honestly think I’m going to leave you alone with him? I know you, Alana. As soon as I leave, you’ll take control of his mind.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you clever?” Alana sneered. She rolled her eyes and sighed, “You two were so much more fun before you decided to team up against me.” 
 
    “We’re not against you,” Kara argued. “We’re against being used by you.” 
 
    “Whatever. You don’t want to leave? You don’t have to,” Alana said. 
 
    Kara frowned worriedly. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Alana smiled. “You’re tired, aren’t you, darling?” 
 
    “No,” Kara answered, but as she denied it, an overwhelming drowsiness suddenly cascaded over her, blurring her vision and thoughts. “Alana, please…” 
 
    Alana poked out her bottom lip. “Aw, poor thing. You look exhausted,” she cooed. An enticing smile curved at her lips. “Why don’t you take a little nap?” 
 
    Alana’s telepathic command took effect immediately, and Kara instantly fell unconscious, collapsing face-first onto the pavement with sickening thud. 
 
    Alana cringed at the sound. “Oops. I probably should have commanded her to lie down first,” she realized. She turned toward Erik. “It sounded painful.” 
 
    Erik narrowed his eyes at her. “Alana,” he began. 
 
    “Ah, come on. Don’t take her side,” Alana interrupted, hearing his thoughts before he spoke. She returned to him, leaving Kara lying on the ground, several feet away. “You’re my boyfriend, not hers. She doesn’t even like men.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “I’m not your boyfriend, Alana. Not anymore.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Alana laughed. “Of course you are.” 
 
    In that moment, Erik wished that Alana didn’t look so beautiful in the moonlight, with the pale, bluish light falling over her soft, alabaster skin and pale blonde hair. He wished that he wasn’t still so attracted to her after all of these years. He wished that he didn’t feel the urge to enclose her small body in his arms, that he didn’t feel the urge to kiss her soft, full lips. He wished that he hadn’t missed her. And more than anything, he wished that he didn’t still love her. “I left you, Alana,” he reminded her, frowning, “twelve hundred years ago.” 
 
    Alana giggled, as if she knew a secret that he didn’t. She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “No. I let you leave me. I always knew where you were.” 
 
    Erik dragged his hand through his wavy, blonde hair. “I still left.” 
 
    She frowned, as if he were the one who sounded insane. “Well, yes, but like I said, I knew where you were. I just let you have your space for a while.” 
 
    For a moment, he just stared at her, his green eyes wide. “Space,” he repeated in a low, hollow tone. He reached out and placed his hands on her bare arms, only his palms touching her soft skin, his fingers curled out, as if he were fighting the urge to literally shake some sense into her. “Alana,” he said slowly. “I didn’t leave because I wanted space. I left because I wanted this to be over.” 
 
    “Well, now, you’re back,” Alana said, “so it’s not over anymore.” 
 
    “That’s…not how it works,” Erik sighed. “I don’t want to be with you.” 
 
    She just smiled at him. “Yes, you do. You love me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he growled, dropping his hands. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Her smile didn’t even waver. “You’re lying,” she giggled. She stepped forward and looped her arms around his neck. “I can see your thoughts, darling.” 
 
    He sighed, “Fine. You’re right. I still love you. But I also hate you.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly at him. “Isn’t that how it always is?” 
 
    Erik rested his hands on her soft, slender hips. He told himself that he was just doing it because he felt awkward with his hands by his sides, but as he felt her body under his hands again, after so many centuries of separation, some of the pain in his chest seemed to ease. “Believe it or not, I’ve heard that there are actually couples out there who aren’t as dysfunctional as us,” he quipped. 
 
    Alana tightened her hold around him, pressing her soft, gentle curves against him. “Kiss me,” she whispered, tilting her face up. “I know you want to.” 
 
    He should have said no. He should have hesitated, at least. 
 
    But as her sweet, familiar scent overwhelmed his senses, as her familiar form pressed against him, something inside him responded, just as it always had. 
 
    He lifted one hand to cradle the back of her head, her soft, pale blonde hair sliding between his fingers, as he pressed his lips against hers. Even after all of these years, the connection between them still felt as strong as it had the day he left her, and that connection felt tangible as their lips met, as their bodies met. 
 
    Erik pulled back, groaning, as Alana unzipped his pants and slipped her hand inside to touch him. “Damn it, Alana,” he muttered. “I’m here to kill you.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she hissed against his lips. “You would never kill me.” 
 
    He opened his eyes, frowning at her. “I might not have a choice.” 
 
    “You have everyone fooled,” she said, a smile twitching at her lips. “You have them all convinced that you would have never done those things, if I hadn’t commanded you to do them. But you can’t fool me, darling. You loved it.” 
 
    Erik pushed her away, anger flashing in his bright green eyes. “I loved you!” he growled. “I never loved the things you forced me to do. I loved you.” 
 
    Alana watched him with a smile. “You’d do anything for me.” 
 
    “I would have…back then,” Erik admitted quietly, “but not anymore.” 
 
    Alana took a step toward him. She grasped his shirt in her hands and pulled him toward her, tilting her face up toward his. “Don’t lie to me, love.” 
 
    Erik should have stopped her when she tried to kiss him again. He knew that he should have. But his body listened to his heart, not his mind, and contrary to what he had told everyone else, contrary to what he’d told himself even, he still loved her. And…well, the way she was touching him at the moment wasn’t helping matters. He groaned at the painful hunger that burned inside of him. 
 
    “You’re hungry,” she murmured against his lips, “aren’t you?” 
 
    “No,” he said, his voice breaking from the pain. “I don’t want to feed.” 
 
    Alana pulled back to look at him, her dark blue eyes narrowing at him. “I don’t like it when you lie to me, Erik,” she snarled. Erik growled in frustration when she grasped his chin and tilted his face down toward hers. She stared into his bright green eyes as she took control of his mind. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    Erik couldn’t resist her telepathic control. “I’m starving. It’s agony,” he confessed, “especially right now…with you. I want you more than anyone else.” 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over one shoulder. “Aww,” she cooed. “You’re so sweet when I force you to tell the truth.” She smiled. “Well, what kind of lover would I be if I let you go hungry?” 
 
    “No,” he pleaded. “It took me decades to gain even a semblance of self-control. If I get a taste of blood, I don’t know if I can go back to starvation.” 
 
    “Why would you?” Alana laughed. “I hate Kallias for making you starve yourself. I would have never made you suffer like that. If you had just stayed…” 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? Did you really just say that you would never make me suffer? You have done nothing but make me suffer!” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “You’re just grumpy because you’re hungry.” 
 
    “You broke me, Alana,” Erik growled, “just like you break everyone.” 
 
    Alana examined her fingernails with a frown. “I need a manicure.” 
 
    “You’re so jealous of everyone else’s happiness that you have to make us all miserable along with you,” he snarled. “You’re nothing but a selfish bitch.” 
 
    She sighed, “I really want to slap you for that, but I’m trying to be nice.” 
 
    “I hate you,” he continued, “and I hate what you did to me.” 
 
    “You’re so sensitive,” Alana sneered. “I get so tired of listening to you whine about how you’ve suffered. You don’t know the meaning of the word.” She stepped forward, her dark blue eyes narrowing, as she hissed, “What were you doing when you were twelve years old? Because I was tied up in the bottom of a ship, covered in the blood of my parents. And that wasn’t even the worst of it.” She laughed bitterly. “It’s a good thing I was never as sensitive as you are.” 
 
    His eyes softened with sympathy. “Is it?” he asked softly. “Is it really good that they turned you into this? Because…sometimes I think that you and I could have been so happy together…if you had never let them harden you like this.” 
 
    The anger inside of her instantly melted. “Do you really think that?” she asked, tears glistening in her eyes. “That you would have been happy with me?” 
 
    “If you weren’t always trying to hurt me?” Erik sighed. “Of course.” 
 
    Alana wrapped her arms around herself, folding forward, as if she were suddenly in pain. She began to cry. “I don’t mean to be this way,” she sobbed. 
 
    As soon as he saw the tears streaming down her cheeks, Erik stepped forward, gathering her into his arms. He held her tightly as she cried against his chest, her tears soaking into his shirt. “I know,” he sighed as he felt the deep, emotional pain that emanated from her, his heart breaking for her all over again. 
 
    She looked up at him, studying his expression with her tear-soaked eyes. Then, she lifted her hand and held his face as she pressed her lips against his. 
 
    He kissed her slowly and gently, tasting the blood and tears on her lips. 
 
    “There are old apartments in the building next to us,” Alana said, pulling back to watch his reaction. “They’re a bit below my current standards, but I…have been in much worse…conditions…before.” She paused, her jaw tensing at the memories. She tilted her head to the side. “I know that you want me sexually.” 
 
    Erik laughed at that. “Everyone wants you sexually, Alana.” 
 
    “But,” Alana added, “if you stay, I will force you to feed from me.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “And after that? Will you force me to hurt people for you?” 
 
    “What you do after you feed,” Alana said, “is completely up to you.” 
 
    Erik laughed bitterly, “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    Alana wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. A smile curved at her lips. “I don’t have to force you to come to my side, Erik. I have full confidence that you’ll do that on your own,” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    The blood drained from his face. “I would never betray my friends.” 
 
    “You would for me,” Alana said as she kissed him with her tear-soaked lips. She pressed her soft body against him. “So, what will it be? Will you stay?” 
 
    Erik sighed, “The right answer is obviously no.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for the right answer,” she said. “I asked for your answer.” 
 
    Erik followed her as she took his hand and stepped backward, leading him toward the old apartment building. When they reached the door, he leaned forward and opened it for her. “This is going to be hard to explain to everyone.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “I think we should go look for them,” Rose said worriedly. 
 
    “Relax, Rose,” Kallias sighed. He leaned against an angel statue that was almost as tall as him. “They’re only three minutes late. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Rose insisted. “Anything could’ve happened.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, staring blankly at her, “but if I had to guess, I would say that one of them probably got distracted by a pretty woman.” He frowned. “The weird part is…I’m not sure which one of them is more likely to have done that.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched in amusement. “It must be a Viking thing.” 
 
    “What must be a Viking thing?” asked a warm, familiar voice. 
 
    Rose spun around, a relieved smile spreading across her face. “Kara,” she sighed, “I was starting to worry that you and Erik had run into trouble.” 
 
    “Where is Erik?” Kallias asked, glancing at the fence behind Kara. 
 
    Rose’s smile faded as she noticed the scent of blood. It was a faint scent, sweet and appealing and powerful, and Rose frowned as she realized that she’d smelled it somewhere before. “Is that blood?” Rose mumbled as she stepped forward and reached out to touch a wet patch of fabric on Kara’s shirt. When she pulled her fingers back, blood coated her fingertips. She sniffed at the blood. 
 
    Kara smiled. “It’s not mine. But feel free to keep touching me like that.” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face as she realized that she’d just touched Kara’s stomach without even thinking about it. She opened her mouth to apologize or defend herself or…something, but the scent of the powerful, appealing blood seemed to intensify, all of the sudden, as Erik climbed over the fence. Rose’s eyes widened as she saw the amount of blood that covered Erik’s face and shirt. 
 
    Erik flashed a guilty smile at them, revealing that his teeth were covered in blood as well. “Hi, guys,” he said as he cowered behind Kara for protection. 
 
    Kallias stepped forward. “What the hell happened to you?” he gasped. 
 
    Rose sniffed at the blood on her fingers again, frowning at the appealing scent that instantly ignited her hunger. “And why does this blood smell familiar?” 
 
    Kara raised her eyebrow. “You recognize Alana’s blood?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Alana?” she repeated worriedly. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at Erik. “That blood is Alana’s?” 
 
    Erik winced. He ran his fingertip over the remnants of blood that were left on his neck. “Well, this little bit of blood here is mine,” he said evasively. 
 
    “What about the blood in your mouth?” Kallias growled. 
 
    “And…you know…everywhere else,” Rose added dryly. 
 
    “It’s…Alana’s,” Erik confirmed reluctantly. 
 
    Kallias stared at him, his brows furrowing. “You fed from Alana?” 
 
    Erik winced. “We might have done a few other things, too.” 
 
    Rose rubbed her head tiredly. “You were supposed to kill Alana, not sleep with her. But you know…” She flashed a sarcastic smile. “Close enough.” 
 
    “I tried,” Erik said defensively. He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth, wiping off some of the blood on his face. “But you know how it is.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Not really. I’ve never accidentally not killed someone.” 
 
    “When I’m with Alana, the lines just get kind of…blurred,” Erik said. 
 
    “Between murder and sex?” Rose squeaked in disbelief. 
 
    “Besides, technically, I didn’t have sex with her,” Erik said quickly, as if that made everything better. Then, he winced and added, “I just…almost did.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “Define almost.” 
 
    “She forced me to feed from her. She used her telepathic control on me,” Erik said defensively. “I didn’t have a choice. As for everything we did afterward,” he paused, cringing, “I kind of did all of that out of my own volition.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose asked, frowning at him. 
 
    “I told you,” Erik sighed. “The lines get…blurred. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    Kallias suddenly whirled on Kara. “And why didn’t you step in?” 
 
    Kara couldn’t have seemed less interested in their conversation. When Kallias turned toward her, he found her leaning against a tall, tapered tombstone, cleaning the blood off of her dagger with a black cloth. For a moment, Kallias thought that she hadn’t heard his question, but then, she looked up at him. 
 
    “Step in…how, exactly?” Kara asked, her eyebrows lifting. 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “Why didn’t you kill Alana?” 
 
    She shrugged and returned to cleaning her dagger. “I was busy.” 
 
    “Busy with what?” Kallias snapped. 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” she said simply. 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes at them. “She was unconscious, Kallias. Alana used her telepathic abilities to put Kara to sleep. There was nothing Kara could do.” 
 
    Kara didn’t respond to that, but her jaw seemed to tighten. 
 
    Kallias frowned at Erik. “Well, why didn’t she just tell me that?” 
 
    Erik sighed at his insensitivity, “I would assume that she doesn’t want to talk about it. You might not know this since you’re a telepath yourself, but it’s not easy to talk about someone controlling your mind. It can feel…humiliating.” 
 
    That just seemed to confuse Kallias more. “Why?” 
 
    Rose watched Kara as the other two talked, noticing how Kara seemed so intensely focused on her dagger, how she scrubbed at it angrily, despite her nonchalant body language. “No one likes to feel powerless,” Rose told Kallias. 
 
    Kara’s piercing blue gaze suddenly shifted up toward Rose, as if Rose’s words caught her attention. But she quickly shifted her gaze back to the dagger. 
 
    Kallias seemed to consider Rose’s point, but then, he shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. He narrowed his eyes at Kara. “I still don’t trust you,” he stated. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched into a bitter smile. “I’m aware.” 
 
    “I don’t know how anyone could trust you,” he continued. “You’re playing both sides. You’re Aaron’s second-in-command and Alana’s lover.” 
 
    “I’m a spy,” she reminded him. “That’s what spies do.” 
 
    “You’re literally in bed with the enemy,” he added. 
 
    Kara smirked. “Only when I get bored.” 
 
    “Kallias,” Rose interrupted, scowling at him. “What is this about?” 
 
    Kallias directed his glare at Rose, then. “What I really don’t understand is how you can trust her. Everything that comes out of her mouth is a lie.” 
 
    Kara continued to pluck absently at the blade of her dagger, as if she couldn’t care less about what Kallias had to say. “Now, that’s an exaggeration,” she complained, a small smile on her lips. “It’s only like ninety-nine percent.” 
 
    Rose stepped between Kallias and Kara before Kallias could respond to that, hoping to calm him down before things got out of hand. “No one ever said we had to trust her,” she reminded Kallias. “We just have to work with her.” 
 
    “But you do trust her,” Kallias accused, “don’t you?” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms as a particularly icy gust of wind blew through the cemetery. She stared at Kallias, trying to understand his hostility. “I think she deserves the benefit of the doubt,” she sighed. “She saved our lives, Kallias.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kallias said, “so that she could deliver you to Aaron.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Rose said confidently. “Besides, Erik trusts her.” 
 
    “Erik is an idiot,” Kallias growled in frustration. 
 
    “Hey, the idiot is standing right here,” Erik complained. 
 
    “Yeah, I trust her,” Rose admitted finally. She shrugged, shaking her head. “I just think…after everything she’s done for us, she deserves our trust.” 
 
    “You think that?” Kallias repeated. His voice changed, became angrier, took on a bitter, mocking edge. “Did you use your genius brain to think that?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means,” he began harshly, stepping closer to her. “I don’t think you’re thinking at all. I think you only trust her because you’re attracted to her.” 
 
    Kara looked up from her dagger, her eyebrows lifting. An amused smile curved at her lips. “It sounds like someone is feeling threatened,” she remarked. 
 
    Rose suddenly looked pale. “I’m not…” she stammered. “I don’t…” 
 
    “Save it, Rose,” Kallias growled. “You’re a terrible liar anyway.” 
 
    Then, without giving her a chance to respond, he spun on his heel and marched back toward the mausoleum, leaving them standing in the cemetery. Rose stared after him, too stunned by the sudden accusation to chase after him. 
 
    “Well, this just got extremely awkward,” Erik muttered as he began to inch away from them. He offered Rose an awkward smile, revealing a mouthful of very bloody teeth. “I’ll talk to him. Moodiness is kind of my territory anyway.” 
 
    Rose watched as Erik darted past her, toward the mausoleum, as if he were somehow escaping the awkwardness of the moment by leaving her and Kara alone in the cemetery. Alone, Rose realized, her eyes widening. She cast a panicked glance behind her, at Kara. She started to back away. “I have to go.” 
 
    But Kara’s hand caught Rose’s arm before she could leave, and Rose had no choice but to stop and turn back toward her. Rose stared warily at Kara, noticing the curiosity and amusement that sparkled in Kara’s icy blue eyes. Kara had yet to let go of Rose’s arm. “Don’t you think we should talk about this?” 
 
    “I’d literally rather talk about anything else,” Rose informed her. 
 
    Kara smiled and leaned closer, pulling Rose against her with a gentle tug of her arm. “In that case, let’s talk about how you almost kissed me last night.” 
 
    Rose winced. “Okay, so maybe anything else was a bit of an exaggeration.” 
 
    “I know you know when I’m talking about,” Kara murmured quietly, her lips tilting into that wicked, mischievous smirk. “In the elevator, while I was holding you…I saw the way you were looking at my lips. I saw your eyes dilate.” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “I think you’re reading too much into things.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kara said, her smile deepening. Her breath fell against Rose’s lips as she whispered, “I think you’re just afraid that you’ll actually enjoy kissing me.” 
 
    Rose felt as if she’d just been doused in hot water. Kara still held Rose’s arm in her hand, and Rose could feel the length of Kara’s body brushing against her side. Her chest felt tight, as if her lungs had forgotten how to work, and her skin tingled and burned beneath Kara’s touch. Desire pulsed through her body in time with her rapid heartbeat. And with their faces angled toward each other and their lips close enough to touch, it was all-too-easy for Rose to think about how Kara’s lips would feel against hers. Her eyes widened. “I sh-should…” she stammered, clumsily pulling her arm out of Kara’s grasp, “I should go.” 
 
    Kara watched curiously as Rose ducked her head and started walking toward the mausoleum. “Why? Because you have a controlling boyfriend?” 
 
    Rose froze mid-step. She turned back toward Kara, her eyes narrowing at the strange, enigmatic vampire. “He’s not controlling,” she said defensively. 
 
    “He’s a telepath,” Kara stated, shrugging. “They’re all controlling.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “That’s not true,” she argued. “All telepaths aren’t the same. Just like…all vampires aren’t the same. Kallias isn’t like Alana.” 
 
    A hint of emotion flashed in Kara’s light blue eyes, so briefly that Rose almost didn’t notice it. Kara looked down, watching the pebbles shift beneath her boot as she moved her foot. “You’re right,” she said. “No one is like Alana.” 
 
    Rose studied Kara with a curious frown. Kara stood in the middle of the cemetery with her arms crossed across her chest, the pale, blue moonlight highlighting the dark blue streaks in her hair. She stood with her feet shoulder-length apart and her shoulders rolled back. It was a confident stance, as always. But there was something about the softness of her eyes and the tilt of her lips that didn’t seem quite as confident. She seemed…deflated…somehow. “What did she do to you tonight?” Rose breathed, her brows creasing with concern. 
 
    Kara’s gaze snapped back toward Rose. “What?” she asked, shocked. 
 
    Rose’s bright blue eyes softened with sympathy. “Erik’s not the only one who came back wounded tonight,” she sighed. “You just hide it better.” 
 
    For a moment, Kara just stared at her, her lips parted in surprise. But then, her jaw tightened, and she shifted her gaze away from Rose, toward the mausoleum behind Rose. She began to walk toward the mausoleum, walking past Rose without so much of a glance. Rose just watched as Kara left, listening to the soft thud of Kara’s boots against the dirt. Then, the thudding suddenly stopped. She watched as Kara froze on the steps and turned back toward her. 
 
    “You were right,” Kara said in a soft, tired tone. 
 
    Rose’s chest tightened painfully at the sight of the heartbreaking sadness that glistened in Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes. “About what?” she breathed. 
 
    “We should have never split up tonight,” Kara sighed. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You actually like the Tomb of Blood, don’t you?” Alana accused. 
 
    Kara folded her arm beneath her head as she watched Alana undress. A smile curved at her lips as she watched the heavy, blue dress slide down Alana’s soft, milky-white thighs. Her own clothing lay discarded on the floor already, but she was thoroughly enjoying the view as she waited for Alana to join her in bed. “I do,” she said, tilting her head to the side as she considered the irritation that she’d heard in Alana’s voice. “Why does that bother you? You brought me here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alana muttered irritably, “but I didn’t think you would like it.” 
 
    “It reminds me of home,” Kara said, “except…they accept me here.”  
 
    Alana finished undressing, dropping her undergarments to the floor. Her dark blue gaze shifted away as she quietly muttered, “They don’t accept me.” 
 
    Before Alana even realized that Kara had stood, she felt Kara’s body press against her, Kara’s bare breasts against her back. Kara wrapped her long arms around Alana’s waist, holding her close, as she pressed her lips against the soft, fair skin of Alana’s neck. Alana tilted her head back against Kara’s shoulder. 
 
    “They do accept you, Alana,” Kara murmured against Alana’s neck, pressing another soft kiss on the soft, sensitive skin. “They’re just afraid of you.” 
 
    “Good,” Alana said coldly. “They should be afraid of me.” 
 
    “Alana,” Kara sighed. She trailed kisses up Alana’s pale, slender neck. Kara kissed and sucked at Alana’s neck, drawing soft, breathless moans from her lips. “Why do you want that?” she asked. Kara brushed Alana’s white-blonde hair aside and kissed the shell of her ear. “Why do you want them to fear you?” 
 
    Alana closed her eyes and leaned back, surrendering her weight into Kara’s arms, their bodies pressing closer together. “You know why,” she said. 
 
    Kara grasped Alana’s hips and turned her around, so that they stood face-to-face. She moved her hands to Alana’s face. “You don’t have to do this,” she said, staring into Alana’s dark blue eyes. “You’re not human anymore. No one is going to hurt you like that ever again. You have me now. If anyone tries to hurt you, I will kill them. You don’t have to become…what you’re becoming.” 
 
    Alana leaned closer. “You think I’m becoming a monster, don’t you?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “I think that I’ve seen you do a lot of terrible things lately.” 
 
    Alana dug her fingers into Kara’s hips, her fingernails sinking into Kara’s skin as she pulled her closer. “What if I like what I’m becoming?” she hissed. 
 
    Kara breathed out a low groan as Alana raked her fingernails down Kara’s spine. Kara leaned into Alana, her lips brushing against Alana’s as she slid her hands down to Alana’s soft, round breasts. She squeezed them, smiling as Alana gasped in response. “Lie down,” she whispered against Alana’s lips. 
 
    Alana stepped back out of Kara’s arms, a seductive smile curving at her lips as she walked backward toward the bed. Kara stepped forward, following Alana. Her hands slid into Alana’s soft, pale blonde hair as she kissed her. Their lips never even broke apart as they fell into bed together. Kara straddled Alana’s hips and trailed her lips down Alana’s neck, down to her collarbone, and then, finally, down to her breasts. Kara covered one breast with her mouth, delivering a long, slow lick to Alana’s nipple, smiling as Alana gasped and arched her back. 
 
    “Do you know,” Alana gasped, her dark blue eyes watching as Kara moved to the other breast, licking it, too, “what I love about sleeping with you?” 
 
    Kara looked up at Alana and smirked. “Everything?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Alana moaned as Kara swirled her tongue around the other nipple. “You’re so attentive to what I want. It’s like you’re worshipping me.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what sex is?” Kara said. “Worshipping each other’s bodies?” 
 
    “It was never like that for me…before,” Alana said. Her voice cracked, as if she were on the verge of tears. “It was just someone using me, like an object.” 
 
    Kara froze, her light blue eyes softening with sympathy as she looked up at Alana. She crawled up Alana’s body, bracing her hands on each side of Alana’s head as she held herself up above her. “You don’t have to worry about that ever again,” she said, her voice raw with sincerity. “I would never treat you like that.” 
 
    “No one will,” Alana growled, “because now, people are afraid of me.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “I get it, Alana,” she sighed. “I understand why you do all of this, why you want people to fear you, but…it doesn’t have to be this way.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Alana argued. “It’s the only way.” 
 
    “What about me? I’m not afraid of you,” Kara reminded her. 
 
    Alana stared up at her coldly. “Well, maybe it’s time that changed.” 
 
    Kara pulled back. “Why? Why would you want that?” she asked softly, her brows creasing with pain. “I treat you well, Alana. You know I do. I would never hurt you. And it’s not because of fear. It’s because I care about you.” 
 
    “You care about me?” Alana said, frowning, as if she didn’t understand. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, her eyes softening, “and also because…I love you.” 
 
    “That was the first time you said it,” Alana said suddenly. 
 
    Kara spun around, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Because…Alana’s voice hadn’t come from the woman beneath her. It had come from someone else, someone standing behind her. The entire memory dissolved instantly as she spun around toward Alana. The real, present-day Alana, that is. They no longer lay together in the ancient, cave-like room, made of dirt walls and dirt floors. They stood within the same room, except…now, it was Kara’s room, a room that had been renovated many times within the last thousand years. Rather than that heavy, blue dress from the very early days of the Middle Ages, Alana now wore a thin, modern, blue dress that clung to her figure. 
 
    Kara jumped up and raced toward Alana, burying a dagger in her heart. 
 
    Alana glanced down at the dagger that was buried in her chest and raised an eyebrow. The dagger instantly dissolved, just like the rest of the memory had. “Did that make you feel better?” Alana laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but I didn’t feel a thing. This is your dream, remember? I’m just the one in control.” 
 
    Kara fell to her knees, her entire body shaking as she tried to hold back the tears that burned at her eyes. “Stop doing this to me,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Alana chided. “These are good memories.” 
 
    “Please,” Kara pleaded brokenly. “Just let me wake up.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Alana said, her eyes widening. “Are you actually begging?” 
 
    “I can’t keep reliving this,” Kara growled. “It hurts so fucking much.” 
 
    “You could always come back to me,” Alana suggested. 
 
    Kara bared her fangs at Alana, like an animal. “I hate you,” she snarled. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no,” Alana scolded, wagging her finger. She knelt in front of Kara, her silky dress brushing against Kara’s thighs. She giggled. “Weren’t you paying attention to the dream? You love me. You just said so. Well, technically, you said it fourteen hundred years ago. But in a sense, you just said it again.” 
 
    “I just want to wake up,” Kara sighed, all of her anger evaporating. 
 
    “Not yet. First, I want you to…” Alana trailed off. She suddenly looked up at the empty bed, her eyes narrowing. “I’m really starting to hate that redhead.” 
 
    Kara frowned at her. “What?” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Kara, wake up.” 
 
    Kara shot up in her bed, her heart hammering. She felt someone’s hand on her arm, and reacting purely on instinct, she jerked the person against her and placed the blade of her dagger against the person’s throat. It wasn’t until she saw the bright blue eyes blinking back at her that she realized who had touched her. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara breathed, breathless from the panic racing through her body. She glanced down at the dagger that she had pressed to Rose’s throat and winced. She removed the dagger immediately. “I’m so sorry. It was…a reflex.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’re not the first vampire to attack me for waking them up,” Rose laughed. Her azure eyes sparkled with amusement. “However, I think you are the first person I’ve ever known to sleep with a dagger under her pillow.” 
 
    As Rose laughed, her chest rose and fell ever-so-slightly, making Kara suddenly very aware of the way Rose’s soft, fleshy breasts felt against her arm. Her icy blue gaze shifted down, darkening with lust as she stared at Rose’s black-and-blue, flannel pajama shirt, as if she could see straight through it. She realized, then, that her hand still clutched Rose’s arm, holding Rose’s body against her. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said with a nervous laugh. “It’s a Viking thing, I guess.” 
 
    “Or an I-have-a-psychotic-ex-lover thing,” Rose added dryly. 
 
    Kara shifted her gaze back to Rose’s face, her brows furrowing. “Yeah.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her bright blue eyes softening with concern. She’d never seen Kara like this. Kara always looked so confident, so dangerous, but right now, she looked broken and exhausted. Her skin looked paler than usual—ashen, really. Kara’s blue-and-black hair hung over her bare shoulders, drenched with sweat. Rose could feel the cold, wet hair brushing against her hand as Kara continued to hold her by the arm. As a matter of fact, with their bodies so close together, Rose could feel that Kara’s entire body was drenched in cold sweat. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kara mumbled again, finally releasing Rose’s arm. 
 
    “She was in your dream again, wasn’t she?” Rose asked sympathetically. 
 
    Kara glanced around the room, relieved to see that Erik and Kallias still slept, unaware of her distress. Rose still sat next to Kara, on the edge of the bed, one leg hanging off of the bed and the other leg folded beneath her. Rose’s hair looked disheveled and frizzy, as if she’d just woken up, and as Kara glanced past her, at the other bed, she noticed that Rose’s sheets looked as if they’d been ripped back in a hurry. “How did you know?” she asked, frowning at Rose. 
 
    Rose shifted uncomfortably. “You were kind of…talking in your sleep.” 
 
    Kara stared at Rose, her eyes wide. “What did I say?” 
 
    “Just…that you wanted to wake up,” Rose lied. 
 
    Kara glanced down at Rose’s hands, watching the way Rose shifted them in her lap as she spoke. “I should take a shower,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah. Of course,” Rose said quickly, jumping to her feet. 
 
    Rose moved back to her own bed, sliding her cold feet beneath the black sheets. When Kara stood and stretched her arms above her head, Rose tried not to notice how Kara’s tank top slid up her stomach as she stretched…or how the black boxers that Kara wore rode up her thighs as she raised up on her toes. 
 
    “If you need to talk about it,” Rose said softly, “I’m here.” 
 
    Kara’s intense gaze suddenly shifted toward Rose. She lowered her arms and watched Rose for a moment, a hint of emotion flashing in those icy blue eyes. “Thank you,” she said, frowning, as if she were confused by Rose’s offer. “But I don’t really want to discuss Alana right now. Or…ever, for that matter.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Of course. I understand.” 
 
    The intense, raw emotion in Kara’s eyes faded away, replaced by a gleam of mischievousness. Her gaze swept up and down Rose’s pajama-clad body. “Now, if you want to offer me a different kind of comfort,” Kara said seductively, a flirty smirk tilting at her lips, “you’re welcome to join me in the shower.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but laugh at the absurd suggestion. “Are you really asking me to have sex with you while my boyfriend is sleeping in the next room?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “It wouldn’t be my first time doing that.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “You are so terrible!” 
 
    Kara smiled as she watched Rose laugh. It was beautiful, she thought—the way Rose’s bright blue eyes sparkled when she laughed, the way Rose’s fair, freckled cheeks flushed a soft, luminous pink. She turned and walked toward the bathroom, but before she reached the door, she froze. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    Rose stopped laughing and frowned at her. “For what?” 
 
    Kara looked at her. “For waking me up,” she said, raw sincerity burning in her icy blue eyes. “And…for lying about how much of the dream you heard.” 
 
    Rose was quiet for a moment. “You could tell I was lying?” 
 
    Kara smiled gently. “You’re not very good at it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rose sighed. “I just didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Kara said sincerely, “more than you know.” 
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    “You’re avoiding me,” Rose accused. 
 
    Kallias froze, just inside the bedroom, soap-scented steam still drifting out of the bathroom. His drenched, brown hair dripped water onto his black button-down shirt as he stood there, frowning at her. “I was taking a shower,” he muttered. “I didn’t realize that taking a shower was considered avoiding you.” 
 
    Rose stood across the room from him, leaning against the edge of the bed, her arms crossed across her chest. “When you wake up before sunset just so you can sneak into the bathroom before I wake up, it’s called avoiding me.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    She sighed at the cold dismissiveness in his voice. “Kallias, you’re a freaking giant, and we’re sharing a bed. And somehow, you still managed to avoid touching me the entire day. I didn’t even realize that was possible before today.” 
 
    “Well, the last time I checked, you weren’t a big fan of P.D.A.,” Kallias said, gesturing toward the other bed. “I didn’t realize you changed your mind.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Well, the last time I checked, your arm brushing mine wasn’t considered P.D.A.,” she countered. “Admit it. You’re avoiding me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight with you, Rose,” Kallias said stoically. 
 
    Rose threw up her hands. “But we are fighting!” she laughed. “We fight about something every night. And we’re going to continue fighting about every, little thing until you finally tell me the real reason that you’re angry with me.” 
 
    “I’m not angry,” he argued. 
 
    She gave him a skeptical look. She sighed. “You’re angry because…you think,” she said uneasily, heat rushing to her face, “that I’m attracted to Kara.” 
 
    Kallias stared at her with raised eyebrows. “I don’t think that. I know that. I’m a telepath. I can read your mind,” he reminded her. He laughed as he saw her blush deepen, “And even if I weren’t, you’re not very good at hiding it.” 
 
    Rose looked away, mortified. “Sorry.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “It’s fine, Rose. You don’t have to apologize,” he muttered. “I’m not angry about you being attracted to her. You’re not the only woman I’ve ever been attracted to, and I know that I’m not the only person that you’ll ever be attracted to. I’m twenty-five hundred years old. I can accept that.” 
 
    “It didn’t sound like you accepted it,” she said, frowning, “last night.” 
 
    He sighed, “I wasn’t really upset about that. I just…snapped. I was agitated, and…I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “Then…you’re angry that I attacked Osiris?” Rose guessed. 
 
    He scowled. “No, it’s not that either.” 
 
    “Then, what is it, Kallias?” Rose asked. “Why are you so angry?” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said irritably. “Everything is fine.” 
 
    “No, everything is not fine!” she argued. She laughed in disbelief. “Nothing has been fine for a while now! You can’t keep burying your feelings, Kallias. It’s like filling up a bottle and shaking it. Eventually, it’s going to spew.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight with you,” Kallias said again. 
 
    “But that’s how relationships work!” Rose said. “You fight, and you make up. And then, the relationship is stronger than it was before. Whatever it is that’s coming between us—it can be fixed. You just have to tell me what it is.” 
 
    “You can’t fix everything, Rose,” Kallias said harshly. 
 
    “I can try,” Rose insisted stubbornly. “You just have to talk to me.” 
 
    His brown eyes darkened with anger. “Talk,” he repeated, his voice sharp with bitterness. “Like the way you talked to me before you decided to die?” 
 
    She held up her finger. “Or…the way you talked to me before you decided to turn me into a vampire,” she countered, flashing a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “You were dead, Rose,” he snarled. “Dead! Do you understand that?” 
 
    “Of course I understand it!” she laughed incredulously. “I remember it! I actually remember dying.” A haunted look came into her bright blue eyes. “I remember how it felt to be dead. And I remember how it felt to wake up as this.” 
 
    For the first time all night, the hard, glinting anger in Kallias’s light brown eyes faded. “I’m sorry,” he said softly, his gaze softening with sympathy. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Rose said. “I’m grateful to be alive…even if it means that I’m a vampire now. And I understand why you turned me. I’m not angry at you.” 
 
    Kallias looked away, his jaw tightening. “You should be,” he muttered. 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t,” she argued. “We both made decisions in the moment when we didn’t feel there was an alternative. Now, we just have to accept them.” 
 
    His gaze suddenly snapped back toward her. “No,” he growled. “You decided to die, Rose. It’s not the same. And you didn’t make that decision in the moment. You had already decided ahead of time to sacrifice yourself for us.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “The same way I know everything,” Kallias snarled. “I read your mind. You knew all along that you were going to die, and you hid it from me.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “But…I haven’t thought about that recently.” 
 
    “I’m a powerful telepath, Rose,” he reminded her. “Conscious thoughts aren’t the only thing I can read. I can access memories, too, if I want. Especially if you’re asleep.” His eyes narrowed. “I saw your conversation with Erastos.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him, stunned that he had just admitted to looking at her memories while she slept. “I don’t even know what to say,” she laughed. “Except…if you wanted to know something, you could have just asked.” 
 
    “Why?” Kallias asked. “So you could lie to me again?” 
 
    “I did it to save your life!” Rose reminded him. 
 
    “That’s the problem with you, Rose,” he said angrily. “You’re always trying to save everyone. You care about everyone, except for yourself.” 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s something I can change.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s something I can accept,” he countered. 
 
    The door opened. “Hey, guys, guess what?” Erik said as he slid into the room with a bottle of clear liquor in his hand. “Thanks to Kara, no one attacked me tonight.” His smile faded as he noticed Kallias and Rose staring at each other, and his eyes widened as he felt their emotions. “Am I interrupting something?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias sighed, looking at Erik. “It’s fine. We’re finished.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “We’re not even close to finished.” 
 
    Kara slid in behind Erik. She leaned against the wall, as if she weren’t even remotely concerned with what was happening between Rose and Kallias. 
 
    “Why are you still standing in the doorway like that?” Kallias asked Erik. 
 
    Erik offered him an apologetic smile. “No offense, but she’s the one who can kill me with her mind,” he said, gesturing toward Rose with a tilt of his head. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “It’s fine,” she sighed in defeat. “Just come in.” 
 
    Erik hesitantly shut the door behind him, and then, carrying the bottle of liquor under his arm, he ambled over to the other bed and sat down on it. 
 
    Kallias busied himself with pushing up the sleeves of his black, button-down shirt, rolling them up around his elbows. “What is the plan for tonight?” 
 
    Rose watched him with a frown, frustrated that he could switch gears so easily, as if nothing had happened. She looked away, gazing thoughtfully at a random spot on the wall, as she listened to them talk, her own mind buzzing. 
 
    “You guys are on your own tonight,” Kara sighed. “I have guard duty.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at her and nodded. “All right. Then, Erik, Rose, and I will search for Alana again. But this time, when we find her, I’ll kill her myself.” 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows. “Good luck,” she said dryly. 
 
    “Er…are you sure that’s a good idea?” Erik interjected. “It’s just…I’m not exactly in a hurry to see Alana again. Not after what happened last night.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “I’ll be with you tonight. She won’t be able to control your mind this time,” he said reassuringly. “Besides, you have a blood bond with Alana right now. You can lead us straight to her. It’s the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    “Unless she evades you all night,” Kara pointed out. “Alana has a blood bond with him, too, remember? She’ll sense him as soon as he gets close to her.” 
 
    Kallias frowned suspiciously at her. “Do you have a better plan?” 
 
    Kara smiled and shrugged. “Would it matter, if I did?” 
 
    “No,” Kallias answered. 
 
    Kara laughed at that. “Like I said…good luck.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes at her. He stepped past her and opened the door. Then, he turned back toward Erik and Rose. “Are you guys ready?” he asked. 
 
    Erik sighed in frustration and set his half-empty bottle of alcohol on the nightstand. “You could have at least let me finish my drink first,” he grumbled. 
 
    Kallias glanced at Rose, frowning as he noticed that she hadn’t even moved yet. She just continued to lean against the bed, staring at the wall. “Rose?” 
 
    “I’m not going,” Rose said, her bright blue eyes shifting toward him. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “What?” 
 
    “I said…I’m not going,” Rose repeated, her voice sharp. 
 
    Kallias just stared at her. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Rose said. “I’m being perfectly rational, actually. It makes more sense for me to stay here with Kara. Think about it. You and I are the only ones who are immune to Alana’s telepathic control. Erik and Kara are both vulnerable. So, you should stay with Erik to protect him, and I’ll stay with Kara.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I don’t remember asking for your permission,” Rose said. 
 
    He dragged his hand through his hair in frustration, causing the wet strands to drip more water onto his shirt. “Rose,” he growled, “this colony is full of vampires that can kill you. Every vampire here is older and stronger than you.” 
 
    “No one will touch her,” Kara interrupted. Her icy blue eyes flashed with defiance and confidence as she tilted her head back against the wall, her chin lifting. “She’ll be with me. If anyone lays a hand on her, I will kill them.” 
 
    Kallias spun toward her. “I don’t trust you,” he growled, as if he hadn’t already made that clear…many times. “For all I know, you could be reporting everything we do to Alana. It wouldn’t be the first time you betrayed someone.” 
 
    Kara’s entire body seemed to stiffen, as if she’d just been struck. 
 
    Erik glanced at Kara as he sensed her intense, agonizing emotions. He shifted his gaze toward Kallias. “What are you talking about?” he asked him. 
 
    Kara stepped away from the wall and turned to face Kallias. Her light blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “Stay out of my head,” she snarled at him. 
 
    Rose watched them with a frown, wondering why Kara seemed so bothered by what he’d said. “Kallias,” she called. When his brown eyes shifted back toward her, she continued, “If you don’t trust her, then that’s all the more reason for me to stay. I can keep an eye on her, make sure she does what she says she’s going to do. If Alana does show up, well, she can’t erase my memories.” 
 
    “That is the most reckless idea I have ever heard,” Kallias growled. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I’m not asking for your approval.” 
 
    Kallias sighed in frustration, “Why are you so dead-set on this?” 
 
    “Why are you pretending to care?” Rose countered, her voice cold and sharp. “We both know you don’t want to be around me right now anyway.” 
 
    His mouth fell open. “Rose…” he trailed off, his brows creasing. 
 
    “The tension in this room is stifling,” Erik muttered under his breath. 
 
    “It’s my decision,” Rose told Kallias, “and you won’t change my mind.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kallias growled, his jaw tightening. “But if anything happens…” 
 
    “You’ll feel it,” Rose finished his sentence. “I’m bound to you. If I’m in danger, you’ll feel it, and you’ll come back. I know that, and I appreciate it.” 
 
    Kallias nodded, his gaze softening. “Okay,” he sighed, his shoulders drooping in defeat. He turned to Erik and gestured toward the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Rose didn’t move from the bed after they left. She just stared at the wall, her chest tight with sadness, as she tried to understand what was happening between her and Kallias. She heard the soft thud of boots on the marble floor, coming closer, and then, the scents of leather and violets invaded her senses. 
 
    Kara leaned against the black dresser across from Rose, putting herself directly in Rose’s line of vision. She tilted her head to the side, studying Rose with those piercing, blue eyes. “Trouble in paradise?” she asked with a sly smile. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips at the mischievous vampire. “It’s just a little fight.” 
 
    “A fight?” Kara scoffed. “It looked more like a standoff to me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose sighed. She gazed down at her worn Converse tennis shoes, her thoughts whirling. “When did things get bad between you and Alana?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Things were always bad between Alana and me. I just didn’t want to see it.” When Rose’s curious, blue eyes shifted up toward her, Kara sighed. “I knew what Alana was like, even in the beginning, but I thought I could help her.” She shrugged. “Everyone assumes that it’s Alana’s beauty or seductiveness that gets you, but it’s not. It’s her pain. You just want to help her.” 
 
    Rose watched Kara, stunned by the raw honesty in her voice. 
 
    “But you can’t help,” Kara said. She looked away, hiding the sadness that glistened in her icy blue eyes. “And by the time you realize that, you’re trapped.” 
 
    Rose’s brows creased with sympathy as she stared at Kara. Her fingers twitched at her sides as she fought back the sudden urge to step closer and pull Kara into her arms. Kara was practically an expert at hiding her pain, at appearing nonchalant when she was breaking inside, at flirting and joking in the midst of her agony. Rose knew that. Just like she knew that Kara was hurting right now. 
 
    Kara shifted her gaze toward Rose, and a flirty smile tilted at her lips. “So,” she said, stepping closer, “it looks like I have you all to myself tonight.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched. “I’m sorry for intruding on your guard duty.” 
 
    “Intruding?” Kara scoffed, her smile deepening. She took another step toward Rose. “I’m delighted. As a matter of fact, I’m currently trying to think of a way to get out of guard duty so I can keep you in my room all night.” 
 
    Rose sucked in her breath sharply as Kara closed in on her, trapping her between the foot of the bed and Kara’s lean, athletic body. Kara’s warm, sweet scent swirled around Rose’s head, causing hunger to burn its way through her body. She cast a quick glance behind her, realizing that the only escape from Kara’s intoxicating closeness was to lie down on the bed, which would be a very bad idea. She scowled at Kara. “Who says I would stay in your room with you?” 
 
    Kara clasped her hands on the footboard of the bed, pressing Rose harder against it, until every inch of Rose’s soft, curvy body pressed against her. “What? You don’t think I can persuade you?” she challenged, grinning wickedly. 
 
    Rose couldn’t seem to force air into her lungs, and the heat of Kara’s body against hers did nothing to alleviate the heat that suddenly pulsed through her blood and under her skin, finding its destination at her center, between her legs, pulsing and aching with desire. Rose could no longer deny the fact that she wanted Kara, and she hated herself for it. “No,” she said breathlessly. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Ah, Rose, that sounds like a challenge,” Kara teased, her breath falling against Rose’s lips. She lowered her voice to a whisper, “And I love challenges.” 
 
    “Oh my word,” Rose squeaked, scrambling backward. As she clumsily leapt across the bed and off of the other side of the mattress, she could hear Kara’s lilting, breathy laughter behind her. Once she had placed the entire bed between her and Kara, she finally felt it was safe to look at the seductive vampire again. Her face flushed a deep, dark pink as she watched Kara laugh at her.  
 
    Kara clasped her hand over her stomach as she laughed until she could no longer breathe. “You are so much fun!” she said, her light blue eyes sparkling. 
 
    “I think the word you’re looking for is boring,” Rose said skeptically. 
 
    “No,” Kara said, biting her lip. “I would never get bored with you.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Why does everything you say sound so sexual?” 
 
    Kara flashed a cocky smirk at her. “Because it is.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t suppress the smile that twitched at her lips. Despite the fact that Kara could sometimes be a little vulgar and a lot relentless, Rose couldn’t help but feel that there was something very charming about Kara’s teasing. She blushed, embarrassed that her thoughts had taken such an affectionate turn. She cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t we be heading up to the cemetery?” she asked. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I’m in no hurry,” she said with a flirty smile. But she grabbed her keys from the dresser anyway. “But sure, we can leave, if you want.” 
 
    When Rose stepped out into the hallway, a dark shadow at the end of the hall caught her attention. She frowned at the silhouette, squinting as she tried to figure out who it was. It looked like a tall man with a dark complexion, and Rose felt a strange twisting at her gut as she stared back at the dark eyes that seemed to be watching her. At first, she thought that it was just her own paranoia that made her think the figure at the end of the hall resembled Osiris, but the longer she stared, the clearer his features became. A chill shot down her spine. 
 
    “Do you think I’m evil?” Kara asked quietly. 
 
    The strange question shocked Rose so much that she immediately broke eye contact with the vampire at the end of the hall and glanced at Kara. By the time she shifted her gaze back toward the vampire that she’d thought was Osiris, he was gone. She turned back toward the room and frowned, watching as Kara locked the door. Kara seemed to be avoiding her gaze. “What?” Rose sputtered. 
 
    “You must think I am,” Kara said without looking at her. She stared at the door, her shoulders stiff. “You, Kallias, and Erik all believe that killing humans is wrong. You kill vampires that do. So, you must think that I’m evil.” 
 
    “I’ve only known you for a few days,” Rose reminded her. 
 
    “Still,” Kara said, looking at her. “You know that I’ve killed humans.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Rose argued. “Good and evil is only black and white in fairy tales. In real life, it’s mostly gray…with a lot of red on both sides.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head, a lock of sleek, black hair falling over her bare shoulder, as she frowned at Rose. A mixture of surprise and confusion flickered in her icy blue eyes. She averted her gaze. “You don’t have to put that much thought into it,” she laughed. “I was only curious. I don’t care what you think.” 
 
    Rose stepped closer to Kara. “I don’t believe you,” she challenged, a thoughtful smile pulling at her lips. “You wouldn’t have asked, if you didn’t.” 
 
    Kara’s piercing blue eyes shifted back toward Rose, widening in surprise. 
 
    “Bonjour, ladies,” Elise called, her lips curving into a warm, sweet smile. 
 
    Kara took a step back, the seriousness fading from her expression so quickly that it seemed as if it had never been there. Her soft, pink lips once again tilted into that signature, flirty smile that she wore so often. She raked her fingers through her sleek, blue-and-black hair, and then, she turned to face Elise. Her sparkling, mischievous gaze swept up and down Elise’s body, lingering on where Elise’s black dress dipped just beneath her collarbones, low enough to reveal a hint of her small, soft breasts. “Where are you headed tonight?” she teased. 
 
    Elise smiled, obviously flattered by Kara’s attention. “Into the city.” 
 
    “Those poor humans won’t know what hit them,” Kara flirted. 
 
    Elise giggled. She had such a soft, delicate voice that her laugh reminded Rose almost of a bird’s song: so light and musical. Elise tucked a yellow-blonde curl behind her ear, her smile smoothing into a concerned frown. “I wanted to check on you before I left,” she murmured softly, leaning toward Kara, as if they were discussing a secret. “Are you sure you don’t want to feed before I leave?” 
 
    Kara shifted, suddenly seeming a little uncomfortable. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Elise asked skeptically. “You haven’t fed in two days.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze darted briefly toward Rose. “I feel fine,” she assured her. 
 
    Elise nodded, concern softening her small, blue-gray eyes. She adjusted her black bag on her shoulder and nodded. “If you say so,” she sighed. “But come by my room before sunrise, okay? There’s no point in you being hungry.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara said. She leaned forward, a wolfish grin curving at her lips, and curled her fingers around Elise’s hips. She pulled Elise close and whispered, “I wouldn’t dream of missing the chance to rip this dress off of you.” 
 
    Elise giggled and planted a playful kiss on Kara’s cheek. Her blue-gray eyes shifted toward Rose. “I told you that she was good at this,” she laughed. 
 
    Rose blushed, which only caused both Kara and Elise to laugh at her. 
 
    Elise stepped back and smoothed her hands over her thin, satin dress. She smiled warmly at Rose. “I hope you have a good night, Rose.” 
 
    Rose smiled at the friendly vampire. “Thanks. I hope you do, too.” 
 
    Elise blew a kiss at Kara, and then, she turned and walked away. 
 
    As Rose watched Elise walk away, her mind made several connections at once. “Holy crap,” she laughed, a smile spreading across her face. She turned toward Kara. “You’re not actually killing humans,” she realized, “are you?” 
 
    Kara froze, caught off guard by the sudden accusation. “What?” 
 
    “You’re feeding from Elise,” Rose stated. 
 
    “Of course I’m feeding from Elise,” Kara said dismissively, purposely avoiding Rose’s gaze. “Vampires usually feed during sex, right?” She shrugged and laughed, “Well, Elise and I have sex. Often. But I also have sex with humans.” 
 
    “Right, but you don’t kill them,” Rose insisted, “do you?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “Rose, I’ve killed more humans than I can even count.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms, her eyebrow lifting at the evasive answer. “I didn’t ask if you have killed humans. I asked if you’re killing them right now.” 
 
    Kara frowned at her. “What makes you think that I’m not?” 
 
    “Elise seemed pretty worried about you not feeding the last few nights, as if she knew somehow that the last time you fed was when you fed from her…as if she knew, without a doubt, that the only person that you’re feeding from is her,” Rose said, watching Kara’s reaction curiously. “And then, there’s Alana…” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “What does Alana have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Alana threatened to kill your recent lovers. Obviously, she can’t kill them if they’re already dead,” Rose pointed out. “Either you don’t feed from the humans that you sleep with. Or…when you do feed from them, you heal them afterward with your blood to keep them from dying.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Which…could actually explain how Alana found one of them so easily.” 
 
    That seemed to evoke a reaction from Kara. Her jaw tightened, and pain flashed in her light blue eyes. “Well, you just confirmed it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed in confusion. “I just confirmed what?” 
 
    “I have killed a human recently,” Kara said bitterly. “I killed Olivia.” 
 
    “Alana killed Olivia,” Rose argued. “I heard the phone call, remember?” 
 
    “Alana killed her because of me,” Kara said. “She found Olivia because I made the stupid mistake of letting Olivia consume my blood. She killed her to mess with my mind. If it weren’t for me, Alana would have never killed Olivia.” 
 
    Rose’s chest tightened with sympathy. Kara might have been a master at hiding her emotions, but nothing could hide the pain that bled into those words. “That doesn’t mean that you killed her,” she said softly. She chewed on her lip nervously as she tried to decide whether to tell Kara about her own particularly painful memory. “About a month ago, Theron started hunting me, and…” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened at that. “Hunting? Why was he hunting you?” 
 
    “Because of this,” Rose said, pulling the Stone of the Eklektos out from beneath her shirt. She shrugged sadly. “I didn’t know for sure then, but this is what he wanted. I was still human at the time. I didn’t even believe in vampires,” Rose sighed, guilt twisting at her gut. “He killed one of my teachers. He was coming after me, and I guess he killed her so that there would be no witnesses.” 
 
    Kara’s gaze softened in understanding. “That wasn’t your fault, Rose.” 
 
    “And a few days ago, it happened again,” Rose added, her voice thick with sadness and guilt. “Alana attacked one of my friends…because of me.” 
 
    Kara frowned at that. “Why do you think that it was because of you?” 
 
    “Because Alana told me it was,” Rose sighed, pain lashing through her chest as she thought about that night, as she thought about what Alana had said. “Alana appeared in my dream—or my nightmare, really—the day before it happened. She thought I would understand her. She thought we were the same.” 
 
    “You’re not,” Kara said firmly. “You’re not like her at all.” 
 
    Rose shifted from one foot to the other, unnerved by how Kara’s intense, blue gaze seemed to pierce right through her. “You don’t know as much as she does about me,” she admitted uneasily. “You didn’t see what she saw.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her dark hair falling over one shoulder, and her features seemed to soften with sympathy and affection. “Maybe not,” she said softly, “but I’ve known Alana for fourteen hundred years, and in all of those years, Alana has never shown the love or kindness that you showed within the first few minutes after I met you. Alana thinks that you are the same because you have suffered in some of the same ways that she did. But you are different.” 
 
    Rose lifted her head, her blue eyes widening in surprise. “How did you know that?” she asked. “That…I’ve suffered in some of the same ways as her?” 
 
    “There are certain…tells,” Kara said. She smiled sympathetically. “I wouldn’t be much of a rogue if I weren’t overly observant, now would I?” 
 
    “She thought that I would feel the same as her,” Rose said sadly. “She offered to hurt the people who hurt me, to make them suffer. I told her no.” 
 
    “Why?” Kara asked curiously, her voice soft and breathy. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “It’s not who I am. Vengeance…isn’t me.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” Kara whispered. All of the hardness in her body—the hardness of her eyes, of her smile, of her body language—seemed to soften, all of the sudden. She reached out and brushed her fingers lightly over Rose’s face, her thumb sliding across the softness of Rose’s cheek. “So kind,” she sighed. 
 
    For a moment, Rose didn’t move. She just stared at Kara, into those icy blue eyes, stunned by the timidness and affection in Kara’s touch. It seemed so unlike the bold, mischievous vampire that she’d come to know in the past forty-eight hours. The warmth of Kara’s fingers was so soothing, so sweet, that Rose felt a sudden urge to close her eyes and lean into the touch. An instinctual, animalistic urge. It was as instinctual as the urge to feed…and just as difficult to resist. She cleared her throat, trying to squash that animalistic part of her, the part that was so drawn to Kara. “She said that I’d regret turning her down.” 
 
    Kara nodded in understanding. “And then, she attacked your friend.” 
 
    “Her name is Riley,” Rose said, her brows creasing with anguish. “I don’t even know if she survived. She’d lost so much blood. Owen—another friend of mine—took her to the hospital, but I can’t get in touch with him. None of my friends will answer my phone calls. Audrey knows what I am now. She hates me…for becoming a monster. And…I think Owen might know, too.” 
 
    Kara suddenly stepped closer, her sweet, warm scent enveloping Rose, enticing her. Her hand curved beneath Rose’s jaw, her fingers gently brushing the sensitive skin of Rose’s neck, and she lifted Rose’s face, her piercing, blue gaze boring into Rose. “You are not a monster, Rose,” she said firmly, her voice strong and lilting. “You are a beautiful, incredible creature. Not a monster.” 
 
    Rose felt so breathless from Kara’s touch, so transfixed by Kara’s icy gaze, so stunned by the fierce honesty she saw burning there, in those light blue eyes. “People keep dying because of me,” she told Kara, her voice cracking. 
 
    “That is not your fault,” Kara growled, enunciating each syllable. 
 
    “Then, why do you think that Olivia’s death is yours?” Rose asked. 
 
    Kara dropped her hand and stepped back, her lips parting in surprise. She looked away. “Because…I know how Alana is. I should have known better.” 
 
    “Known better than to what?” Rose asked. “Live? Love? Are you supposed to cease to exist in order to protect everyone on Earth from Alana?” 
 
    Kara laughed bitterly, “If only it were that simple.” 
 
    “You asked if I thought you were evil,” Rose said. “My answer is no.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened, a mixture of confusion and affection swirling in their intense, cornflower-blue depths. A soft sigh of disbelief escaped her lips. “You’re so naïve,” Kara said quietly. “You have no idea what I’ve done.” 
 
    “What you’ve done,” Rose asked, “or what Alana has made you do?” 
 
    Kara looked away, pain pulling at her features. “Both.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you’ve done, Kara,” Rose said. Before she could think better of it, she stepped forward, causing the warm, flowery scent of Kara’s hair and skin to invade her senses. Kara’s gaze swept toward her, her eyes darkening with lust. Rose swallowed. “The only thing that matters is who you are now.” 
 
    Kara lifted her hand and placed it on Rose’s face, her soft fingertips brushing lightly over Rose’s cheek, and those icy blue eyes that usually burned and sparkled with lust and mischievousness suddenly softened with affection. “Rose,” she breathed, almost reverently. “I’m not good. I never have been.” 
 
    “Even if you’re not,” Rose said, “that doesn’t mean you’re evil.” 
 
    As Kara stared at Rose, her fingers tracing over Rose’s face as lightly as a feather, something about her seemed to melt away, a façade shattering, leaving behind a softer, more vulnerable part of her. Rose was so mesmerized by the change that she almost didn’t notice Kara leaning forward, her hand drifting lower to rest against the curve of Rose’s neck, her tongue slipping out to wet her lips. Rose snapped out of her daze just as Kara’s lips brushed lightly against hers. 
 
    “So,” Rose blurted awkwardly, “what time does your guard duty start?” 
 
    Kara leaned back, a grin turning up at the corners of her lips. She dropped her hand and let out a short, breathless laugh. “You will kiss me eventually,” she teased, “no matter how many times you change the subject.” 
 
    Rose laughed, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, if I were you.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes sparkled with mischievousness, as if Rose had challenged her to a game that she couldn’t lose. “We’ll see,” she said with a cocky smirk. 
 
    A tiny, high-pitched, nervous laugh escaped Rose’s lips. 
 
    “I usually try to get out there around nine,” Kara said, finally answering Rose’s question. She slid her phone out of her pocket and glanced at the screen. “Which means I still have twenty minutes left. Would you like to get a drink?” 
 
    “I…uh… I don’t drink,” Rose said awkwardly. 
 
    Kara grinned at her. “You have some unusual quirks, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m a little weird,” Rose confessed. “Maybe a little more than a little.” 
 
    Kara leaned forward and whispered, “That just makes you hotter.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “You…you think it’s hot that I’m weird?” she sputtered. 
 
    Kara winked at her. “Come on,” she said as she spun around and began to lead the way toward the bar. “I need a drink, whether you do or not.” 
 
    Rose caught up with her in a few strides. “Because you’re hungry?” 
 
    Kara glanced at her. “You’re not going to let that go, are you?” 
 
    “I’ve been told that I can be very stubborn,” Rose admitted. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched. “Yes, I am hungry,” she said, drifting closer and closer to Rose as they walked down the hallway. She leaned toward Rose, her lips brushing Rose’s ear. “Why? Are you going to offer me your blood?” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Uh…no,” she squeaked. “I was just…” 
 
    “Relax, ást,” Kara purred in her ear, “I’m only teasing you.” 
 
    Rose tried to suppress the shiver of desire that snaked down her spine as Kara’s voice warmed her ear. She couldn’t understand how the seductive vampire could have so much power over her body. “Ast?” she squeaked, blushing as she realized how breathless she sounded.  “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kara smiled, clearly pleased with herself for causing Rose to squeak like an adolescent boy. “It’s pronounced: ást,” she corrected, “and it’s a Norse word.” 
 
    “I figured that part out by myself, actually,” Rose sassed. 
 
    Kara grinned wickedly. “Ah…I love it when you do that.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Oh my word,” she groaned, suppressing a smile. 
 
    When they reached the bar, Rose again found her senses assaulted by the scent of fresh blood. She straightened, breathing slowly and deeply as she tried to gain control of the intense, overwhelming hunger that boiled in her veins. 
 
    Kara’s hand stilled on the door, and she glanced at Rose. Her gaze darkened as it swept up and down Rose’s body. “You’re hungry, too.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m not very good at controlling it yet,” she admitted. 
 
    Kara extended one hand toward Rose, her palm up, revealing her wrist, the pale blue veins visible through her soft, alabaster skin. “Do you need some?” 
 
    The painfully potent wave of hunger that burned through her body at that moment momentarily stunned Rose. She stepped forward, her mouth watering at Kara’s soft, sweet scent, and she ached to lean down and sink her fangs into Kara’s wrist. “No,” Rose managed to choke out. “I…I can’t.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow skeptically. “The offer is always on the table.” 
 
    Rose finally managed to tear her gaze from Kara’s wrist so that she could meet Kara’s gaze. For a moment, she just stared at Kara, stunned that the strange vampire would offer her blood so willingly. “Thank you, but I really shouldn’t.” 
 
    Kara smiled knowingly. “Afraid you won’t be able to handle the bond?” 
 
    Rose swallowed. “No,” she lied. 
 
    Kara leaned against the door, allowing her body to push it open. “Liar,” she mouthed at Rose, her lips once again tilting into that sideways, flirty smile. 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip and then reluctantly followed Kara into the dark, red room that smelled of blood and sweat. She tried to ignore the vampires dancing and kissing as she pushed her way through the crowd, following as Kara led the way toward the bar in the back corner of the room. A sickening sense of dread twisted in her gut as she noticed several vampires turn to stare at her. 
 
    Kara moved closer and slipped her arm around Rose’s hip. Her lips brushed against the shell of Rose’s ear as she leaned in and whispered, “Stay close to me, okay? I don’t like the way those vampires are looking at you.” 
 
    “Do you think this has something to do with Alana?” Rose assumed. 
 
    Kara nodded once, and then, she pressed her finger to her lips, effectively ending the conversation before Rose could ask any more questions. They reached the bar, and Kara hopped onto a barstool. She flashed a seductive smile at Rose and patted the seat next to her, motioning for Rose to sit down. 
 
    Rose reluctantly slid onto the seat. She watched as a broad-shouldered, dark-skinned man dragged a long, white towel across the other side of the bar. His brown eyes shifted toward them, and then, he tossed the towel under the bar and walked over to them. He leaned against the bar, his arms folded. 
 
    “Rose, this is Tom, our bartender,” Kara said. “Tom, this is Rose.” 
 
    “Damn, Kara,” Tom teased. “You have a new girlfriend already?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not her girlfriend,” Rose corrected. 
 
    “Not yet,” Kara admitted with a cocky smile. “But soon.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Kara’s remark. “I have a boyfriend, actually,” she said. 
 
    Tom shrugged his broad, muscular shoulders. “I had a wife back in the 1800s,” he said with a slight Southern drawl. “Doesn’t mean I like men any less.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re American,” she blurted. 
 
    Tom grinned. “What gave me away?” 
 
    “Well,” Rose said, her brows furrowing, “you’re pretty much the only person I’ve come across since I arrived that doesn’t speak with a foreign accent.” 
 
    He laughed, “I was born in Mississippi. You?” 
 
    “Florida,” Rose answered. “But…not during the 1800s.” 
 
    “Yeah. Kind of figured,” Tom snorted. “You look like new blood.” 
 
    Rose frowned worriedly. “What the heck does that mean?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He just chuckled. Then, he grabbed a bottle of red wine from beneath the bar. “Do you want your usual?” he asked Kara. 
 
    “Something a little stronger this time,” Kara answered. 
 
    Tom returned the bottle of wine to its place and leaned against the counter again, his brown eyes softening with concern. He leaned forward, toward Kara, and lowered his voice. “I can give you a blood bag, if you need it.” 
 
    Kara shifted uncomfortably. “Blood and whiskey will be fine.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Tom said skeptically. He placed a square glass on the bar counter, and then, he retrieved a bottle of amber-colored liquid from beneath the bar. He poured the whiskey into the glass and grabbed a plastic bag of thick, crimson liquid. The blood swished around in the bag, leaving red stains on the sides. He ripped the bag open with his fangs and poured a few drops into the glass. The thick, red drops splashed into the drink and dissolved into tiny swirls. 
 
    Rose licked her lips as the salty, watery scent flooded her senses. 
 
    Tom pushed the glass toward Kara and then shifted his expectant gaze toward Rose. “What about you?” he asked. “Are you a whiskey girl, too?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What exactly is a whiskey girl?” she mumbled. She shook her head. “Never mind. No, actually, I don’t drink. But thanks anyway.” 
 
    Tom’s brows furrowed. “I spike it with blood,” he assured her. 
 
    “That’s kind of…worse,” Rose admitted shyly. “I don’t like to feel intoxicated. The idea of not being in control of my own mind makes me uneasy.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Tom said, his eyebrows lifting. “Control freak, huh?” 
 
    Rose scowled. “I prefer the words determined or ambitious.” 
 
    Tom snorted, “Let me know if you change your mind about the drink.” 
 
    Kara waited until Tom walked away before she turned up her glass and drained the blood-spiked whiskey in one gulp. She squeezed her eyes closed, shuddering slightly as the blood took effect. She set the glass back on the bar counter, the glass clanging against the wood. “On the night that I met Olivia, I hadn’t fed in over a week,” she admitted, her eyes still closed. “I was starving.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Kara, surprised that Kara was actually talking about it. 
 
    “She had baby food in her hair. I don’t think she realized it, but she did,” Kara commented, her lips curving into a small smile. “It smelled like bananas. She looked so exhausted. She’d been up all night. She had her hair tossed up in a messy ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing makeup. Hell, she wasn’t even wearing any clothes. She’d left the house in her nightgown.” A soft, pained laugh escaped her lips. “She fell asleep behind the wheel and crashed her car.” 
 
    Rose’s gaze softened in understanding. “You smelled the blood.” 
 
    “I couldn’t resist it,” Kara confessed. “She smelled wonderful, and I was starving. She was bleeding here.” Kara tapped her forehead with her fingertip. “And she was dying anyway. I could smell the death on her. She was bleeding internally. It would’ve taken hours, but she would have died. So, I figured I would be doing her a favor by killing her. She would die quicker, and she wouldn’t be in pain. Her last moments would be…euphoric. I meant to kill her.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Rose stated. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I couldn’t. It doesn’t make sense. It should have been easy. I had every reason to kill her. And…you know how the hunger is. Most vampires can’t stop until the human is dead. Human blood just isn’t enough to sustain us, unless we drain them. But her heart started to slow, and I noticed it.” 
 
    “And you stopped,” Rose assumed. 
 
    Kara dragged her fingertip around the edge of the empty glass, staring down into it thoughtfully. “I healed her with my blood, and then, I left her there. A few nights later, she started searching for me. I tried to stay away from her, but she used her blood bond to find me. She said that she couldn’t stop thinking about me. She kissed me, and she asked me to stay with her that night.” 
 
    “And you did?” Rose guessed. 
 
    Kara nodded. “We started meeting up occasionally,” she sighed. “Olivia was like me—only attracted to women. But she was raised in a very homophobic environment, so she’d repressed that part of herself. She’d married a man and tried to be ‘normal,’ as she called it. Then, a few nights ago, Olivia called me, and she was crying. Somehow, her husband had found out about her, and he was angry. He threatened to tell everyone she knew that she was gay. I could hear him screaming over the phone, threatening her, and…” She sighed, squeezing her eyes shut. “I went to her home. I knew better than to go to her home. I knew that Alana could be watching me. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking.” 
 
    Sympathy lanced through Rose’s throat as she heard the guilt and anger in Kara’s voice. “You were thinking that someone you cared about needed you. She was upset and scared, and you wanted to comfort her,” Rose sighed, leaning toward Kara. “You cared about her. You can’t hate yourself for caring.” 
 
    “I led Alana right to her,” Kara said. “I’m almost positive that I did.” 
 
    “Alana could have found a way to get to her, whether she followed you that night or not,” Rose argued. “Alana is a telepath. Besides, didn’t you say you gave Olivia some of your blood? That means your scent was in her blood, right?” 
 
    “Which is just another mistake I made,” Kara said bitterly. 
 
    “It wasn’t a mistake,” Rose said. “You saved a woman’s life.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Kara growled. “I just changed the way she died.” 
 
    “You can’t hold yourself responsible for what Alana did,” Rose said. 
 
    Kara didn’t seem to hear her. “I should have just killed her that night. At least then, she would have died painlessly.” She sighed. “But I know, with Alana killing her, that she didn’t. Alana is not sadistic, really, but she’s still cruel. She would’ve killed Olivia painfully, just to spite me. I know her. I know she did.” 
 
    Rose wanted so badly to soothe the pain that she heard in Kara’s voice. 
 
    “I keep making the same mistake over and over,” Kara murmured. 
 
    “Caring about someone isn’t a mistake,” Rose insisted. 
 
    “It sure as hell seems like it is,” Kara muttered. 
 
    “Do you know why you couldn’t kill her?” Rose asked. 
 
    “No,” Kara sighed in frustration. “I’m a Viking. A warrior. I’ve been killing for as long as I can remember. I was a killer long before I was a vampire. I was taught to never show mercy, that mercy is weak. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with you,” Rose told her. She leaned toward Kara. Their seats nearly touched, so when she angled herself toward Kara and leaned forward, Kara’s muscular, leather-clad thigh pressed against Rose’s thigh, and her shoulder brushed against Rose’s breasts. Kara’s gaze shifted toward Rose, her dark, lustful gaze partially hidden by a lock of blue hair. Rose’s round, azure eyes burned with intensity as she spoke, “I know why you couldn’t kill her.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Kara said, her voice low and breathless. 
 
    “You noticed that she had baby food in her hair,” Rose explained. “You noticed that she looked tired. You didn’t just notice that she was pretty or that she smelled good. You noticed her. You didn’t see her as food. You saw her as a person. That is why you couldn’t kill her, and there is nothing weak about that.” 
 
    “What would you call it, if not weak?” Kara asked. 
 
    “Good,” Rose answered, a soft smile curving at the corners of her full, pink lips. “I would call it good. It is the thing that proves that you’re not evil.” 
 
    Kara stared at Rose, her lips parted, as if Rose’s statement had left her speechless. “You just met me,” she said finally. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I feel it,” Rose said, “with every fiber of my being.” 
 
    For several moments, Kara didn’t speak. She just stared at Rose, her piercing blue gaze sliding over Rose’s face, lingering on her eyes, and then resting on her mouth. “Ah, Rose,” she sighed. “You…are a dangerous woman.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because…it would be so easy to fall in love with you,” Kara said. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock. “W-what?” she stammered. 
 
    “We should go,” Kara said suddenly. “I’m late.” 
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    The frost-covered ground crunched beneath Rose’s tennis shoes as she followed Kara into the cemetery. The icy wind ruffled Rose’s thick, auburn hair and chaffed her face, causing her fair skin to look even pinker than usual. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her hoodie and hunched her shoulders in an attempt to keep warm. It baffled her that Kara seemed so unaffected by the icy wind, especially considering Kara was dressed in a pair of skintight, black leather pants and a black tank top that left her shoulders and arms bare. 
 
    Kara found a tall, tapered tombstone that was at least nine feet tall, and she sat down on its concrete foundation. The words Christiansen Family were carved into the stone, just above her head. She spread her long, leather-clad legs out in front of her, the heels of her black boots digging into the dirt beneath her. 
 
    Rose stopped a few feet in front of her, wincing as the cold wind bit into her skin. She licked her chapped lips. “Do you have to do this often?” 
 
    Kara somehow managed to look comfortable, lounging lazily against a concrete tombstone in the middle of an ancient cemetery. Her eyes, which looked as icy as the wind felt, shifted toward Rose. “Only when Aaron doesn’t have any other tasks that he needs me to do. It’s usually about once a week.” 
 
    “It seems like watching a cemetery all of the time would get boring,” Rose commented, “considering most of its occupants are…you know…dead.” 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched. “You have such a sexy sense of humor.” 
 
    “Sexy?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. “I’m pretty sure you’re the only person who would call it that. Dry. Sassy. A bit dark, maybe. But not sexy.” 
 
    Kara shrugged, a mischievous grin tilting at her lips. “If you’re worried about getting bored tonight, I have a few ideas about how we can pass the time.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, a small laugh escaping her lips. “Something tells me that those ideas involve activities that might not be appropriate in a cemetery.” 
 
    “Appropriate is really a subjective term, isn’t it?” Kara quipped. 
 
    Rose laughed. “I have an idea,” she said, “if you’re open to suggestions.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow, and the playfulness of her gaze faded, becoming darker, more serious, smoldering. Her dark, lustful gaze drifted down Rose’s body, caressing each curve, undressing her. “Whatever you want,” she murmured. 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily—partially because she was pretty sure that Kara really did mean whatever—but also because of the way that Kara looked at her. It was as if she could feel Kara’s gaze, as if she could see what Kara was fantasizing. “Could you teach me to fight,” she asked breathlessly, “like you do?” 
 
    Kara studied her curiously, her head tilting to the side. “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone fight like you,” Rose said. “It’s…interesting.” 
 
    “I don’t typically like to teach anyone my secrets,” Kara said. “It leaves me vulnerable. It reveals my weaknesses and leaves them open for exploitation.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Rose said simply, as if that much were obvious. “I just think that there’s a good chance that I’ll have to fight Alana again before all of this is over. Or maybe I’ll just have to fight some of the vampires that are working for her. Either way, I’m just a beginner. I’m not ready for all of this.” 
 
    Kara watched her thoughtfully. “But you want to be ready?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rose said indignantly. “I’m not a damsel in distress.” 
 
    Kara chuckled at that. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll teach you some things.” 
 
    Rose straightened, her eyes widening in surprise. “Really? You will?” 
 
    Kara smiled and nodded. She hopped up and turned toward Rose. She stood with her shoulders rolled back and her feet braced shoulder-length apart, as if she were preparing to fight. She tilted her head back, her sleek, black-and-blue hair falling behind her shoulders, cascading down her back. “Attack me.” 
 
    Rose blinked. “What? Right now? But…I’m not ready,” she sputtered. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Kara insisted. “Attack me.” 
 
    “I assumed you would talk me through it first,” Rose complained. 
 
    A smirk tugged at Kara’s lips. “Are you afraid of me, Rose?” she taunted. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at her teasing. “No.” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “Prove it.” 
 
    Rose sighed in frustration, watching as her breath turned white in the cold air. Then, left with no other choice, Rose raced toward Kara. She’d expected Kara to move—to dodge her or counter her attack—but Kara didn’t move. She stood still as Rose attacked her and knocked her onto the frost-covered ground. 
 
    Rose jumped on top of Kara, her thighs straddling Kara’s hips, and she clutched Kara’s wrists in each hand, pinning Kara’s hands to the ground. Her ponytail of thick, auburn hair fell over one shoulder, hanging between them as she leaned over Kara. Her breath came in quick, harsh pants as she tried to catch her breath. Kara’s body felt warm and hard beneath hers, the muscles of Kara’s stomach straining against the curves of Rose’s thighs. She met Kara’s sparkling cornflower-blue gaze with a frown. “That wasn’t what was supposed to happen.” 
 
    Kara looked far too relaxed for someone who had just been attacked. She tilted her head back against the ground, her sleek, blue and black hair curling around her head like a pillow. The corners of her lips quirked up in amusement. “It wasn’t?” she asked playfully. “Did you plan for this to end in a different way?” 
 
    Rose scowled at her teasing. “Well, I assumed that you would try to fight back or something. Not just stand there while I tackled you to the ground.” 
 
    Kara laughed, the soft, breathless sound echoing pleasantly in the cold air around them. “You should be happy,” she murmured, her icy blue eyes gleaming mischievously. She wiggled her hips between Rose’s thighs, shifting her body upward, until their bodies met in just the right places. Kara smiled when she heard Rose’s breath hitch. “You have me exactly where you want me.” 
 
    Rose swallowed as a wave of desire washed over her, overheating her body and creating a pulsing ache between her legs. “Why are you doing that?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kara asked innocently. Her lips curved upward, tilting into a teasing, seductive smile. She bit her lip and said, “Oh. You mean this?” She lifted her lower body just enough to grind her hips against Rose’s hips. 
 
    Rose felt heat rush to her face. “Yeah. That,” she sputtered. “Stop that.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “I have to admit: I really like this,” she murmured. Then, before Rose could react, Kara wrapped her long, muscular legs around Rose’s hips and flipped their bodies, reversing the position. Kara pinned Rose’s hands to the ground, and as she leaned forward, over Rose, her silky, blue-streaked hair fell around her face, hanging between them like a curtain. Her muscular thighs straddled Rose’s soft, curvy hips, and as she rested her body over Rose’s, their bodies pressed together intimately, her breasts against Rose’s breasts, her stomach against Rose’s stomach, her hips against Rose’s hips. Her cornflower-blue eyes darkened with lust, and she leaned in close. Her lips brushed against Rose’s lips as she whispered, “But I think I’d rather have you in this position.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Um…we are still talking about fighting, right?” 
 
    Kara laughed loudly, her smile widening. “I love watching you blush.” 
 
    Rose felt her breath coming faster and harder as she tried to ignore the instinctual, animalistic urges inside of her. The ground felt cold and hard beneath her back, but she hardly noticed it…because Kara’s body felt warm and soft over hers. Kara’s warm, sweet scent surrounded her, overwhelming her senses, until she could think of nothing else. The pounding of Kara’s heartbeat echoed in Rose’s head, and Rose could almost feel the way Kara’s blood rushed through her body as that body rested against her. Rose’s stomach clenched and twisted with painful, unbearable hunger. “Why are we still on the ground?” she breathed. 
 
    “Because,” Kara whispered, moving her lips to Rose’s ear, “I win.” 
 
    Rose shivered as Kara’s warm breath fell against her ear. “Uh…what?” 
 
    Kara grinned slyly as she pressed her dagger against Rose’s throat. 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, wincing at the sharpness of the blade. She flashed a sarcastic smile. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think that’s called cheating.” 
 
    “You asked me to teach you how I fight,” Kara reminded her. 
 
    “And you’re doing that by…cheating?” Rose asked, frowning. 
 
    Kara slid her dagger back into her weapon belt and climbed off of Rose, gracefully rising to her feet. She held her hand out to Rose, and when Rose reluctantly placed her warm, soft hand into Kara’s hand, Kara grasped her hand tightly and pulled her to her feet. Her lips twitched as Rose nearly collided with her, their bodies just inches apart. “Rule one,” Kara said, “there are no rules.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You know,” she began, pulling her hand out of Kara’s grasp, “if you didn’t want to teach me, you could have just said no.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I am teaching you, Rose.” 
 
    “To…cheat?” Rose asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “To break the rules,” Kara answered. 
 
    Rose shifted uneasily. “What if I like the rules?” 
 
    Kara crossed her arms across her chest. “Why would you?” 
 
    “Because they’re,” Rose paused, considering her answer, “safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” Kara repeated incredulously. She leaned in close, a smile turning up at the edges of her lips. “Why would you want safe? You’re a vampire, Rose. You’re full of power, ferocity, strength, passion, and fire. Safe isn’t who you are.” 
 
    Rose swallowed as an eerie chill trailed down her spine, as if something inside of her agreed with that statement, as if something inside was clawing to get out, clawing at the calm, reserved exterior that she wore like armor. She took a step backward, suddenly uncomfortable. “Rules exist for a reason,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara agreed. “They exist to benefit the ones who made them.” 
 
    “That’s a little cynical, don’t you think?” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, a lock of sleek, black hair falling over her shoulder. “My father taught me to fight—after I repeatedly snuck into battles without his permission,” she added with a mischievous smile, “but when I was human, most of the warriors were men. Big men. I was half their size. And the rules of combat were created by those same big, brutish men. Their style of fighting heavily favored brute strength and size. If I had followed those rules, I would have been at a severe disadvantage. So, how do you think I beat them?” 
 
    “You broke the rules,” Rose assumed. 
 
    Kara nodded. “I watched you fight,” she told Rose, “the night we met.” 
 
    “You also killed all three of the vampires that attacked me,” Rose sighed. 
 
    Kara smirked. “No need to thank me.” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt a single snowflake hit her nose. She wiped her hand across her nose, feeling the icy water where the snowflake had been. She looked up at the black, cloud-covered sky, blinking as another snowflake hit her face and melted instantly. She shivered and pulled up the hood of her jacket. 
 
    “You’re not bad, honestly,” Kara said, reaching out and wiping another snowflake from Rose’s cheek. Rose blushed as Kara’s fingers brushed against her face. “You’re smart. But you’re too predictable, too hesitant, too afraid…” 
 
    Rose bristled at that. “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “You’re afraid of yourself,” Kara explained, “afraid of what you are.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily, crossing her arms tightly around herself as the icy wind blew around her. “If you had been there,” she said quietly, her voice hollow, as the terrible memories flashed through her mind, “if you had seen what I did to Theron and those other vampires, you’d be afraid of what I am, too.” 
 
    Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes softened with sympathy as she heard the pain in Rose’s voice. She stepped forward and placed her hand on Rose’s face, her fingers curling around Rose’s jaw. “No, I wouldn’t,” she murmured softly. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock, stunned by Kara’s declaration, stunned by the sincerity that glistened in Kara’s icy blue eyes. The snow had begun to fall faster, and tiny, white snowflakes landed in Kara’s dark hair, the ice gleaming especially brightly against the black strands of her hair. “Aren’t you cold?” Rose blurted. 
 
    Kara dropped her hand and laughed. “A little,” she admitted. She then moved even closer, until her body pressed against Rose’s body, and she rested her hands on Rose’s curvy, jean-clad hips. “Why? Do you want to warm me up?” 
 
    Rose started giggling uncontrollably, the hood of her jacket sliding down off of her head as she tilted her head back and laughed. “You’re relentless!” 
 
    Kara grinned at her teasing. “Guilty,” she murmured. She leaned closer and pulled Rose’s hood back over her hair, the thin, black fabric shielding Rose’s reddened face from the wind and snow. “Break the rules with me, Rose.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, watching as a snowflake landed in Kara’s thick, dark eyelashes. “Why do I feel like you’re not just talking about fighting?” she asked. 
 
    Kara didn’t answer her question. Instead, she sighed and stepped back. The wind chaffed the fair skin of her shoulders and arms, leaving a pink flush on her skin, but she acted as if it didn’t bother her at all. “Attack me,” she said. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to fight back this time?” 
 
    Kara flashed a flirty smile at her. “Be careful what you wish for, sexy.” 
 
    Rose raced toward her, but Kara disappeared before she reached her. She stopped and glanced around the dark, moonlit cemetery. The soft, steady sound of Kara’s heartbeat still pounded in her ears, and she could still smell the sweet scents of violets and vampire blood. So, she knew that Kara hadn’t gone far. 
 
    “Ah, I know you can do better than that,” Kara taunted. 
 
    Rose looked up, frowning as she found Kara on top of a nearby crypt. Kara sat with her legs dangling over the edge of the building, watching Rose with those icy blue eyes of hers. “How did you even get up there?” Rose complained. 
 
    Kara leapt off of the building, landing in a crouch, in front of Rose. 
 
    Rose tried to punch Kara, but Kara caught her wrist easily. Rose winced and pulled at her arm, but Kara was too strong. She couldn’t pull herself free. She tried to punch Kara with the other hand, but Kara caught that wrist, too. 
 
    Kara pulled both of Rose’s wrists toward her, causing Rose to stumble forward, the front of her body colliding with Kara. “Now, what?” Kara asked. 
 
    Rose frowned at her. “Now, nothing. You have me. You win.” 
 
    “Think, Rose,” Kara urged. “Your hands aren’t your only weapons.” 
 
    Rose looked down between them. She hooked her ankle around Kara’s ankle and pulled Kara’s legs out from under her. Kara fell backward, still holding Rose’s wrists, taking Rose with her. Unable to catch herself, Rose landed clumsily on top of Kara. And then, before she could react, Kara wrapped her legs around Rose’s waist and flipped them over. Kara leaned over Rose, her legs straddling Rose’s hips, and she pinned Rose’s wrists to the ground above her head. 
 
    “Good try,” Kara said, her lips curving into a smirk, “but I still won.” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Kara froze as the blade of a dagger suddenly pressed against her throat, held suspended in the air by an unseen force. A huge smile spread across her face as she looked down at Rose. “Yes! Yes!” she praised. “That was perfect!” 
 
    Rose laughed at her excitement, warmed by the pride she heard in Kara’s voice. Still using her telekinetic abilities, she pulled the dagger away from Kara’s throat and allowed it to float safely to the ground. Kara’s body shielded her face from the snow, but she could still hear the soft patter as the snow fell around them. Despite the bitter, cold weather, Kara’s body still felt warm against hers. 
 
    Kara released Rose’s wrists and climbed off of her. She offered her hand to Rose, and when Rose placed her hand in Kara’s, Kara jerked her up with so much force that Rose collided with her. “That was brilliant,” Kara praised. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Not really,” she argued. “And it’s not something I can count on being able to do all of the time. I’m not always in control of my power.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “Don’t doubt yourself like that,” she said quietly. An emotion—empathy, affection, or concern, maybe…or maybe even all three—flickered in her light blue eyes, but she quickly hid it. “Insecurity is a weakness that you can’t afford to have, Rose. Alana won’t hesitate to use that against you.” 
 
    Rose stepped back. “I can’t help it,” she sighed. “I’m not like you.” 
 
    Kara tilted her head, studying Rose curiously. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rose waved her hand at Kara, gesturing at the casual, easy way that Kara held herself. “You’re basically the picture of confidence, and I’m just…not.” 
 
    Kara stared at her for a moment, as if she were considering that. “I know who I am. I always have,” she said finally. “And I refuse to apologize for it.” 
 
    “Is that what you think I do?” Rose asked. “Apologize for who I am?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said bluntly. Her intense, blue gaze bore into Rose, piercing her to the core. “You apologize for everything about yourself, Rose. Except your intelligence, of course. That’s the only thing you have any real confidence in.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. She hated the fact that Kara could see through her so easily. “There are so many things that people don’t like about me,” she sighed. 
 
    “Who cares what they think?” Kara scoffed. She reached out and placed her hands on Rose’s arms, her touch light and gentle. “There is nothing wrong with who you are. I know you’ve been hurt, but you’re so much stronger than the ones who hurt you. No one can change who you are, Rose. Not even you.” 
 
    Rose looked away. “That’s easy for you to say,” she muttered bitterly. 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows lifted in disbelief. “You think so?” she laughed. 
 
    “I just mean,” Rose sighed, “you’re not awkward. You’re gorgeous. You’re completely in control of yourself. What is there not to like about you?” 
 
    “A lot,” Kara said. She shook her head in disbelief, a strand of wet, blue hair falling into her face. “You know…my father used to call me the daughter of Loki.” She laughed at the memory. “Because I caused so much chaos. I broke every rule, challenged every norm. My father would get so frustrated with me. He would say that Loki must have impregnated his wife…because I couldn’t possibly be his daughter. His daughter wouldn’t be such a troublemaker.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “That’s not a very nice thing to say.” 
 
    Kara shrugged nonchalantly. “I was a handful. He did his best.” 
 
    “You seem to have turned out all right,” Rose said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Kara snorted at that. “I’m a female warrior. I’m crude and vulgar. And I like women,” she laughed, her eyebrows lifting. “None of those things were okay during that time period. People hated everything about me. And I didn’t care.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I figured all Viking warriors were crude and vulgar.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Right. Most of the warriors were,” she agreed. “But they were men. I was a woman. I was supposed to be a maiden.” She rolled her eyes at the ridiculous stereotype. “Women were supposed to be gentle and soft-spoken. We weren’t supposed to fight or speak crudely. We certainly weren’t supposed to love other women. Like I said, people hated everything about me.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t have,” Rose heard herself say. 
 
    Kara straightened, her eyes widening in surprise at the statement that had slipped out of Rose’s mouth. A soft, surprised smile curled at the corners of her thin, pink lips. She stepped forward, closing the space between them in one single step. Her cornflower-blue eyes softened affectionately. “Well, I don’t think anyone should hate anything about you. I think you’re perfect the way you are.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Kara stated assuredly. 
 
    The crackle of sticks breaking and rocks shifting beneath someone’s feet suddenly echoed through the cold, night air. Rose straightened, sweeping her gaze around the dark, moonlit cemetery, searching for the source of the sound. 
 
    “It’s just some vampires returning to the Tomb of Blood,” Kara assured her. “There will be vampires coming in and out all night. There always are.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, relieved to know that’s all it was. “Right.” 
 
    Kara peered past Rose, as a group of vampires entered through the front gates. “You’re back awfully early tonight,” she called. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Rose turned around, watching as three vampires approached—two men and a woman. All of them were gorgeous, of course, like all vampires were. The two men were dressed warmly, wearing heavy, fur coats and blue jeans. Clearly, they were better prepared for this weather than Rose was in her thin, black hoodie. The woman wore a thick coat, too, but it was merely draped over a short, red dress that showed off her ridiculously long legs. Rose’s nostrils flared as a faint, appealing, salty scent prickled at her senses. Human blood, she realized. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” the woman said, her voice thickly accented. 
 
    “We just slipped out for a snack,” one of the men added. 
 
    “You have blood on your face,” Rose said to the man who had spoken. 
 
    The man dragged his hand across his face, wiping the blood from his lips. “Leftovers,” he chuckled as he licked the smudge of blood off of his hand. 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose at the morbid joke. 
 
    “Did you see anything out of the ordinary?” Kara asked the vampires. 
 
    “No,” the third man said, shaking the snow out of his long, black hair. 
 
    “We should get inside,” the woman said suddenly. She shivered and pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders. “This weather is getting terrible.” She scowled at Kara’s thin clothing. “I don’t know how you can stand it in that.” 
 
    Kara shrugged dismissively. “I’m thick-skinned.” 
 
    Rose giggled at the unexpected word play. 
 
    As the three vampires walked past Rose and Kara, heading toward the entrance to the Tomb of Blood, Rose heard the woman speaking to the two male vampires, but the woman spoke in a language that Rose didn’t understand. 
 
    Kara turned to look at them, her eyes narrowing suspiciously. 
 
    “What language was she speaking?” Rose asked after they were inside. 
 
    “Swedish,” Kara said as she pulled her phone out of her pocket. “She must have assumed that I wouldn’t understand, but I can speak Swedish, too.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “What did she say?” 
 
    Kara looked at her. “She said that you’re the one with the red eyes.” 
 
    The blood drained from Rose’s face. “How does she know?” 
 
    Kara placed her phone against her ear. “My guess? Alana,” she said as she listened to the phone’s dial tone. She looked away when she heard Aaron answer. “Check the cameras,” she said into the phone. “The three vampires that are coming down right now. Vincent, William, and Isabelle. Do you see them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said on the other side of the line. “What about them?” 
 
    “Keep an eye on them,” Kara said. “I think they’re spies.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aaron grunted. A click echoed through the line as he hung up. 
 
    Kara slid the phone into her pocket and turned back toward Rose. “Alana knows about your abilities, doesn’t she?” she asked, her brows creased. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said uneasily, “and she’s seen my eyes turn red, too.” 
 
    Kara sighed and nodded. “She has people watching you,” she muttered. “Either she still hopes to sway you to her side, or she just considers you a threat.” 
 
    Rose shivered as an icy gust of wind blew around her. “I told her no.” 
 
    “Alana’s used to getting her way. She won’t give up that easily,” Kara said. She offered Rose a gentle smile. “Don’t worry. I won’t let her get to you.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “I already told you that I’m not holding you to that oath.” 
 
    Kara just grinned. “It’s getting cold. We should keep practicing your fighting skills. Unless, of course, you’d rather use our body heat to keep warm.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at Kara’s relentless teasing. “Let’s keep practicing.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose landed on her back, rocks and sticks digging painfully into her skin. All of the air rushed out of her lungs the moment she hit the ground, and for several moments, her lungs refused to inflate again. The snow-and-frost-covered ground felt cold and wet beneath her, but Kara’s body felt warm above her. Kara lay on top of Rose, one hand around Rose’s throat, and the other hand clutching Rose’s wrists. Her long body pressed hard against Rose, pinning Rose to the ground. Despite the pain and coldness that ached throughout her body, Rose was embarrassingly aware of how Kara’s body felt against hers, of how Kara’s thighs felt around her soft hips, of how Kara’s breasts felt against her breasts. 
 
    “I win,” Kara whispered, her breath warm against Rose’s face, “again.” 
 
    Rose laughed breathlessly. “Well, in my defense,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the snow that poured down around them, blanketing the cemetery, “I’m from the Land of Palm Trees. I’m not used to this mysterious, white stuff.” 
 
    The sound of Kara’s soft, breathy laugh caused a strange warmth to unfurl in Rose’s chest and flutter in her stomach. “Of course,” Kara chuckled. She climbed off of Rose. “I’m sure it has nothing to do with your mediocre skills.” 
 
    Rose sat up slowly, wincing at the pain and tenderness in her back. “You really don’t know how to go easy on someone, do you?” she complained. 
 
    Kara flashed a playful smile. “Vikings never show mercy.” 
 
    Rose allowed Kara to help her to her feet, shivering as an icy gust rushed around her, chilling her wet clothing. Rose’s hair had fallen out of its ponytail holder while they fought, and it hung around her face, drenched from the snow. 
 
    Kara placed her hands on Rose’s arms, feeling the cold, wet fabric of Rose’s jacket beneath her palms. “Your clothes are soaked,” she said worriedly. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what happens when snow melts,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched at Rose’s sassy remark. She stepped back and tilted her head toward a small crypt beside them. “Let’s get you out of this wind.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms tightly around herself, trying to keep warm. She followed Kara down the slippery, ice-covered steps into a small, concrete crypt. Kara held the heavy, unsteady door open as Rose stepped into the dark, dusty building. The inside of the crypt felt cramped, barely big enough to house the stone coffin in the center of the floor. The air inside felt cold and thick with dust, but as Kara closed them inside, the whistling of the brutally cold wind quietened. 
 
    Kara’s body bumped against hers, and Rose felt an instant warmth rush through her. “If you want to warm up, you’ll have to take off those wet clothes.” 
 
    Rose turned toward her, blushing at their closeness. “Nice try.” 
 
    Kara grinned. She squeezed past Rose, causing Rose to blush even more as their bodies pressed together. She shoved the stone slab off of the coffin, and leaned over, pulling out a few thick, wool blankets. She turned and draped the blankets around Rose’s shoulders as Rose leaned over and looked into the coffin. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock at the blankets and clothes inside. “Am I the only vampire around here who thinks that using a coffin for storage is a little morbid?” 
 
    “You really should take off the wet clothes,” Kara stated, her lips lifting into a flirty smirk, “and my intentions are only partially bad when I say that.” 
 
    “Partially,” Rose repeated, her lips twitching. She glanced down at Kara’s clothing. “What about you? Shouldn’t you take off your wet clothes, too?” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Are you flirting with me, Rose?” 
 
    “You’d know if I was,” Rose said, blushing. “I’m very bad at it.” 
 
    Kara laughed at that. She patted her thighs, feeling the mostly dry leather beneath her palms. “The good thing about leather,” she said, smiling. “It doesn’t soak through.” She moved her hands to the bottom of her drenched, black tank top. “This, on the other hand, will have to go.” She took off her shirt. 
 
    “Oh my word!” Rose said as she spun around to face the other direction. 
 
    Kara looked up at Rose as she tossed her wet shirt aside and grabbed another shirt from the coffin. “You’re so shy,” she laughed, clearly amused by Rose’s unusual behavior. She trailed her gaze down Rose’s back, down to the wet blue jeans that clung to her curvy hips. “You have a nice ass, by the way.” 
 
    Rose squeaked in shock and spun back around. “Kara!” she scolded. 
 
    Kara offered her a guilty smile. “What? You turned around. I thought I was allowed to look,” she said playfully as she pulled the dry shirt over her head. 
 
    “You’re absolutely terrible,” Rose laughed. Her gaze suddenly drifted down to Kara’s right hip, as if it had a mind of its own. The tight, black leather pants hung low around Kara’s lean hips, and the thin, long-sleeved, black shirt that Kara wore rode up her stomach, revealing just enough skin for Rose to see that strange, beautiful flower on Kara’s right hip. “Tell me about your tattoo.” 
 
    Kara froze, her smile fading. “Which one?” 
 
    “The one on your hip,” Rose said softly. “The flower.” 
 
    Kara glanced down at the tattoo that curled around her hip, and she hooked her thumb under the waistband of her leather pants, tugging the pants lower, revealing the entire multicolored flower and a hint of black lace beneath her pants. She smirked as she heard Rose’s pulse suddenly spike. “This one?” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. Despite the freezing weather, she suddenly felt extremely overheated. “Yes,” she said nervously. “What kind of flower is that?” 
 
    “It’s a legend,” Kara said, smiling at the sight of Rose’s flushed cheeks. 
 
    Rose licked her lips, trying to soothe their sudden dryness. She silently assured herself that her lips were dry because of the cold and not because of the gorgeous woman in front of her. “I’ve never seen a flower like that,” she said. 
 
    “No one has,” Kara stated, “according to the legend.” 
 
    Rose pressed her back against the cold, concrete wall behind her, the blankets sliding down her arms. They still stood so close to each other, and the scents of violets, leather, wet skin, dust, and ice swirled around her head, intoxicating her. She watched as their breath turned white between them, like smoke. She listened to the steady beat of Kara’s heart. “What legend?” she asked. 
 
    Kara’s intense, piercing gaze shifted down toward Rose’s lips, and since her eyes were such a light shade of blue, it was glaringly obvious when her eyes dilated, growing wide and dark with desire. “Once, on a raid with my father and his men, I met a beautiful woman. She lived in the mountains, and she was the storyteller of her village. Each week, when their village would gather around a huge fire at the base of the mountains, she was the person who would tell their legends. It was a very important job.” She sighed pleasantly. “Sometimes, we would curl up in bed together, and she would tell me those stories. There was one story that meant more to her than any of the others, and she believed that story would mean a lot to me, too. Because she and I were both…different.” 
 
    “You both liked women,” Rose assumed, her voice breathless. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara confirmed. “Her favorite story was the story of a flower—the rarest and most beautiful flower to ever exist. It was said among her people that one look at this flower would lighten the darkest of souls, make the saddest of people smile, heal a broken heart, and give an outcast a sense of belonging.” 
 
    “That’s pretty impressive for a flower,” Rose commented. 
 
    “But this flower was different from the other plants,” Kara continued, “and the plants didn’t like the fact that it was different. The other plants didn’t see the beautiful uniqueness of the flower. They were blinded by its differences. They saw it as wrong. So, the plants began to grow over it and smother it until the flower was forced to either flee or die. The flower left, but everywhere it went, it encountered the same problems. It was hated by all, and its beauty was smothered. Until finally, in its last moments of desperation, the flower found a place on a high mountaintop, beneath a blanket of snow, in a miserable place that no one would survive, and it blossomed there. It blossomed in the harshest conditions, in conditions that no other plant was strong enough to handle. But you see, this flower had grown strong through its persecution, and because of that, it could survive anything. So, it blossomed all alone. No one would ever see its beauty again, but that didn’t matter to the flower. Because the flower was finally free to blossom. Free to thrive. According to the legend, that mysterious flower still blossoms somewhere today, all alone, in the harshest of places.” 
 
    Rose had suddenly lost her ability to breathe. Her chest felt tight, and her eyes burned from the strange emotions bubbling up inside her. Then, for reasons Rose herself didn’t understand, Rose reached out and touched the flower on Kara’s hip. Her fingers traced the tattoo so softly that Kara shuddered at the sensation. “I like that story,” Rose breathed, her heart racing against her chest. 
 
    Kara’s cornflower-blue eyes seemed to pierce straight through Rose, and they were so dark and dilated by now that they seemed to have become another shade of blue entirely. Her breathing sounded uneven and labored. It was strange to see Kara look so affected by something, Rose thought. She always seemed so confident and in control, but now, she seemed as uncertain and overwhelmed as Rose currently felt. Kara leaned forward, and Rose’s eyes suddenly shifted to meet hers, stunned by how close they stood to each other, by how Kara’s breath felt hot against her lips. Kara’s eyes darted briefly toward Rose’s lips, and then, she tilted her head and brushed her lips against Rose’s lips. 
 
    The door suddenly opened. “There you are!” Erik exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    That snapped Rose out of her daze. “I…I need air,” she sputtered. 
 
    Kara frowned as Rose rushed out of the crypt, pushing Erik out of her way as she ran out into the snowy cemetery. “Thank you, Erik,” Kara grumbled. 
 
    Erik stared down into the crypt with a wide, amused grin. “What? It’s not my fault she ran away,” he muttered. “You’re the one who tried to kiss her.” 
 
    Kara scowled at him. “Remind me why I tolerate you?” 
 
    “I’m like family,” Erik said, smiling. “I annoy you, but you still love me.” 
 
    Kara wrinkled her nose at him. “Love is a strong word.” 
 
    Erik’s smile faded. “Like?” 
 
    “Like is a strong word, too,” Kara muttered as she walked up the steps. 
 
    “Mildly appreciate my company?” Erik tried hopefully. 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe?” Erik repeated, pouting at her. “That’s all? Just…maybe?” 
 
    Kara brushed past him. “You should have let me kiss her.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose nearly jumped out of the bed when she heard the door creak open. 
 
    Erik laughed as he closed the door behind him. He crossed the room and sat down on the bed, his green eyes sparkling with amusement as he glanced up at her. “You can relax. Kara isn’t with me. She’s staying with Elise tonight.” 
 
    Rose folded her leg beneath her and tried to appear nonchalant. “Kara?” she laughed. Her voice sounded strangely high-pitched and breathless, and her face flushed bright pink. She looked down at the novel in her hand and flipped to the next page. “I wasn’t worried about Kara. You just startled me. That’s all.” 
 
    Erik smirked at her. “Right,” he said skeptically. 
 
    Rose shrugged a little too aggressively. It looked so forced that Erik actually started laughing, much to Rose’s dismay. Her face turned an even darker shade of pink. “Why would I care if Kara was with you?” she asked, her words rushed. “Nothing happened between Kara and me. Maybe you thought you saw something, but you didn’t. We were not going to kiss, if that’s what you thought.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “If you say so.” 
 
    “We were just talking,” Rose said irritably. 
 
    His grin widened. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” she grumbled. “We were talking about her tattoo.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Is tattoo code for something? Or…” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “No, it is not code for something,” she growled. 
 
    Erik laughed loudly. “Ah, don’t worry,” he snorted as he pulled off his boots. “It’s not like you’re the first woman I’ve known to fall for Kara’s charms.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I haven’t…” she trailed off, giving up on the argument. “Never mind,” she sighed irritably. “Why isn’t Kallias with you?” 
 
    “I think he’s still arguing with Aaron,” Erik muttered, “about you.” 
 
    “Me?” she repeated, frowning. “Why would they be arguing about me?” 
 
    “Aaron has something he wants you to do, I think,” Erik said. He waved his hand dismissively. “I don’t know. I wasn’t paying much attention to them.” 
 
    Rose sighed, “So…I’m guessing you didn’t find Alana tonight?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Erik grumbled. He reached out and grabbed the television remote from the nightstand. “She evaded us all night, just as Kara said she’d do.” He grimaced. “She’s feeding from someone right now. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Who? Alana?” Rose squeaked, her eyes wide. “That’s…weird.” 
 
    “It’s making me extremely hungry,” Erik said, staring at the television. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her brows furrowing. “Uh…” 
 
    He tilted his head back, his eyes sliding closed. “She’s feeding from a human. I can practically taste it,” he groaned. He opened his eyes and looked over at Rose, his eyes dark with hunger. “Talk about something. Distract me.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” Rose said uneasily, frowning as she tried to think of something to say. “Kara called me something tonight—ást. What does it mean?” 
 
    “It’s a Norse word,” Erik said distractedly. “It’s a term of endearment.” 
 
    She nodded. “Right,” she said. “So, what’s its equivalent in English?” 
 
    “Beloved or love,” he answered automatically. He frowned at her, then. She finally had his full attention. “Wait. Kara called you that?” he asked, shocked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, her brows furrowing. “Why?” 
 
    His frown deepened. “It’s just…that’s more of an affectionate word than a flirtatious word. I wouldn’t expect Kara to use it. It’s too sentimental.” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like I just confessed to murder?” Rose said. 
 
    Erik snorted, “Murder would be less shocking.” 
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 Aaron’s Request 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next night, Rose stood in front of the bathroom mirror, staring at her reflection, as she brushed her teeth. Her disheveled, auburn hair spilled over her shoulders, the red hair shining brightly against her green shirt. Her bright blue eyes looked tired, still, probably because of all of the nightmares, and her fair skin looked paler than usual. Rose sighed and spit out her toothpaste. 
 
    “How is your hunger?” Kallias asked from the doorway. 
 
    She looked back at the mirror, making eye contact with his reflection. He leaned against the doorframe behind her, his arms crossed, causing his leather jacket to stretch tight against his arms. She turned on the faucet and held her toothbrush underneath the water, rinsing it off. “I’m fine,” she muttered. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Kallias said tiredly. “I can feel your hunger. It’s painful.” 
 
    Rose turned off the water and set her toothbrush aside. “Why do you even care? I’m not around humans. I’m not going to accidentally kill someone.” 
 
    “I care because I don’t want you to suffer, obviously,” Kallias said, his voice sharp. Then, the frustration seemed to rush out of him, all of the sudden, replaced by exasperation. “And because…if something does happen to you, and you haven’t fed recently, your body won’t be able to heal itself as easily.” 
 
    Rose turned to face him. “Nothing is going to happen to me.” 
 
    “It might,” he said, “especially since you make such reckless decisions.” 
 
    She threw her head back and groaned in frustration. She brushed past him, stepping back into the room, where Erik sat in the office chair, watching them. “For the last time, staying here with Kara last night was not reckless,” she told Kallias irritably, “and staying here with Aaron tonight isn’t reckless either.” 
 
    “Aaron has killed people like you,” Kallias said in a low, quiet tone. 
 
    Rose turned back toward him. “He told you that he wants me to stay here tonight, right? That he needs me for something? That means I have to stay.” 
 
    “You could refuse,” he argued. “Tell him that you’re coming with us.” 
 
    She shrugged tiredly. “He must have a reason for wanting me to stay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he snarled, “and it could be that he wants to kill you.” 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Are you really going to take the chance?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    She flashed a sassy smile at him. “What can I say? I’m curious.” 
 
    Kallias threw up his hands in frustration. “Like I said! Reckless!” he yelled at no one in particular. He leaned against the wall, rolling his eyes. “Why did I have to fall in love with such a difficult person?” he complained grumpily. 
 
    Rose laughed at him. “Calm down. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kallias turned to Erik. “Help me talk her out of staying.” 
 
    Erik leaned back in the office chair, causing the front wheels to lift off of the floor. He shrugged. “I’m actually with her on this one,” he said. “She’s much more likely to die for refusing Aaron’s request than she is by staying here.” 
 
    Kallias glared murderously at Erik. “Traitor,” he growled. 
 
    Erik cringed. “Sorry.” 
 
    “So, what will you two be doing tonight?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “We should probably talk to Kara about that.” 
 
    “Where the hell is she anyway?” Kallias asked angrily. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at his rudeness. “She’s with Elise.” 
 
    “Well, we need to talk to her,” Kallias added grumpily. 
 
    “Okay…” Rose said, drawing out the word. She turned toward Erik. “I’ll go find Kara. You take care of Mr. Grumpy’s bad mood while I’m gone.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her teasing. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Erik laughed. “Elise’s room number is fifty-three, I think.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Just as Rose began to wonder if maybe it had been a bad idea to just show up at Elise’s door without any warning, the door opened to reveal a very naked Elise. With a smile pulling at her lips, Elise stood casually in the doorway, her bare hip pressed against the doorframe, her elbow propped against the door, her blonde, spiral curls falling over her arm and shoulders. Every inch of her perfect, fair skin was bare, visible to anyone who might walk by, and yet, she looked completely comfortable, posing naked in the doorway, like a model. 
 
    Rose stared speechlessly at Elise, her eyes wide and her mouth ajar. 
 
    “Hello, Rose,” Elise murmured. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Uh…” Rose stammered. “You’re a little…naked.” 
 
    Elise giggled, her blue-gray eyes sparkling with amusement. “Am I?” 
 
    In an attempt to keep her gaze above Elise’s shoulders, Rose stared very deliberately at a single spiral curl that hung over Elise’s forehead. “Yes. You are.” 
 
    “You’re so adorable,” Elise laughed. “Would you like to come inside?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I was just looking for Kara, actually.” 
 
    Elise stepped aside, revealing a dimly-lit room that looked similar to Kara’s room, except more…decorated. Large, modern paintings covered every wall, and several vases of roses and a few small candles covered the surfaces of the furniture. The bed closest to the door was covered in white, silk bedding, and beneath a thin, silk sheet, Kara lay there, her arm folded beneath her head, a cocky smirk pulling at her lips as she stared at Rose. “She’s in here,” Elise said, even though Rose had already noticed. “Come inside. I was just heading to the shower.” She smiled and gestured toward the bed. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I just need to talk to her,” Rose said quickly. 
 
    Elise grinned. “Mm-hmm.” She turned and strolled into the bathroom, completely unashamed of her nudity. The bathroom door closed with a soft click. 
 
    Rose continued to stand awkwardly in the hallway, trying not to notice how the white, silk sheet molded to every curve of Kara’s body or how one of Kara’s legs had been left uncovered, the soft, fair skin of her thigh and leg bare. 
 
    Kara smiled knowingly at her and shifted on the bed, causing the sheet to slide higher around her hip. Another tattoo ran up along her inner thigh, a tattoo of an intricately-drawn sword, encircled by vines and colorful roses, the vines trailing up higher than the sword, leading toward the center of her legs. 
 
    Rose’s face suddenly felt a thousand degrees hotter. “I…” she stammered. She stepped back. “I think I’m just going to go back to the room.” 
 
    Rose turned on her heels with every intention of running back to her room and hiding until her face turned a normal color again, but before she could take a step into the hallway, a hand wrapped around her wrist and tugged her into the room. Rose squeaked in surprise as she found herself trapped between the wall and Kara. “What are you doing?” Rose sputtered, her cheeks flushing. 
 
    Kara closed the door. “Waiting for you to tell me what you needed.” 
 
    Rose leaned heavily against the wall, attempting to put as much space between them as possible. She swallowed uneasily. “You’re extremely naked.” 
 
    Kara’s lips quirked up in amusement. “Extremely?” 
 
    Rose desperately tried to stare straight ahead and not allow her gaze to sweep low, over the soft, fair skin of Kara’s body, down to the small, perky breasts with light pink nipples, down to the intricate flower tattoo that curled around Kara’s hip, down to the triangle of curls between her legs… But yeah, she failed. Obviously. Rose felt her body temperature spike drastically, her heart hammering inside her chest, and she was pretty sure that her skin would melt off of her cheek bones if she blushed any harder. “Yes,” she squeaked. “Extremely.” 
 
    Kara smiled lazily. “Like what you see?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean no! I mean…” Rose sputtered. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Which part? The yes or the no?” 
 
    “Can you just get dressed?” Rose asked nervously. “Please?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder and walked back to the bed, leaving Rose leaning against the wall, trying not to stare at her backside as she walked away. Kara knelt and scooped up her clothes from the floor, the muscles of her back flexing slightly, drawing Rose’s attention to the dragon that snaked up Kara’s spine. Rose focused her gaze on the vase of white roses beside her as she waited for Kara to slide on her black leather pants and slip her black tank top over her head. A pair of black, lacy panties and a black sports bra lay at Kara’s feet, but she finished dressing anyway, apparently deciding to forgo the underwear. 
 
    “Okay. I’m no longer extremely naked,” Kara teased, smiling. “So, talk.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt anything,” she mumbled guiltily, waving her hand at the bed and its tousled white sheets. 
 
    Kara grinned wickedly. “We’d already finished. Many times.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “I…uh… I didn’t need to know that.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara laughed, clearly amused, “what did you need?” 
 
    “Kallias sent me to get you,” Rose explained. “We were discussing what we’re doing tonight, and I think he wanted to find out what your plans were.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Of course,” she said seriously. She raked her fingers back through her silky, black-and-blue hair and stepped past Rose. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    “Uh…” Rose stammered. She pointed awkwardly at the panties and bra that still lay in the floor, her face reddening. “I think you forgot something.” 
 
    Kara cast a curious glance behind her. “Oh, I did, didn’t I?” she laughed as she noticed the underwear. She returned to them and scooped them up in one hand. Then, she flashed a flirty smile at Rose. “Thank you for noticing.” 
 
    Heat flooded to Rose’s face. “No, I didn’t… I wasn’t… I just saw…” 
 
    “Relax,” Kara laughed. She walked over to Rose, her bare feet tapping softly against the marble floor. She leaned in close, close enough for Rose to smell the scent of violets on her skin and the blood on her breath. Her flirty, mischievous smile deepened as she whispered, “I love the way you look at me.” 
 
    Rose blanched in horror. “There’s…um…a way?” she stuttered. 
 
    Kara’s icy blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “Elise is right. You are adorable,” she laughed. She headed toward the door, grabbing her boots. 
 
    Rose followed Kara as she walked out into the hallway. “Huh, I never realized that adorable and embarrassingly awkward were synonyms,” she said dryly. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” Kallias grunted when Rose and Kara returned to the room. 
 
    Rose closed the door and glanced at Erik, pursing her lips when she found him still lounging in the office chair. “You were supposed to fix this.” 
 
    “I tried,” Erik said defensively. He rocked back in the chair and shrugged. “I’m not a miracle-worker. Besides, you’re the one who pissed him off.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even done anything yet.” 
 
    “Yet is the key word,” Kallias muttered grumpily. 
 
    Kara tossed her boots on the floor, beside the door, and shifted her icy blue gaze around the room. “What do you mean? What is she going to do?” 
 
    “Aaron wants her to stay here tonight,” Kallias answered, “with him.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Yeah, I know,” she sighed. “He told me last night.” 
 
    “Did he tell you why he wants me to stay, by any chance?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Aaron never explains why he wants something,” Kara said. 
 
    Kallias pushed away from the doorframe, where he’d stood with his arms crossed for the last several minutes. “Tell her not to stay,” he told Kara. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “You think that would help?” she scoffed. “It seems to me that once she sets her mind to something, there’s no stopping her.” 
 
    “He could hurt her,” Kallias argued, imploring Kara to agree with him. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Kara assured him. She sat down on the edge of the bed. “When Aaron allowed you all to enter the Tomb of Blood, you became members of this colony, whether that was your intention or not. That means you’re officially under Aaron’s protection. He won’t allow any harm to come to Rose.” 
 
    “Unless she breaks the rules,” Erik added uneasily. 
 
    Kara leaned back, resting her weight on her hands. She shrugged. “I’ve broken his rules more times than I can count, and he hasn’t killed me yet.” 
 
    “We watched him kill a vampire just for questioning him,” Kallias said. 
 
    “Yeah, but that was Lafi,” Kara said, waving her hand dismissively. “Aaron’s been looking for a reason to kill Lafi for centuries. He hated Lafi.” 
 
    “He always has,” Erik agreed. “Almost as much as we did.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at that. “If Aaron hated him that much, why didn’t he just kill him? Why would he need a reason? It’s not like anyone can stop him.” 
 
    “Aaron’s rules are like a contract. When vampires join this colony, they expect him to keep his side of the deal as well,” Kara explained. “If Aaron had killed Lafi without a justifiable reason…well, people would’ve asked questions.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Questions like: why did Aaron allow Lafi to join the Tomb of Blood in the first place?” she asked, directing that question at Kara. 
 
    Kara smiled at the question. “Aaron brought Lafi here for Alana.” 
 
    “What?” Erik asked, surprised. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “This is what I do,” Kara bragged, laughing at him. “If I want to know something, I have ways of finding out. And I had wondered about that myself.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But I thought Lafi was the one who captured Alana.” 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “He did more than that,” she growled lowly. 
 
    “Right,” Rose said uncomfortably. “Then, why would Alana ask Aaron to make Lafi immortal and then bring him to her? That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Of course it doesn’t make sense,” Kallias said. “Alana’s a psychopath.” 
 
    “Actually, she’s a sociopath,” Rose corrected, “based on the definition.” 
 
    Erik looked up at the ceiling and groaned, “Not the definitions again!” 
 
    “Because,” Kara said, answering Rose’s question, “an immortal doesn’t die when you torture them. She wanted to make Lafi suffer for what he did.” 
 
    “Over and over and over,” Erik added. 
 
    “And Aaron was okay with that?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I think he hoped that it would help if Alana could take out her anger on Lafi. He probably thought it would help her get over it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” Rose said quietly, staring down at the marble floor. “When you feed that part of yourself, it doesn’t go away. It gets stronger.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “No amount of vengeance was ever enough for Alana.” 
 
    “It still isn’t, apparently,” Kallias said. “She’s trying to destroy the world.” 
 
    “The world was pretty terrible to her,” Rose mumbled sadly. 
 
    Kallias scowled at Rose, bewildered by her comment. “Now, you’re sympathizing with Alana?” he asked incredulously. “She’s insane, Rose.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “I know. And obviously, I don’t agree with what she’s done. But you have to admit: what happened to her was terrible.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes. “Forgive me if I don’t sympathize with the person who wants to start a war that will end humanity as we know it,” he muttered. He redirected his attention toward Kara. “Look, I don’t care why Aaron killed Lafi. The fact remains that he could kill Rose. I’m bound to her, so if she’s in danger, I’ll feel it. But what if I can’t get back to her in time? I can’t take that risk.” 
 
    “You took that risk last night,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    “You were staying with Kara last night,” Kallias said, “not Aaron.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow at that. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    That question seemed to agitate Kallias. “The difference is,” he growled, “I can see your thoughts. I can see that you care about Rose and would never hurt her. Aaron’s feelings toward her, on the other hand, are less reassuring.” 
 
    “I thought you said that you didn’t trust Kara,” Rose said with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t,” Kallias said, “but I trust her a hell of a lot more than Aaron.” 
 
    “That’s surprising,” Kara said. “Aaron is far more honest than I am.” 
 
    “What is your issue with Aaron anyway?” Rose asked suspiciously. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “He’s an asshole,” he growled. 
 
    Rose smiled. “So are you. You two should get along great.” 
 
    The office chair squeaked as Erik rocked back onto the back wheels again. He clasped his hands together and rested them on his stomach. “Hey, I’m curious about this, too. You never told me that you knew Aaron so well.” 
 
    “That’s because I don’t know him well,” Kallias said. “We met. Once.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    Kallias sighed in frustration, and then, realizing that Rose wouldn’t give up without an answer, he said, “I had only been a vampire for a few months. I was starving, and I was hiding in a cave, away from civilization, so that I could resist my hunger. Between the hunger and the isolation, I was starting to lose my mind.” He shrugged. “Aaron found me like that, and he tried to make me feed.” 
 
    “Something tells me you left out a big chunk of that story,” Erik said. 
 
    Rose winced as she understood. “Wait. Did he try, or did he succeed?” 
 
    Kallias sighed at her astuteness. “I couldn’t resist,” he admitted. “He brought a human to me, and he cut her wrist. I couldn’t resist the scent of fresh blood. I bit her. I managed to stop before she died, but Aaron killed her anyway.” 
 
    “You probably couldn’t control your abilities that early,” Kara said. 
 
    “No, I couldn’t,” Kallias said irritably. “What is your point?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been able to erase the human’s memory,” Kara pointed out, “which means she could have revealed what you were to everyone.” 
 
    “Are you saying that it was good that he killed her?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    “No,” Kara corrected, her eyebrow lifting at his hostility. “I’m saying that he may have spared you from being hunted down by an angry mob.” 
 
    “I was living in a cave,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    Erik snorted at that. “Oh, believe me,” he interjected, “angry mobs are not deterred by caves. Kara and I know that from experience. Don’t we?” 
 
    A guilty smile curled at the edges of Kara’s lips. 
 
    “Kara had a bad habit of sleeping with princesses,” Erik explained to Kallias and Rose, “which would usually lead to angry mobs coming after us.” 
 
    Kara shrugged unapologetically. “Princesses need orgasms, too.” 
 
    “Inspiring,” Rose said dryly. “You should put that on a T-shirt.” 
 
    Kara laughed and winked at her. 
 
    “The point is,” Kallias said, ignoring their banter, “Aaron has no respect for human life, and he thinks that everyone should do what he tells them to do.” 
 
    “Kind of like you wanting me to do what you tell me to do?” Rose asked. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “I just don’t want you to stay here with him.” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze toward Kara. “Do I even have a choice?” 
 
    “Honestly?” Kara asked. When Rose nodded, she sighed and shook her head. “No. When Aaron asks you to do something, he expects you to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t care what he expects,” Kallias growled. He turned his full attention to Rose, his brown eyes softening with concern. “You can say no. We can leave. Run, if we have to. We can fight Alana and her army on our own.” 
 
    Rose scoffed, “You really think that sounds safer?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Kara agreed. She leaned forward, resting her hands on her thighs. “If you want to leave, you can. I can get you out, if it’s what you really want. I know how to get in and out of here without being seen by the cameras. And I’ll do my best to protect you. But I can’t promise he won’t come after us.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving your home for me,” Rose informed her. 
 
    “I swore I would protect you,” Kara began, “and I fully intend…” 
 
    “I am not holding you to that stupid oath!” Rose exclaimed. She shook her head in frustration. “And I’m not planning on leaving either. Not until after we stop Alana. I am staying here tonight, and nothing will happen to me.” 
 
    Kara stood, raking her fingers through her silky, blue-streaked hair. “If that’s your decision,” she sighed, “then, follow me. I’ll show you to his room.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose lost track of the numerous hallways they’d traveled down, of the hundreds of doors they’d passed, as Kara led her to Aaron’s room. Aside from the faint sound of running water—showers, most likely—and the occasional murmuring or laughing, the Tomb of Blood was quiet and still, most of the vampires not yet awake. According to Kara, no one ever left the tombs until long after sunset. Kara’s boots thudded heavily against the marble floor ahead of her, echoing through the hall, and Rose couldn’t help but watch Kara as they walked. 
 
    She told herself that it was just the fact that Kara was the only person in the hall, literally the only person she could watch. But it was more than that. There was something so magnetic about Kara, something that had affected Rose since she’d met Kara, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore. 
 
    When Kara reached the end of the hall, she spun around to face Rose. She leaned back against the wall behind her, bending her leg and propping her boot against the wall. She looked so relaxed, her shoulders rolled back, her body slouched so languidly against the wall, as if she planned to wait there all day. 
 
    Kara tilted her head back against the wall, her sleek, black-and-blue hair falling out of her face. She stared at Rose, that familiar smirk tilting at her lips. 
 
    “Um…I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Rose said dryly, pointing at the solid, block wall that Kara was leaning against, “but this is kind of a dead end.” 
 
    Kara placed her finger against her lips and whispered, “Shh.” Then, she curled her forefinger back toward her, beckoning Rose closer. “Come here.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange request, and then, she took one step closer. 
 
    Kara shook her head slowly, her smile widening. She continued to curl her forefinger back toward herself, beckoning Rose closer and closer until their bodies almost touched. Then, in a low, sultry whisper, Kara urged, “Closer.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily and took one step closer, which caused their bodies to press together, every inch of her soft, curvy body pressed against Kara’s firmer, muscular body. Heat rushed to Rose’s face as she suddenly felt intensely aware of the fact that this was the same body that she’d seen undressed less than an hour ago. The closeness of their bodies affected Rose more than she wanted to admit. She felt her breath coming harsher and faster, and her heart raced against her chest. Kara smelled of leather and violets—a scent that was both warm and sweet, all at once—and that scent intoxicated Rose. Her stomach clenched with hunger, and fiery, primal desire burned throughout her body. 
 
    Kara smiled, her icy blue eyes darkening with lust, as if she knew exactly what Rose was feeling. Then, she threaded her fingers in Rose’s thick, auburn hair and pulled Rose’s face forward, until Kara’s soft lips brushed against Rose’s ear. “No one knows that this corridor is here,” she whispered in Rose’s ear. 
 
    Rose shuddered against Kara as Kara’s warm breath fell against her ear, raising chill bumps on her skin. She blushed as she heard Kara chuckle at her. She took a step backward, out of Kara’s arms. “What corridor?” she whispered. 
 
    Kara grinned and turned around, toward the wall. She lifted her hand to her mouth and ran her forefinger along one of her fangs, slicing open her finger. The scent of Kara’s blood—so warm and sweet—immediately assaulted Rose’s senses, intensifying the potent hunger that she already felt. Kara cast a curious, amused glance back at her before she pressed her bleeding finger against a random spot on the wall—a small, electronic sensor that looked identical to the rest of the block wall—and then, the wall slid open, revealing the dark corridor. 
 
    Kara tugged Rose inside, and the door slid closed behind them, closing them inside a tunnel that looked more like a cave than a hallway. Rather than block and marble, the walls and floor of this corridor were made of dirt. Only one torch lit the long, narrow tunnel. Their footsteps echoed off of the dirt walls. 
 
    Kara glanced over her shoulder as she led the way down the tunnel. “That sensor only recognizes my blood and Aaron’s blood. That’s why I had to escort you to his room. You needed my blood to get inside,” she explained. 
 
    Rose nodded as she glanced around, frowning at the primitive tunnel. “This seems significantly less advanced than the rest of the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Yeah. Aaron refuses to renovate his own space.” 
 
    “Why?” Rose asked curiously as a rock crunched beneath her shoe. 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “He hasn’t said, but I would imagine that it’s because he doesn’t trust anyone enough to let them see where he sleeps.” 
 
    “Except you,” Rose stated, lifting her eyebrows. 
 
    Kara smiled at her. “And you,” she murmured, “apparently.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. She opened her mouth to argue, but she froze as the scent of fresh blood filled her senses. It smelled sweet and powerful, like vampire blood, and Rose once again felt that intense hunger twisting at her gut. 
 
    Kara stopped and turned toward her. “Rose? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Blood,” Rose breathed, exhaling shakily. “I smell blood.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Kara said, grinning at her. “It’s breakfast time.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Br-breakfast?” she stammered worriedly. 
 
    Kara laughed at her nervousness. “Come on,” she urged. 
 
    The scent of blood grew stronger and stronger as they continued down the tunnel. Rose felt increasingly anxious as they progressed toward the source of blood at a sickeningly slow pace. Her entire body thrummed with hunger, ravenous, unsatisfied hunger that Kara had accidentally awakened in the hallway. 
 
    Rose risked a glance at Kara, hyper-aware of the quick, steady pounding of Kara’s heart. Kara’s hair lay around her neck and over her shoulders, the blue strands barely visible in the darkness. The soft, sleek hair shielded Kara’s neck from Rose’s gaze, but she could still sense the artery pulsing there, in time with that loud, steady pounding. Rose swallowed hard, trying to regain control of her hunger before she wound up embarrassing herself in front of Kara. Again. 
 
    But then, Kara looked at her, as if she’d sensed Rose’s gaze on her, and her soft, pale lips curved into a wide, wolfish grin. “When did you feed last?” 
 
    Rose blushed. “It’s been…a couple of nights,” she admitted sheepishly, licking her fangs. She ducked her head. “I usually have to feed every night.” 
 
    “Why does that embarrass you?” Kara asked curiously. 
 
    Rose shrugged. “I can’t control my hunger like the rest of you can.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Yes, you can. If you couldn’t control it, you would have jumped me already. I mean, if that look you keep giving me is any indication…” 
 
    Rose’s face managed to turn an even darker shade of red. “Sorry.” 
 
    Kara veered closer to her, until her shoulder brushed Rose’s shoulder. She tilted her head toward Rose, her sweet-smelling, violet-scented hair falling over her face, and then, Rose felt Kara’s warm breath on her ear again. “I don’t know why you are apologizing, ást. I like it when you give me that look,” she whispered, her voice lilting more than usual. “As a matter of fact, it turns me on.” 
 
    Rose tripped. Partially because having a woman whisper in your ear that you turned her on can be a little distracting. So distracting, in fact, that Rose had apparently forgotten how to move her feet. But also because…Kara had used that word again. Ást. The word that Erik had said was too sentimental for Kara. 
 
    Fortunately, Rose didn’t fall flat on her face. Instead, she fell directly into Kara’s arms. Kara had swept her arm out in front of Rose in just enough time to catch her. Rose blushed deeply as she stared up at Kara’s amused smirk. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kara asked, clearly struggling to suppress laughter. 
 
    “Um…there was a rock,” Rose lied as Kara set her back on her feet. 
 
    “Oh?” Kara asked, lifting her eyebrows. “I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “Me either,” Rose muttered. She avoided Kara’s gaze, instead busying herself with straightening her disheveled clothing. “That’s why I tripped.” 
 
    Kara snorted at that. Her gaze still on her clothes, Rose didn’t realize that Kara had moved closer until she felt Kara’s warm breath on her ear again. 
 
    Kara’s lips curved into a smile against the shell of Rose’s ear as she whispered, “Liar.” Then, Kara stepped back and began walking again, as if the entire incident had never happened. “Come. Aaron doesn’t appreciate lateness.” 
 
    The dirt floor sloped downward, causing the tunnel to grow wider and wider as they continued deeper into the ground. Then, finally, the tunnel opened into a large, cavernous room that was lit only by the many computer screens that covered one wall. For a moment, Rose just stared at the computer screens, which displayed videos of various rooms inside the Tomb of Blood and many places outside the Tomb of Blood as well, because she couldn’t figure out how the heck this kind of technology was functioning in the primitive, cave-like room. But then, the soft, breathless moaning drew her out of her investigation, and she shifted her gaze away from the screens, toward the large bed in the middle of the room. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she noticed the blood-soaked sheets, Aaron’s bare, bronze-colored skin, and the beautiful, blonde woman writhing beneath him as Aaron sucked blood from her neck. Rose quickly spun around, averting her gaze from the provocative scene, blushing as she heard Kara chuckling beside her. 
 
    The moans soon quietened and silenced, as if the woman’s voice had been drained, and then, Rose heard the creaking of the mattress as someone climbed off of it and the soft padding of footsteps as someone approached. 
 
    “What’s her problem?” asked a low, thickly accented voice behind her. 
 
    “Apparently, extreme nakedness makes her uncomfortable,” Kara said. 
 
    “Very funny,” Rose muttered sarcastically, blushing at Kara’s teasing. 
 
    Aaron frowned at Kara as he began to pull a pair of black, skinny jeans over his fully-nude lower half. “What the hell is extreme nakedness?” he asked. 
 
    Rose stared into the dark tunnel as she listened to the shuffling of clothing behind her. She didn’t plan on turning around until she was absolutely sure that a certain part of Aaron’s body was fully covered. “Why do all of you vampires like to walk around naked so much?” she grumbled under her breath. 
 
    “Well, first, let me remind you that you are a vampire, too, which is a fact that you would do well to remember,” Aaron began. He grasped Rose’s shoulder and spun her around, forcing her to face him. “But to answer your question, I would imagine that it has something to do with the fact that most of us come from time periods in human society that were far less prudish than your own.” 
 
    “Rose isn’t prudish,” Kara said, smiling. “She’s just a little shy.” 
 
    Rose stared at Aaron, thankful to see that a gray, V-neck T-shirt and a pair of black jeans covered his previously naked body. He looked surprisingly clean of blood with the exception of the few drops that stained his lips. Rose shifted her weight to one side, peering past Aaron, over at the motionless woman lying on the blood-soaked bed. “She’s not dead, is she?” Rose asked worriedly. 
 
    Aaron scowled disapprovingly at Rose. “Would it matter if she was?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes,” she said irritably. 
 
    Kara moved closer to Rose, and there was something about the way she squared her shoulders and the way she stepped forward, standing just slightly in front of Rose, that seemed protective. Aaron seemed to notice this, his head tilting to the side as he watched Kara’s unusual behavior. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Her heart is still beating,” Kara told Rose softly. “Don’t you hear it?” 
 
    Rose glanced again at the woman, noticing the slow, steady rising and falling of the woman’s chest. The woman’s face had fallen to the side, her eyes closed, her long, blonde hair lying messily over her face, and as Rose watched her chest, she listened to her heartbeat, noticing how slow and quiet it sounded. 
 
    “I drained her,” Aaron said, as if he knew what Rose was thinking. “Vampires don’t die from blood loss, but we do lose consciousness. Our heart rate slows, and if we’re completely drained, it might even stop. But we do not die.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose said, frowning at him. “And why did you drain her?” 
 
    His dark eyes narrowed at her. “Because I was hungry.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine once she feeds,” Kara murmured to Rose. 
 
    Aaron looked at Kara again, his eyebrows lifting, as if he were surprised by Kara’s behavior, for some reason. “Yes, and while we’re on the topic, why are you still standing here?” he asked Kara impatiently. “You need to take whatever-her-name-is up to her room and get her some blood before you leave.” 
 
    Kara straightened. “Of course. I just…” 
 
    “Whatever-her-name-is?” Rose repeated, interrupting them. She raked Aaron with a disapproving look. “You had sex with the woman and fed from her, and you don’t even know her name?” Her frown deepened. “And why don’t you give her some blood? You’re the one who took all of her blood, after all.” 
 
    Kara immediately shifted her body in front of Rose, shielding her. 
 
    Aaron stared at Rose, his eyes widening, as if she’d just confessed that she was secretly the Loch Ness monster. But then, his dark gaze shifted toward Kara. “Would you quit doing that?” he snapped. “I am not going to kill her.” 
 
    Kara frowned. “Stop doing what?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and waved his hand at her, gesturing at where she stood—between Aaron and Rose, as if she were shielding Rose from an attack. 
 
    Kara glanced behind her. “Oh,” she said when she saw Rose standing there. She stepped to the side, ducking her head, as if she were embarrassed. 
 
    Rose blinked as she watched the interaction, stunned both by Kara’s protectiveness and by the fact that Kara was actually embarrassed about something. 
 
    “Go,” Aaron snarled at Kara. “Now.” 
 
    Kara pursed her lips. “Are you sure you don’t need me to…” 
 
    “To what?” Aaron interrupted. “Annoy me every time she opens her mouth? No. I told you where I wanted you tonight. Are you defying my orders?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara sighed. “I just… I swore to protect her.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. He breathed out slowly and directed his impatient glare at Rose. “You have way too many concerned lovers,” he complained. 
 
    “What?” Rose sputtered, her eyes widening. “Kara’s not my…lover.” 
 
    Aaron ignored her, shifting his dark, angry gaze back toward Kara. He stepped forward, closer to her. “For the last time,” he growled, “no harm will come to your girlfriend. And you can relay that message to the Greek as well.” 
 
    “But I’m not her girlfriend,” Rose said again, watching as Aaron and Kara stared each other down. She sighed, “Why isn’t anyone listening to me?” 
 
    Kara turned toward Rose. “Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?” 
 
    Aaron’s glare turned murderous, but that didn’t deter Kara. She ignored him, lifting her chin and rolling her shoulders back. Her piercing, icy blue eyes softened with concern as she watched Rose, as she waited for Rose’s answer. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose assured her. 
 
    Kara nodded. Then, she walked over to the bed. She gathered the woman’s long, nude body into her arms and carried the woman out of the room. 
 
    For a few moments, Aaron and Rose just stood there. 
 
    Then, finally, Rose broke the silence. “So, why am I here?” 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms. He stared at her with steely, black eyes. “Maybe I plan to seduce you,” he said matter-of-factly. “You are in my room, after all.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Rose said, “but for the record, I have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Aaron asked. 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “Um…well, I don’t sleep with other people,” she said slowly. She started to add that, technically, she hadn’t slept with Kallias yet either, but she didn’t really feel like having the virgin conversation with Aaron. 
 
    “Except Kara,” Aaron stated, as if there were no question about it. 
 
    Her frown deepened. “I haven’t slept with Kara.” 
 
    “Really?” Aaron said, lifting his eyebrows. He shrugged nonchalantly. “Huh. With the way you two were eye-fucking each other, I just assumed.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Eye—what? What does that even mean?” 
 
    Aaron turned around and walked toward the wall of computer screens. “Let me check the cameras one more time, and then, we can head up.” 
 
    “Head up to…where?” Rose repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “To the cemetery,” Aaron said as he typed. He cast a quick glance back at her and added in explanation, “I didn’t really bring you here to seduce you.” 
 
    Rose flashed a sarcastic smile. “I assumed you didn’t.” 
 
    He returned his gaze to the multitude of computer screens that covered his wall, the different views of the Tomb of the Blood switching and changing as he clicked the mouse. “Last night, you helped Kara guard the cemetery,” he said as he continued clicking. “You will help me guard the cemetery tonight.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You are guarding the cemetery? I’m impressed,” she said caustically. “I figured you were too prissy to do your own dirty work.” 
 
    Aaron straightened, his hands freezing above the keyboard. For nearly a full minute, he didn’t move or speak. Then, finally, he finished typing what he’d been typing into the computer and turned back toward her. He leaned against the desk and crossed his arms, watching her with narrowed, black eyes. “I do usually order other people to do it,” he said, his voice clipped. “There is a weekly rotation for it. But I can’t trust anyone anymore. There are traitors at the Tomb of Blood, and I can’t allow people I don’t trust to guard our entrance.” 
 
    Rose frowned at him. “And you trust…me?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked for your help, if I didn’t,” Aaron stated. 
 
    “But why?” Rose asked bewilderedly. “You just met me.” 
 
    “Because your decisions are not motivated by fear. If they were, you wouldn’t say half the shit you say,” Aaron said. He pushed away from the desk and walked past her. “I can’t trust people whose decisions are motivated by fear.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, still confused. 
 
    “Come,” Aaron called from the tunnel. “It’s nightfall.” 
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    “So,” Rose said awkwardly, breaking the silence, “where are you from?” 
 
    Aaron hadn’t said a word since they’d left his room. Currently, he leaned against the side of an old crypt, his arms crossed across his chest, his black eyes unreadable, as he stared at her. Rose shifted from one foot to the other, the snow and dirt slushing and crackling under her shoes, as she waited for Aaron to avert his cold, dark gaze from her. But he never did. He just continued to stare at her. 
 
    “Come on. We have to talk about something,” Rose sighed, glancing around at the eerily silent cemetery. The moonlight bathed the cemetery in a soft, pale blue, creating a creepy yet beautiful scene. “It’s as silent as a grave out here.” 
 
    Aaron didn’t even react. He just continued to stare at her. 
 
    She scowled. “Get it? As silent as a grave? It’s a play on words…” 
 
    “I’m over four thousand years old, Rose,” he said suddenly, his thickly accented voice harshly punctuating the silence. “I know what word play is.” 
 
    Rose gasped, clasping her hand over her heart, “He speaks!” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Where do you think I’m from?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Aaron is a Hebrew name. Are you Jewish?” 
 
    “I’m much older than that,” Aaron corrected, still staring at her. “I believe my descendants would have been Jewish, though…if they had survived.” 
 
    He had said that last part so quietly that Rose wasn’t sure if he’d meant for her to hear it. But she did hear it, and her eyes widened at the revelation. 
 
    “What happened?” she blurted before she could stop herself. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.” 
 
    “You had children,” Rose stated, “but something happened to them.” 
 
    “I never said that,” Aaron said coldly. 
 
    “You look too young to have children,” Rose commented. 
 
    He snorted at that. “I was nineteen when I died. In my village, boys were considered men at the age of thirteen. I was plenty old enough to have children.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said thoughtfully. “In my culture, boys are still making ‘that’s-what-she-said’ jokes at thirteen. But then again, Erik is thirteen hundred years old, and he still makes those jokes. So, maybe that’s not much of a tell, after all.” 
 
    “I have no interest in discussing my children with you,” Aaron stated. 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows. “Then, you did have children.” 
 
    A low, terrifying growl sounded from Aaron’s throat, the sound so powerful that the crypt seemed to shake behind him. He stepped forward so quickly and so threateningly that Rose instinctually stumbled backward, falling against the tall, creepy angel statue behind her. Aaron cornered her against it. 
 
    “Since you’re so curious, allow me to tell you something about myself,” he snarled, his curly, black hair falling over his face as he leaned closer. “I don’t answer questions.” He enunciated the words slowly, harshly. “I give orders.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose asked sharply. “I would’ve assumed that a megalomaniac like you would enjoy talking about yourself.” She lifted an eyebrow. “Unless, of course, the information isn’t exactly complimentary to your ego. Is that what it is, Aaron? Did you fail your children somehow? Was it your fault they died?” 
 
    His reaction was so quick that even with her sensitive, vampire eyesight, she still didn’t notice that he’d moved until his hand was already around her neck. “If you were anyone else,” he growled, “I would tear off your head right now.” 
 
    Rose felt her heart pounding throughout her entire body, rapidly and harshly, adrenaline-filled terror coursing through her. Her lungs refused to inflate and deflate, burning from the lack of oxygen. “What’s different about me?” 
 
    He stared down at her for a moment, his head tilting to the side, as if he found her behavior intriguing somehow. “You’re too valuable to me,” he said. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. When he finally released her and stepped back, she raised her hand to touch her sore, bruised neck. She watched him with a frown as he leaned against the wall again, as if she’d never asked that question, as if he’d never attacked her. “What do you mean by that? How am I valuable?” 
 
    “You are powerful,” Aaron said, not even a hint of emotion in his voice. “In four thousand years, I have never encountered anyone as powerful as you.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what kind of power I have,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    He laughed, “That’s where you’re wrong. I know more about you than you think I do.” He smiled. “Theron wasn’t the only person with an interest in you, Rose, and he wasn’t the only one stalking you. I know all about your power.” 
 
    Her blood ran cold. “Then,” she stammered, inhaling sharply. “Then, you already know. You know what I am. You just…pretended not to know.” 
 
    “The morgue—the one Theron took you to, the place where he tortured you—it’s not even there anymore. It collapsed…as if it’d been torn down by a storm. Every vampire inside burned. There is only one kind of power that could cause that kind of damage,” Aaron said. “How could you think I wouldn’t know?” 
 
    “I was told that you’ve killed people like me,” Rose told him. 
 
    “And yet, you still came,” Aaron said. “See, that is why I need you.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You were terrified just now,” Aaron stated, an amused smile curving at his lips, “when I attacked you. I could smell the adrenaline in your blood.” 
 
    “There are several emotions that can trigger an adrenaline rush, actually,” Rose informed him. “Anger is one of them, and I was pretty freaking angry.” 
 
    “Yes, you were,” Aaron agreed, “but you were also terrified.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Fine. Maybe I was. What is your point?” 
 
    “You are unfazed by fear. You act on your will, rather than out of fear. Do you know how rare that is?” Aaron asked. “Most of my followers are only loyal to me because they are afraid of me. Kara is the only one who is different.” 
 
    Rose nodded, remembering what Erik had said about Vikings—that they valued strength in their leaders, that they valued leaders that protected their people at all costs. Aaron fit that bill. “She is loyal because she respects you.” 
 
    “Kara can’t be intimidated,” Aaron explained. “She was a female warrior in a time of male warriors. She was a lesbian in a time period in which that was considered a sickness…a perversion. She loved Alana, of all people. If she could be intimidated, she never would have survived. That’s what makes her valuable.” 
 
    “That and the fact that she does your dirty work,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “Yes, her skills are valuable as well,” he confirmed. “People ask why I trust her, why I keep her as my second-in-command, when I know that she lies to me, that she breaks the rules. Well, that is the reason. It’s because she is the only vampire in this colony that won’t turn on me at the first sight of danger.” 
 
    She nodded. “And you think that I’m like that, too?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Aaron said, tilting his head curiously. 
 
    “What makes you think I would ever be loyal to you?” Rose asked. 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “Maybe I could earn your loyalty somehow.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Rose said sharply. “Besides, what would it matter if you did? As soon as all of this is over, Kallias, Erik, and I will leave. You know that.” 
 
    “I know that Kallias will leave,” Aaron agreed, “and Erik will probably leave, too. But you don’t have to go with them. You could stay. You should stay.” 
 
    “I should?” she repeated, bristling. “Why should I?” 
 
    “I think that it would be good for you,” Aaron said. 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “How so?” 
 
    Aaron pushed away from the wall and approached her, his inky curls falling forward over his dark eyes as he leaned toward her, close enough to touch her. “You’re so repressed,” he growled softly. “You’re ashamed of what you are, afraid of it even. You’re terrified of your own power. You’re terrified of your hunger, your passion, your sexuality, your strength, your darkness. You repress yourself. You bury it all deep inside. And that is no way for an immortal to live.” 
 
    She lifted her chin, her eyes flashing. “Of course I am afraid of it. Of course I bury it,” she snapped. “Have you seen what happens when I don’t?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said with a smile, “and it’s impressive.” 
 
    Rose shook her head, frustrated that he didn’t understand. “Why do you think that staying at the Tomb of Blood would change that?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “The vampires here embrace what they are,” Aaron told her. “You don’t have to pretend to be human when you’re here. You don’t have to pretend to be normal. You can embrace your hunger, your passion, your urges, your needs…” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to embrace it?” Rose asked uneasily. 
 
    “Then, maybe you’re not as brave as I thought you were,” Aaron said. 
 
    The sound of a twig snapping interrupted them. 
 
    Rose glanced around the quiet, moonlit cemetery. A blanket of thick, white snow covered the ground and the tops of the stones and buildings, and as the frigid wind blew gently through the cemetery, the snow scattered into the air like glistening, white dust. But she saw no explanation for the sound. “Did you hear that?” she asked, shifting her gaze back toward where Aaron stood. 
 
    But he wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Oh, how nice of you to just leave me standing here like an idiot,” she muttered sarcastically. She sniffed at the icy air, frowning as she noticed—beneath the scents of dirt, stone, and ice—the scent of a human. 
 
    She followed the scent. On the opposite side of the cemetery, she found Aaron, standing between two crumbling statues, staring down at a thin, young woman. The human sat in the snow, trembling at the cold, her long, blue dress soaked and sticking to her skin. A pair of handcuffs restrained her hands, and a long, metal chain linked the handcuffs to the headstone in front of her. She stared up at them with wide, blue eyes, her blonde hair drenched and disheveled. 
 
    “Help,” the woman begged Rose, tears forming in her eyes. “Please.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Rose breathed, quickly stumbling forward and falling to her knees in front of the woman, the snow instantly soaking her jeans. 
 
    “Rose, don’t,” Aaron growled as Rose reached for the chains. 
 
    Rose glanced back at Aaron, her eyes narrowing. “She’s chained up,” she growled, frustrated by the lack of sympathy that she saw in his black eyes. 
 
    “We don’t know who she is,” Aaron stated, “or who put her there.” 
 
    “I don’t really care,” Rose snarled. “She’s cold and scared.” 
 
    Aaron tilted his head to the side as he continued to stare at the thin, shivering human, his unruly, black curls falling over his furrowed brows. “Have you noticed that she won’t look at me?” he asked Rose. “She only looks at you. It’s almost as if she knows that looking at me will affect her, as if she knows about the allure.” He stepped forward, growling as he saw Rose reach for the chains again. “I told you not to release her. You will follow my orders, Rose.” 
 
    Still kneeling in the snow, in front of the woman, Rose spun around to glare at him, her auburn hair falling over her shoulder. “I hate to break it to you, Aaron, but I don’t follow orders. Not even from you. I’m unchaining her.” 
 
    Aaron leaned forward and grabbed Rose’s arm, snatching her up out of the snow. He watched her with raised eyebrows as she struggled to get free. “Your audacity is entertaining, but unfortunately, my patience is wearing thin.” 
 
    Rose growled in frustration when she realized that she couldn’t pull her arm out of his grasp. “Get your hands off of me,” she snarled at him. 
 
    “No,” he said simply. He shifted his dark gaze back toward the human on the ground. “Who brought you here, human? Who chained you up like that?” 
 
    “Her name was Alana,” the woman said, still refusing to look at him. 
 
    Aaron raised a dark eyebrow. “Alana brought you here?” 
 
    Rose looked up at him. “Now, will you let me unchain her?” 
 
    “She’s lying,” Aaron said simply, as if it were obvious. 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed in confusion. “You can’t possibly know that.” 
 
    Aaron sighed in frustration. He scowled at her, as if she were a child who had disappointed him. “As I have reminded you several times already, you are a vampire, not a human,” he said, his words harshly enunciated. “Learn to use your senses.” He shifted his gaze back toward the woman. “Listen to her heartbeat. Notice when her pulse spikes, when her breathing grows shallow…” 
 
    Rose bristled at his condescending tone. “There are plenty of things that can cause those physiological reactions. So, unless you have a real reason to…” 
 
    “Alana hasn’t been anywhere near this cemetery,” Aaron interrupted. 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because I know Alana’s scent,” Aaron said irritably. “If she had set even one foot in this cemetery, I would have recognized her scent immediately.” 
 
    “You know her scent,” Rose repeated. She studied him suspiciously, her eyebrows lifting as she realized something. “You mean…like Erik and Kara do?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Yes, Rose,” he growled. “Perhaps, instead of trying to figure out details about my past that are none of your business, you could put your mind to better use and help me figure out how this human knows about Alana.” 
 
    “Unchain her, and maybe she’ll tell you,” Rose suggested. 
 
    The woman looked up, watching Rose with hooded, grayish-blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m not unchaining her until I know she’s not a threat,” Aaron snarled. 
 
    “She’s a human!” Rose objected. “She’s chained up in the snow. She’s probably cold and frightened. You can’t just leave her like that. It’s inhumane.” 
 
    Aaron scowled at her. “If you’re expecting me to feel sympathy for her, you might as well give up,” he said simply. “I don’t feel sympathy for anyone.” 
 
    “Not even Alana?” Rose challenged. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Especially not Alana,” he growled. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Rose stated. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. He let go of Rose’s arm, releasing her so abruptly that she fell into the snow. He walked over to the human woman and crouched in front of her. “Are you cold, human?” he asked in a cold, emotionless voice. When the woman nodded, he said, “If you answer my questions, I’ll release you.” 
 
    “O-okay,” the woman stammered, her lips trembling. 
 
    Rose climbed to her feet, dusting the snow off of her clothes. “Aaron, she’s going to freeze to death before you finish interrogating her,” she scolded. 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “If she does, I’ll have someone dispose of the body.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “I’m starting to understand why Kallias hates you.” 
 
    “Who brought you here?” Aaron asked the human woman. 
 
    “I told you,” the woman said, shivering. “She said her name was Alana.” 
 
    “If you keep lying to me, I’ll kill you myself,” Aaron warned. 
 
    “No, you won’t!” Rose said angrily. “You’re not killing anyone.” 
 
    Aaron smiled at the human. “Don’t let the crazy woman fool you. She can’t stop me from killing you. I could rip you in half before she even blinks.” 
 
    “Did you just call me crazy?” Rose growled, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    The metal cuffs clanged together as the woman shivered violently. The sound drew Rose’s attention. “Please,” the woman pleaded. “Just let me go.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in alarm as she realized how loosely the handcuffs hung around the woman’s wrists. “Aaron,” she hissed, “get away from her.” 
 
    As soon as Aaron turned to frown at Rose, the human shook off her handcuffs and jabbed something into his arm. “What the hell?” he muttered as he turned his gaze back toward the human. He looked down at his arm. “Ow.” 
 
    Aaron suddenly fell forward, collapsing, unconscious, into the snow. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock and stepped back. “What just happened to him?” 
 
    The human scrambled to her feet, the thin, wet fabric of her blue dress clinging to her skin. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and screamed. 
 
    Rose cringed as the shrill scream caused pain to erupt in her ears. 
 
    Within moments, Rose found herself surrounded by a group of five armed humans. Three men and two women joined the small, shivering woman, surrounding Rose. Rose frowned at them. “What is going on?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Is she a vampire?” one of the women asked the others. 
 
    “Yes,” a tall, brunette man snarled. “Kill her.” 
 
    Rose didn’t know how to react. She had no idea who the humans were or why they would want to kill her. And she definitely didn’t want to kill them. 
 
    The sound of a gunshot brought her out of her thoughts. 
 
    The bullet froze midair, hovering between her and the tall, brunette man, as she stopped it with her mind. With her concentration on the bullet, she didn’t notice the other four humans attacking her until it was too late. Moving much faster than a human could, Rose managed to knock each one of them off of her, but before she did, one of them managed to stab her in the stomach. 
 
    Rose covered her stomach with her hand, feeling the warm blood spill over her hand. “Why are all of you attacking me? Just run. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    One of the women climbed to her feet and rushed toward Rose with a knife in her hand. Rose swept her arm out, knocking the woman away from her. 
 
    The other humans came after her again. When two of them tried to stab Rose at once, she reacted instinctually. Without thinking, she stepped out of their path, and the humans, not seeing her move, collided. One of the women screamed out as the blade of the other woman’s knife slid into her stomach. 
 
    Rose froze as the scent of the woman’s blood filled the air. She spun toward the injured woman, her eyes widening as she saw the blood pouring out of the human’s stomach. “Oh my goodness,” she gasped. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The tall, brunette man took advantage of her moment of distraction. Intense pain tore through Rose’s body as he shoved something into her chest. 
 
    Rose gasped and stumbled backward, blinking as she saw the wooden stake in her chest. The world suddenly seemed to tip, and before she realized what was happening, she fell onto the ground, hitting her head on a tombstone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” one of the women yelled. Rose thought the voice sounded like the first woman’s voice—the one they’d found chained up in the snow. “Stop worrying about her! We came to kill Aaron, remember? Kill him!” 
 
    Rose blinked slowly as her vision blurred. She noticed the vague outline of the blonde woman in the blue dress in front of her. She felt something warm spilling over her body, and for a moment, it felt nice—warming her as the icy wind beat at her wounded body—but then, the sweet, powerful scent hit her. 
 
    It was her own blood. And there was so much of it. 
 
    “He’s not here! Where is he?” one of the men yelled. 
 
    “He was right there,” the blonde woman said, her voice rising in fear. 
 
    Rose thought she heard footsteps. Quick, uneven footsteps. Running. Then, she saw someone encircle his arms around the blonde woman, jerking her back against his dark form. She heard the woman gasp, and then, she smelled more blood. Human blood. The woman’s blood. Everything seemed to fade in and out as Rose blinked slowly, barely able to stay conscious. After a few moments, filled with the sounds of soft, intermittent moans, Rose noticed the woman’s body collapse in front of her, dark red blood spilling into the snow. She looked up at the dark form behind her, watching as he stepped over the woman’s corpse. 
 
    Aaron crouched in front of her, his black eyes widening in horror. Blood coated his face, dripping onto his white T-shirt. “You let them stake you?” 
 
    Rose would have rolled her eyes, if she had any strength left. “Oh, yeah,” she said sarcastically, her words slurring, “I let them. I said, ‘Hey, why don’t you shove a big piece of wood in my chest? I think that would be fun. Don’t you?’” 
 
    He scowled at her sarcasm. “You’re dying. You realize that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said weakly. “I’ve done this before.” 
 
    Aaron growled at her, “Would you stop making jokes?” 
 
    “No. I’ll be spouting off sarcastic remarks on my deathbed. Or death-stone. Get it? Death stone?” she slurred. “Because I’m lying against a stone?” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “I get it. I just don’t think it’s funny.” 
 
    “Everything feels fuzzy,” Rose sighed. “How long do I have left?” 
 
    Aaron stared at the stake. “I need to get that out of you.” 
 
    “If you remove it, I’ll bleed out faster,” Rose told him. 
 
    “You’re dying anyway,” he told her. “That stake is in your heart.” 
 
    “With the size of the thing, I doubt there’s anything left of my heart,” Rose commented tiredly. “Hearts aren’t that big, you know. About the size of a fist.” 
 
    “Anatomy? That’s what you want to talk about as you die?” Aaron asked. 
 
    She sighed, “Tell Kallias that I…” 
 
    “You can tell him yourself,” Aaron growled. He leaned forward and wrapped his hands around the wooden stake. His dark gaze shifted up to meet hers. “You need to brace yourself. This is going to be extremely painful.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Rose said weakly. “Pain doesn’t scare me anymore.” 
 
    Her scream echoed throughout the cemetery as he ripped out the stake. 
 
    Aaron tossed the blood-and-flesh-covered stake aside and bit into his own wrist. “Feed! Now!” he growled, pressing his wrist against her mouth. 
 
    Aaron felt his stomach sink with dread as he waited for her to react. Her body slumped back against the tombstone behind her, and her eyes slid closed. He waited, listening for her heartbeat, watching for even a hint of movement, but there was nothing. He sighed, thinking that she must have died already, but then, he felt her cold lips close around the holes in his wrist, and she began to feed. 
 
    Aaron tilted his head back, breathing out, his breath fogging in the air, like white smoke, as Rose swallowed her first mouthful of his blood. His mind whirled as the endorphins began to take effect. It had been so long since he allowed someone to feed from him. He’d almost forgotten how it actually felt. 
 
    Her mouth felt cold against his skin. Too cold, Aaron realized, his brows creasing in concern. As a matter of fact, even as she fed, she grew colder, and she sucked slower and slower, most of the blood spilling out over her lips and face. He glanced at her, noticing the ashen tint of her skin. She was dying still. 
 
    “You’re not getting blood fast enough,” he said, even though he wasn’t sure if she could hear him or not. He leaned forward and pulled the silver dagger from her belt. Then, he lifted the blade and, with one swift motion, sliced open his neck. The blood poured out rapidly over his skin, soaking into his white shirt. He gathered her into his arms and pulled her into his lap. “Feed from my neck.” 
 
    She slumped weakly against him, her eyes still closed, and for a moment, he worried that it was too late for even her instincts to save her. But then, she shifted her head, pressing her face against the blood, inhaling. Then, finally she pulled back and sank her fangs into his neck, ripping a larger wound in his skin. 
 
    Aaron growled at the pain. But soon, those pleasant sensations returned, replacing the pain, overriding his conscious thoughts, the pain forgotten. He felt the soft, gentle vibration of her moans against his neck. He groaned and sank his fingers into her hair, clutching her to him, as she drank his blood mercilessly, draining him much faster than any vampire should. He couldn’t quite remember why he needed to stop her, as she grew stronger and he grew weaker. He felt her shifting in his lap, straddling his hips, moving sensually against him, and he realized that she was much less restrained as she fed, much wilder, much more animalistic, much more like a vampire. A wave of drowsiness washed over him. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “You’re draining me,” he grunted, jerking back on her hair to pull her mouth away from his neck. He lifted his eyebrows at her when she growled and tried to fight her way back to his neck. “That’s enough.” 
 
    Her violently flashing, crimson gaze shifted toward him. 
 
    He froze, his eyes widening in shock, as he watched the red haze swirl and dance within her eyes. “You’re her,” he gasped. “The one from the legends.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, blood dripping from her mouth, as she watched him with her inhuman gaze. “What legends?” she said in an eerie tone. 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered, standing and putting space between them. 
 
    As the adrenaline rush began to fade, and her animalistic instincts began to recede in her mind, Rose collapsed against the tombstone again, the pain and weakness rushing back into her body, all at once. “I’m still dying, aren’t I?” 
 
    Aaron stared down at her, at the gaping hole in her chest and the blood still oozing from it. “Probably. You’re lucky that you’re even alive right now.”  
 
    She tilted her head back, blinking up at the black, cloud-covered sky, and she growled—the agonized growl of a wounded animal. “I’m so hungry!” 
 
    “Sorry, sweetheart,” Aaron said dryly. “I don’t have any more to give.” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze back toward him, considering how he looked, standing several feet away from her, his hand braced against a tall cross statue. His usually dark skin looked pale now, grayish, and a layer of cold sweat gleamed on his skin as the moonlight reflected off of it. His white T-shirt looked nearly black from all of the blood that had soaked into it—both hers and his. She licked her lips, tasting the blood that still coated her mouth. “Thank you,” she said weakly. 
 
    His dark gaze shifted toward her. “For what?” 
 
    “Trying to save me,” she sighed, leaning her head back against the stone. 
 
    Aaron watched her for a moment, his brows furrowed, as if he were intrigued by her reaction. “You’re still alive,” he muttered. “That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you think I might survive?” Rose asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that I hope you do,” Aaron corrected. 
 
    Rose heard the rush of movement through the cemetery less than a second before Kallias appeared before her, his brown eyes wide with horror. 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias breathed. He knelt in front of her, the bottom of his leather jacket scraping the snow. His golden skin turned several shades paler as he gaped at the gruesome wound in her chest. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, drawing out the word. “Do you remember when I told you that nothing would happen to me tonight? It turns out…I was wrong.” 
 
    “Your heart is barely beating,” Kallias realized. 
 
    “You’re supposed to say, ‘I told you so,’” Rose informed him. 
 
    Kallias ignored her remarks, his pulse racing, as he stared at the hole where her heart should’ve been. “I came as soon as I felt your pain,” he breathed, “but I was too far away.” A haunted look came over his eyes. “I could feel you dying.” 
 
    Rose’s brows creased with sympathy. “It’s okay. I’m all right now.” 
 
    “No, she’s not,” Aaron told Kallias. “She could still die.” 
 
    Rose glared at the ancient vampire. “No one asked for your input.” 
 
    As soon as he heard Aaron’s distinct, thickly-accented voice ringing through the icy air, Kallias stood and spun toward him, his eyes narrowing. “What the hell happened?” he snarled. “You said that you would protect her.” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me, Greek,” Aaron growled, dropping his hand to his side, even though he was still a little unsteady on his feet. He pinned Kallias with his steely, black gaze. “I did everything in my power to save your stupid girlfriend. I even gave her my blood, and I never give anyone my blood.” 
 
    “Stupid?” Rose repeated in disbelief. “I have a genius-level IQ.” 
 
    Aaron’s dark gaze shifted toward her. “Yeah?” he said. “Well, what kind of genius lets a group of humans shove a wooden stake into her heart?” 
 
    Kallias turned back toward her, frowning. “Humans did this to you?” 
 
    Before Rose could answer that question, a series of noises drew her attention—the thud of boots, the crackling of branches, and then, the crunch of snow. Unable to even move her head, much less any other part of her body, Rose watched out of the corner of her eye as Kara jumped from the nearest tree, landing in the snow on the other side of Kallias and Aaron. For several moments, Kara said nothing. She just stared at Rose, her light blue eyes wide with shock. 
 
    “Kara,” Aaron sighed. He seemed relieved to see her. He turned toward her. “I need to know something. Does Alana have any humans working for her?” 
 
    Kara didn’t even seem to hear him. She just continued to stare at Rose. 
 
    Aaron raised his voice. “Kara! I need you to answer my question.” 
 
    Rose stared back at Kara, stunned by the raw emotion that she could see flashing in Kara’s piercing, blue eyes. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think that Kara was worried. Maybe even terrified. But surely, Kara wouldn’t feel something that strongly for her, Rose thought. They’d only met recently, after all. 
 
    “Kara,” Aaron growled, losing patience. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “What do you think is wrong with me?” Kara snapped, her low, melodic voice echoing through the cemetery as she practically screamed the words. She’d spun toward Aaron so suddenly, her eyes narrowed, her fists clenched at her sides. Her chest rose and fell quickly with her shallow, erratic breathing. She didn’t seem to realize that she’d snapped until afterward, though, as her gaze darted back toward Rose, her brows furrowing. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She was attacked by humans,” Aaron growled, his eyebrows raised, “which is why I need to know: does Alana have any humans working for her?” 
 
    “Just one,” Kara said, still watching Rose. “He’s a government official.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” Kallias asked suspiciously. 
 
    Kara looked at him, a look of disbelief twisting at her face. “Don’t you have better things to do right now?” she snarled. “Like…worry about Rose?” 
 
    Kallias seemed taken aback. All of the suspicion and bitterness seemed to have rushed out of him, all of the sudden. “You’re right,” he admitted quietly. 
 
    “You’re sure that it’s just that one?” Aaron asked Kara. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, turning back toward him. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because, like I said, we were attacked by humans,” Aaron said irritably. 
 
    Kallias frowned. “Well, you told me that Rose was staked. A wooden stake—that sounds like a weapon that superstitious lunatics would use. Vampire attacks have been all over the news. Maybe this had nothing to do with Alana.” 
 
    “Are they really superstitious lunatics, if they’re right?” Rose remarked. 
 
    Aaron nodded, agreeing with Kallias. “I thought the same thing,” he said. “But the human who started the attack said that Alana brought her here.” 
 
    “She also pretended to be chained up,” Rose added. 
 
    Kara glanced down at the corpse of the human woman. She stepped toward the human, cocking her head to the side. “This one?” she asked Aaron. 
 
    Aaron nodded. “Yes, she’s the one who mentioned Alana.” 
 
    Kara crouched beside the woman’s corpse, her leather pants stretching tight over her thighs. She studied the woman for a moment, and then, she leaned forward, pressing her hands into the snow, and sniffed the woman’s body. 
 
    Rose frowned. “Um…Kara, what are you doing?” 
 
    Kara leaned back on her heels and sighed. “Alana hasn’t even touched this woman,” she assured them, standing and dusting the snow off of her hands. 
 
    Aaron nodded. “You’re positive?” he asked her. 
 
    “I am absolutely positive,” Kara confirmed, crossing her arms across her chest. “There isn’t even a hint of Alana’s scent on that woman’s body.” 
 
    Kallias frowned. “So, why would she say that Alana brought her here?” 
 
    “To cover up the truth,” Kara said easily. “She must have known somehow that Alana and Aaron are at war right now, and she was using that.” 
 
    “But how would she know that we are at war?” Aaron asked her. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “That,” she sighed, “I don’t know.” 
 
    The snow crunched as Erik approached, finally catching up with them. Kara glanced at him as he scowled at her. “You ran off and left me,” he muttered. 
 
    Kara shrugged unapologetically, but despite her attempt to hide it, a hint of emotion flashed in her eyes. “You weren’t moving fast enough,” she said. 
 
    Erik’s frown deepened. “That wasn’t fast enough?” he asked in disbelief. “I mean, I know you were worried that something had happened to Rose, but…” he trailed off, his nostrils flaring, as he realized how much blood he smelled. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at Kara. “You were worried about me?” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted toward Rose, and she swallowed uneasily as she noticed the bluish tint of Rose’s skin. “I’m still worried,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise, not sure how to respond to that confession. 
 
    “Holy shit, Rose,” Erik said, gaping at her. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “She let some humans stake her,” Aaron said harshly. 
 
    “Once again,” Rose grumbled, “I didn’t let them do anything.” 
 
    “You just stood there while they staked you,” Aaron argued. 
 
    Rose pushed back, trying to pull herself into a more dignified position, but her body didn’t move at all. As her blood drained out of her body, pouring out of the massive wound in her chest, her strength drained as well, leaving her unable to move. It was only a matter of time, she realized, before she would once again lose consciousness. “I was checking on one of the humans. She got stabbed during the attack,” she explained tiredly. “I wanted to make sure she was okay.” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow. “One of the humans that was trying to kill you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose answered, scowling at him. “What does that matter?” 
 
    Kallias raked his fingers through his long, brown hair, sighing in frustration. “Rose, you stopped to check on a human that was trying to kill you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said, narrowing her eyes at him as well. Unfortunately, the fact that she could barely stay conscious took a tiny bit of the edge off of her murderous glare. “Why is everyone acting like I did something unusual? Kallias…you don’t kill humans either. You, of all people, should understand.” 
 
    “I don’t kill innocent humans,” Kallias corrected, his eyes wide, “but if it’s between me and them, you better believe that it won’t be me who dies.” 
 
    “This isn’t helping anything,” Kara said to Kallias and Aaron. “So, she made a decision that got her injured. What I want to know,” she paused, shifting her body toward Aaron, her eyes narrowing, “is: why didn’t you kill the humans?” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Are you questioning me?” 
 
    Kara didn’t budge under his intimidating glare. She stared him down, her shoulders rolled back, her chin lifted, her body language conveying complete and utter confidence. “Yes,” she growled. “That is exactly what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Kara,” Aaron said slowly, as if he were warning her. 
 
    “I serve you because I respect you, Aaron, not because you scare me,” Kara informed him, her icy blue eyes flashing defiantly. “You promised me that you would protect her, and I trusted you. So, I want to know why you didn’t.” 
 
    “I did protect her,” Aaron argued. “I gave her my blood.” 
 
    “Believe me. That didn’t go unnoticed,” Kara assured him. “I know that you never give anyone your blood, so I appreciate that you did it for her. But you said that you would protect her. Not save her after she’s been nearly killed.” 
 
    Aaron sighed, clearly not wanting to tell anyone what happened to him. 
 
    So, Rose did it for him. “He was unconscious when I was attacked.” 
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose, her brows furrowing. “Unconscious?” 
 
    “How was he unconscious?” Kallias asked, echoing Kara’s confusion. 
 
    Aaron shot an irritated glare in Rose’s direction and slid his hand into his pocket. “Because of this,” he said, pulling out a long, thin syringe. 
 
    Kallias frowned at him. “What is it?” 
 
    Kara stepped forward and took the syringe out of Aaron’s hand. She turned it over in her hand, examining it, and then, she lifted it to her nose and sniffed it. “It’s human blood,” she realized, “and it’s laced with a sedative.” 
 
    Kallias’s frown deepened. “That doesn’t sound like the kind of weapon that a group of superstitious humans would use,” he said suspiciously. 
 
    Erik nodded in agreement. “How did they know that would work?” 
 
    Kara handed the syringe back to Aaron and cast another glance back at the dead body lying on the ground. “Obviously, we’re not dealing with a group of superstitious humans. These humans know exactly what they’re doing.” 
 
    “But if that’s true,” Kallias argued, “why would they use a stake?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “To keep up the ruse. They clearly wanted us to write them off as lunatics, like we almost did. They figured that if we found a vampire staked through the heart, we wouldn’t look past the surface of what happened.” 
 
    Kallias gave her a skeptical look. “They didn’t expect us to ask questions once we realized that they used drugged blood to knock out an ancient vampire?” 
 
    “I don’t think they expected us to realize that,” Kara explained. 
 
    “She’s right,” Rose agreed. Her voice sounded strange to her ears—too low and lethargic. “They came to kill Aaron. No one would have ever known that they knocked him out first. They’d just know that someone killed him.” 
 
    “If they were here to kill Aaron,” Erik asked, “why did they stake you?” 
 
    “Because I’m a vampire,” Rose answered, remembering the way one of the humans had sneered the word. “They would have left me, if I were human.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Aaron asked curiously. 
 
    “They hate vampires,” Rose stated. Then, realizing that the others didn’t understand her certainty, she added, “Do you know how sometimes you can just tell that someone hates what you are? Not by what they say, but how they say it?” 
 
    “No,” Aaron muttered impatiently. 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said quietly, staring at Rose, “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Then, trust me,” Rose said, holding her gaze, “these humans hated us.” 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms across his blood-soaked T-shirt. “Okay,” he said slowly, “but I still don’t understand how these humans knew so much about us.” 
 
    Kara glanced at him for a moment, her brows furrowed, as if she were thinking deeply about something. She turned, her intense, light blue gaze shifting toward the woman lying on the ground. “This woman on the ground—she is the one who injected you with the drugged blood, right?” she asked Aaron. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said, raising an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    Kara stepped toward the corpse and crouched down beside it again. She reached out with her forefinger and tilted the woman’s head to the side. Blood seeped into the snow, oozing from the jagged bite wound in the woman’s neck. Kara frowned and leaned forward over the woman, suddenly busying herself with stripping the drenched blue dress off of the woman’s body. 
 
    Erik watched her with a raised eyebrow. “You’re undressing a dead body again?” he asked playfully. “Kara, I’m really starting to wonder about you.” 
 
    Kara ignored his teasing. “I’m looking for something.” 
 
    “Well, at least she’s too dead to freeze to death,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Kara set the dress aside and knelt closer to the corpse, examining the woman’s skin, searching for something. She flipped the body over and froze as she saw the familiar tattoo at the base of the woman’s spine. “There it is.” 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Kallias asked, stunned. 
 
    Aaron stepped forward, his eyes widening. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    Rose tried to lift herself higher against the stone, straining to see the mysterious thing that had shocked everyone. She groaned as she failed miserably. “Could someone tell me what you’re all staring at? Since I’m kind of dying over here…” 
 
    “I really wish you wouldn’t make jokes about dying,” Kallias complained. 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted toward Rose, and her brows creased with fear and pain as her gaze lingered on the bleeding hole in Rose’s chest. “It’s a tattoo of the sun with flames inside of it and around it. It’s the mark of the Assassins.” 
 
    “Ah, the Assassins,” Rose repeated dryly. “That’s not vague at all.” 
 
    “The Assassins of Light,” Erik said, “was the name of an order of monks who devoted themselves to eradicating all vampires back in the 1700s.” 
 
    “Hmm, she didn’t really look like a monk to me,” Rose quipped. 
 
    Erik snorted. “Yeah,” he agreed. “I seem to remember the monks having a distinct lack of breasts.” 
 
    “They weren’t Assassins,” Aaron insisted. “They couldn’t have been.” 
 
    Kallias frowned at him. “How do you explain the tattoo, then?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she saw it somewhere.” 
 
    “That sounds like an awfully big coincidence,” Rose said skeptically. 
 
    “The Assassins of Light haven’t existed for over three hundred years,” Aaron said between clenched teeth. “I know because I killed all of them.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Kara agreed. “I was with him. We killed every one of them.” 
 
    “That explains why they disappeared so suddenly,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Rose concentrated as intensely as she could, desperately trying to remain conscious, as her mind grew fuzzy and the voices around her began to sound like unintelligible gibberish. “Maybe,” she trailed off, pausing to gasp for breath. 
 
    One moment, Rose saw Kara crouched beside the corpse of the human woman, and the next, she found Kara knelt right in front of her. She frowned, frustrated by how fragmented and incomplete everything seemed. Kara lifted her hand and placed it on Rose’s face, tilting her head back against the tombstone. She watched in confusion as Kara’s lips moved, but she heard only garbled noise. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara whispered, her brows creased with worry. She rubbed her thumb over the cold, soft skin of Rose’s cheek. “You have to relax, okay?” 
 
    “She’s losing too much blood,” Aaron pointed out. “She can’t heal.” 
 
    “We need to get her inside,” Kallias said, “and bandage her wounds.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rose tried again, even as her vision blurred, turning black at the edges, “you missed someone. Maybe the order continued without the ones that you killed.” Her words slurred lethargically. “And they’ve just been waiting.” 
 
    “Waiting for what?” Aaron asked, his brows furrowing. 
 
    Rose blinked slowly as she tried to concentrate on the conversation, rather than the steady cadence of Kara’s heart, the soft rush of Kara’s blood through the arteries of her wrist—her wrist which was currently so close to Rose’s face. “The first signs of war,” Rose said finally, “which is what Alana gave them.” 
 
    Aaron straightened. “We need to lock down the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    Rose turned her face into Kara’s hand and inhaled her scent, the sweet, sensual scent of her blood and her body. “You smell so good,” she whispered. 
 
    Kara swallowed, heat rushing through her body, despite the bitter cold. 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened as he felt Rose’s emotions. He stepped forward, his boots crunching in the snow. “Kara, you might want to get away from her.” 
 
    “Unless you want her to drain every drop of blood from your body,” Aaron muttered, reaching up to touch the partially-healed wound on his neck. 
 
    Kara shuddered as Rose licked her wrist. “If it would help her…” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “You are not letting her drain you,” he snarled, stepping forward and dragging her away from Rose. “I need your help tonight.” 
 
    Rose fell back against the tombstone as he pulled Kara away from her. 
 
    Kara jerked her arm out of Aaron’s hold but didn’t even spare a glance in Aaron’s direction. She just stared down at Rose, her brows creased in concern as she watched Rose struggle to remain conscious, despite her gruesome injury. 
 
    “Kara,” Aaron said, scowling as she continued to stare at Rose. “I need you to inform everyone that I am closing down the Tomb of Blood for the night. No one will be able to enter or leave until sunset tomorrow. Don’t mention the attack or the Assassins of Light. Just tell them that there is…a security threat.” His eyes narrowed when she didn’t respond. “Kara, are you listening to me?” 
 
    Her icy blue eyes shifted toward him. “Couldn’t someone else do it?” 
 
    “No,” Aaron growled. “What the hell is wrong with you, Kara?” 
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose, worry twisting at her expression. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes as he realized why she didn’t want to leave. “Kara, I need you to focus. Stop worrying about her. This entire colony could be in danger of an attack. I need you to help me secure the Tomb of Blood. Damn it. You’re the one person I can usually count on to not get emotionally involved.” 
 
    Kara glanced back at him. “I’m not emotionally involved.” 
 
    “Then, get down to the tombs,” Aaron growled. 
 
    “Fine. Just…” Kara sighed sadly, “Can you give me a minute?” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes and waved his hand, gesturing for her to hurry. 
 
    Kara stepped forward and fell to her knees in front of Rose, her breath catching in her throat, as she stared worriedly at the gruesome, bleeding hole in Rose’s chest. The scent of Rose’s blood swirled around her, igniting an intense, primal hunger inside of her, but the fear that Kara felt as she watched the blood pour over Rose’s jacket and shirt kept that hunger at bay. She lifted her face, staring into Rose’s swirling, red eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    Rose frowned, and then, slowly and weakly, she lifted her hand to touch Kara’s face, watching as Kara’s eyes fluttered closed. “Why do you look so sad?” 
 
    Kara reached up and covered Rose’s hand with her own. “You have to stop wasting your strength like this,” she said worriedly. But then, she turned her face and pressed her soft, warm lips against Rose’s wrist. Rose’s chest tightened with emotion, a strange warmth unfurling through her cold, weak body, as she watched Kara kiss her wrist. Kara’s lips lingered there for a while, warm and wet against Rose’s skin. Kara’s eyes were closed, her brows furrowed, as if she were in deep pain. Then, finally, Kara pulled back. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    “But…why?” Rose said bewilderedly, her words slurring drowsily. 
 
    “I should have been here when this happened,” Kara said quietly, practically whispering. “I promised to protect you, and…I failed. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Rose tried to shake her head, but she was too weak. “You…didn’t fail.” 
 
    Kara once again turned her face into Rose’s wrist, and then, with her warm, soft lips brushing against Rose’s wrist, she murmured something in a language that Rose didn’t understand. Rose listened, mesmerized by the beautiful, lilting tone of Kara’s voice. Kara spoke the unfamiliar words as if she were reciting poetry, the icy wind whistling in the background. When she finished reciting the foreign, poetic words, she stood and turned away, purposely avoiding Rose’s gaze. Her sleek, blue-streaked, dark hair fell around her face as she began to walk toward the mausoleum. Kara had only taken a few steps before someone grabbed her arm, pulling her to a stop. She turned around, frowning, as she realized that Kallias was the one who had stopped her. “Yes?” she said. 
 
    Kallias seemed nervous. “She’ll be okay,” he said quietly, as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear him. “And…if anything changes, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Kara couldn’t have been more surprised. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kallias nodded, shifting uncomfortably on his feet, and stepped back. 
 
    Rose watched, bewildered and barely conscious, as Kara disappeared into the mausoleum. She looked at Erik. “What was that thing that she was saying?” 
 
    Erik smiled. “It was an Old Norse prayer,” he explained. He moved to her side and knelt down beside her. He tapped his forefinger against Rose’s wrist, which lay idly by her side. “It was a prayer for the person’s safety and well-being. Traditionally, it was spoken into the pulse. Because the pulse represents life.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head to the side, her messy, red hair shifting over her shoulder. “I didn’t think she was religious,” she said, her voice hoarse and weak. 
 
    “She’s not,” Erik sighed, his brows creasing. “She’s just afraid for you.” 
 
    Rose just stared at him, too surprised and too weak to form words. 
 
    “Eh…don’t tell her I told you that,” he mumbled. “She’d kill me.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched into a tired smile. “I never say this, but I should: I’m grateful to have you as a friend. You’re annoying. But I appreciate you.” 
 
    Erik’s eyebrows lifted. “Holy shit. You are dying, aren’t you?” 
 
    Practically on cue, Rose suddenly slumped forward, falling unconscious. 
 
    Erik caught her before she fell into the snow, his eyes widening, as he glanced down at her limp, motionless form. “Uh, Kallias,” he called, tensing as he felt her warm blood spilling over him. “We should probably get her inside.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Aaron told them. “Get her into bed and out of those wet clothes. I’ll send someone to your room to bandage her wounds. And then, later, once I am fully healed from her earlier feeding, I will give her more of my blood.” 
 
    Kallias’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “If anyone’s blood can heal her, it’s mine.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Why are you helping her?” 
 
    Aaron stared at Kallias for a moment. “The first reason is simple: she’s a member of the Tomb of Blood now, which means she’s under my protection.” 
 
    “And the second reason?” Kallias prompted. 
 
    Aaron smirked. “We always take good care of our weapons, don’t we?” 
 
    Kallias froze, his eyes widening in shock. “Fuck you,” he snarled. 
 
    Aaron laughed. “Hey, I’m willing if you are,” he quipped. He performed a sarcastic bow and began trudging through the snow, toward the mausoleum. 
 
    Erik frowned worriedly. “What did that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” Kallias growled, “that Aaron knows what Rose is.” 
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 Frankenstein’s Monster 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What have you done?” Aaron breathed. 
 
    “What? You didn’t like it?” Alana asked. She continued to scrub at a large, crimson bloodstain on her bulky, gray dress, barely even acknowledging his presence. A smile curved at her lips. “I thought it was kind of beautiful.” 
 
    Aaron stepped into the small, candlelit temple with her, clenching his fists at his sides as he tried to control his volatile anger. “There are corpses hanging from the trees,” he growled. “You massacred the entire village, Alana.” 
 
    She shrugged. “They were involved in slave trade.” 
 
    “The entire village, Alana,” Aaron growled. “You killed all of them.” 
 
    Alana looked up at him and smiled. “I know. I was there.” 
 
    His anger snapping, Aaron raced toward her and slammed her against the wall. She hit the wall with so much force that the shrine beside her toppled and fell, the clay statue shattering on the ground. “You haven’t even been a vampire for one night yet,” he snarled, “and you’ve already slaughtered a village.” 
 
    Alana tilted her head back against the wall, staring up into his furious, black eyes. His long, curly black hair hung around his face, brushing the collar of his tan, linen shirt. She flashed a taunting smile at him. “What’s wrong? Are you regretting your decision? Do you wish that you would have left me dead?” 
 
    “I can kill you just as easily as I created you,” Aaron warned. 
 
    “Then, do it. Kill me,” Alana hissed against his lips. “I dare you.” 
 
    Aaron released her and stepped back, watching as she tossed her head back and laughed, as if his threat had been the most hilarious thing in the world. A cold wave of horror washed over him as he realized that he’d made a terrible mistake in turning this woman into a vampire. “You’re insane,” he realized. 
 
    She stepped away from the wall, her dark blue eyes sparkling. “Well, what did you expect, darling?” she asked as she closed the space between them, a seductive smile curling at the edges of her lips. “You found me naked and chained up in a barn, like an animal. Did you expect me to be all happy and nice?” 
 
    “I expected you to use your power wisely,” Aaron corrected. 
 
    “I am using it wisely,” Alana insisted. “I am using it for vengeance.” 
 
    “Vengeance isn’t wise,” Aaron told her. “Trust me. I would know.” 
 
    “Why?” Alana asked. She tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair spilling over her shoulder. She smiled. “Do you have a dark secret, Aaron?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said, “and you’re making the same mistake that I made.” 
 
    “Then, you,” Alana said, poking his chest, “have no room to talk.” 
 
    “Alana, listen to me,” Aaron sighed. “If you don’t let this go, that need for vengeance will consume you. It will destroy everyone and everything around you. And then, eventually, everyone who hurt you will be dead, but your pain will still exist. You’ll have no one left to punish for it, and it will drive you mad.” 
 
    “No worries, then,” Alana giggled. “I went mad a long time ago.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I won’t tolerate this, Alana. I know that you’re angry about what happened to you when you were human, but your human life is over now. You need to let it go. If you want to kill the ones who hurt you, do it. But don’t slaughter entire villages. You’re jeopardizing the safety of all vampires, and I don’t have time to clean up your messes. So, let this go. Quickly.” 
 
    Her blue eyes flashed with fury. “You won’t tolerate this?” she growled. “Am I still a slave, Aaron? Are you my master now? Because—correct me if I’m wrong—but I could’ve sworn that when you found me, you told me I was free.” 
 
    “I made you a vampire so that you could never be hurt like that again,” Aaron growled at her. “I’m not usually a kind person, but…what they did to you was sickening. So, yes, I freed you, but I expect you to use your freedom wisely. If you continue this reckless behavior, I will have no choice but to kill you.” 
 
    Alana leaned closer to him, her small, soft body pressing against his. She looped her arms around his neck and pulled his face closer to hers, as if she were going to kiss him. “Then, you might as well kill me now,” she whispered against his lips. “When I was a defenseless, little human, this world took everything from me. It stripped me of my family, my possessions, my clothes, my virginity…even my will. So, now, I will take everything from it. I will tear this world apart.” 
 
    “That is insane,” Aaron said, his brows creased with worry. “There are specific people who are responsible for your pain. Direct your anger toward them.” 
 
    “The world is responsible,” Alana argued, her breath hitting his lips with each word. “The world that allows slave trade. The world that allows rape. The world that allows war. The world that allows people to take what they want. The world that looks away and pretends not to see when people suffer. This entire world is responsible for what happened to me, and this entire world will suffer.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her, his dark eyes wide. “You’re a monster.” 
 
    Alana leaned forward and captured his lips with her own, her lips soft and wet against his. She kissed him slowly, allowing him to taste the blood in her mouth, and then, finally, she pulled back. She smiled when she saw the desire that burned in his dark eyes. She dropped her arms and took a step backward. 
 
    “You’re right,” Alana said, a seductive smile curling at her lips. “I am a monster. And when I tear your world apart, just remember…you created me.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Aaron awoke to the sound of footsteps, thudding softly through the tunnel, moving slowly toward him. He stared up at the vaulted dirt ceiling of his room as the vampire approached. “Kara,” he said, “why are you in my room?” 
 
    “I have information,” Kara answered, “about the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    Aaron raised up in bed, the sheets pooling around his waist, and he dragged his hand through his curly, black hair. His dark gaze shifted toward the opening of the tunnel, where Kara stood with her arms crossed across her black tank top, her black-and-blue hair spilling around her shoulders. The skin around her light blue eyes looked purplish and bruised, as if she hadn’t slept during the day. And based on the time that flashed on the clock beside his bed, she hadn’t. 
 
    He climbed out of bed, scooping up a pair of jeans from the floor and stepping into them. “Shouldn’t you have been sleeping, instead of questioning people about the Assassins of Light?” he asked as he zipped up the black jeans. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” Kara sighed, a hint of anguish flashing in her eyes. 
 
    Aaron just stared at her for a moment. “Because of Rose?” 
 
    Kara pursed her lips. “It doesn’t matter why.” 
 
    He tugged a navy-blue T-shirt on over his head, mussing his already unruly, black curls. “She survived the night,” he told Kara. “That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “I know,” she said stoically. “Erik kept me updated.” 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms and sat down on the edge of his bed. “So, what did you find out that was so important that you had to wake me before sunset?” 
 
    “One of the original Assassins is still alive,” Kara informed him. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “That’s impossible,” he insisted. “You know it’s impossible. You and I hunted them together. We killed every last one of them.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Kara hinted, “it’s been three hundred years…” 
 
    Aaron felt a cold wave of shock wash over him as he realized what she was suggesting. “Are you saying that one of them became a vampire?” 
 
    She nodded. “His name is Isaac Attwood.” 
 
    “Did your sources know where we could find him?” he asked. 
 
    “Last seen in London,” Kara confirmed. “He’s been hiding.” 
 
    “From us, I assume,” Aaron said, nodding. “We need to find him.” 
 
    “I already have someone working on it,” she assured him. 
 
    Aaron frowned thoughtfully. “The Assassins of Light hated vampires. They believed that we were evil. Why would one of them become a vampire?” 
 
    “My guess?” Kara asked, her eyebrows lifting. “It wasn’t his choice.” 
 
    “You think someone turned him for revenge?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s exactly what I think.” 
 
    Aaron stood and walked over to the wall of computer screens. He typed something on the keyboard, and the computer screens flipped on, displaying various views of the cemetery and the Tomb of Blood. “Do me a favor?” he asked. “Find me someone to feed from. Your girlfriend took a lot out of me.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Rose isn’t my girlfriend, and you know it.” 
 
    “What I know,” Aaron said, glancing back at her, “is that the last time I saw you this emotionally-attached to someone was when you were with Alana.” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted down, toward her boots. “Rose isn’t Alana.” 
 
    “No,” Aaron agreed, “because Rose might actually love you back.” 
 
    She swallowed. “You know me, Aaron,” she said, flashing a fake smile. “I don’t fall in love. I sleep with a lot of women, and then, I’m done with them.” 
 
    “I know you well enough to know that’s all an act,” Aaron corrected. 
 
    Kara sighed, “What are you afraid of, Aaron?” 
 
    “You’re useful to me,” he answered. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Kara laughed, as if that were absolutely absurd. “What do you think I’m going to do?” she scoffed. “Give myself over to Alana in order to save Rose?” 
 
    Aaron turned toward her, scowling at her. “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose awoke with a sharp cry as she immediately became aware of the agonizing pain aching and burning throughout her chest. She stared at the white ceiling with wide, azure eyes, gasping for air, too weak to move a single muscle. 
 
    Erik scrambled off of the other bed, tossing the remote control onto the nightstand with a loud clack, and he ran to her side, leaning over her, his green eyes wide with worry. “Kallias!” he called toward the bathroom. “She’s awake!” 
 
    Rose noticed the sound of running water—the shower, she assumed—in the background, and then, after Erik called out to Kallias, the sound of a knob turning. The sound of the running water grew quieter until it disappeared completely. She tensed as another wave of pain shot through her body. “Erik,” she gasped, glancing down at her bandaged body. “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    Erik sat down in the office chair beside the bed and leaned forward, propping his forearms on the mattress. He snorted at her distorted priorities. “A garbage can, I assume. There wasn’t much left of them,” he muttered. When she opened her mouth to object, he smiled and held up a finger. “I know what you’re thinking, and let me just put your mind to rest. I haven’t been looking at your half-naked body. You’re not that sexy with that gruesome hole in your chest.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said sarcastically. “You’re making me feel tons better.” 
 
    The bathroom door opened, allowing soap-scented steam to permeate the air, and then, Kallias stepped out, toweling his hair dry, his black T-shirt and jeans damp and sticking to his skin. Erik moved out of his way as Kallias set aside the towel and knelt at Rose’s side. His long, brown hair dripped with water still. “Rose,” he breathed, a relieved smile pulling at his lips. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Try not to sound so surprised,” Rose muttered dryly. 
 
    “If you could see how nasty that wound is, you’d understand,” Erik said. 
 
    “Again, with the making me feel better,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kallias said suddenly. “I’ve wanted to tell you that all day.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him, her brows furrowing, as she noticed the sadness and frustration in his wide, brown eyes. “Why are you apologizing?” she laughed, wincing as that caused intense pain to lance through her body. “You were right.” 
 
    “I’m apologizing for being such an ass lately,” Kallias corrected. 
 
    She offered him a weak smile. “Stop talking like I’m dying.” 
 
    “But you were dying,” Kallias growled. “And all day, all I could think about was how distant I’ve been lately, and how frustrated I’ve been with you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “And I couldn’t apologize because you wouldn’t wake up,” Kallias continued, his brows creasing in pain. “But now, you’re awake. So…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Rose said dryly. “So, I can die now?” 
 
    “Would you stop making jokes about this?!” Kallias snarled. 
 
    She laughed—that laugh immediately followed by a sharp cry of pain. She flashed a pained smile. “Just making sure you’re still in there,” she quipped. 
 
    “If vampires could age, I’d have gray hair because of you,” Kallias said. 
 
    “If vampires could age, you’d be a fossil by now,” Rose countered. 
 
    “Now that Rose is awake, I think I’m going to go out and celebrate,” Erik announced. “Someone told me about a really nice strip club downtown.” 
 
    Rose turned her head to scowl at Erik, wincing as another wave of pain coursed through her. “Are you really using me as an excuse to go to a strip club?” 
 
    Erik shrugged on his leather jacket and grinned at her. “Yep.” 
 
    Kallias didn’t seem to hear them. “We need to get you some clean bandages,” he said absently. “These are soaked through with blood already.” 
 
    Rose looked up at Kallias, her eyebrows lifting. “There’s a hole in my chest. I don’t think clean bandages are going to make that much of a difference.” 
 
    Kallias wrapped his hand around her smaller, softer hand, another wave of anxiety rushing through him as he noticed how feverish her skin felt. He doubted that was a good sign. “I don’t want to leave. I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Where do you have to go tonight?” 
 
    “I told Aaron that I wouldn’t leave the tombs until your injuries were healed…at least a little more than they are now. And surprisingly, he actually understood,” he said. “So, instead, I’ll go to the bar and question the vampires there, like we did that first night. Maybe I’ll have more success with it tonight.” 
 
    Rose tried to offer him an encouraging smile, but with so much pain coursing through her body, the smile wound up looking a little forced. “Well, in that case, it sounds like you have nothing to worry about. If anything happens, you’ll be right down the hall. You can be here within seconds. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Stop reassuring me,” Kallias said. “I should be me reassuring you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but someone—cough, cough, Kallias—is a perpetual pessimist,” she teased, “so even when I’m totally fine, I have to assure him I’m not dying.” 
 
    “First of all, you’re not totally fine. At all,” Kallias said, scowling at her and suppressing a laugh at the same time, “And second, I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to actually cough when you do that, not just say the word cough.” 
 
    “Oh, nice…give the dying girl a hard time!” Rose complained. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I thought you said that you weren’t dying.” 
 
    She smiled. “Context is everything.” 
 
    He shook his head at her and stood, towering above the bed. His brown eyes flashed with worry again. “Are you sure that you’ll be okay while I’m gone?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she promised. “The worst is over, I think.” 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll stay in bed,” Kallias said, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “I was actually thinking about doing aerobics…and yoga…and running a marathon,” Rose said sarcastically, “even though I can’t even lift my hand.” 
 
    Kallias turned to look at her when he reached the door, his hand on the doorknob. “It’s nice to know that even deadly injuries can’t stop your sarcasm.” 
 
    “Give me sarcasm, or give me death!” Rose exclaimed dramatically. 
 
    Kallias shot a disapproving scowl at her before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Erik approached the vampire slowly, watching as the thin, brunette man knelt over a human’s corpse and sliced two jagged holes in the human’s neck. “So, that’s why none of the victim’s bite marks have healed,” he realized, raising his eyebrow at the vampire. “They’re not really bite marks. Well, not anymore.” 
 
    The vampire rose to his feet, his brown eyes narrowing suspiciously at Erik. “Who are you?” he asked, sweeping his gaze up and down Erik’s body. 
 
    “Erik Olafsson,” Erik answered. He grinned as the man’s eyes widened at the mention of his name. “I’m sure your psychotic boss has mentioned me.” 
 
    Impressively, the man’s eyes widened even more, practically bulging out of his head. He looked past Erik, as if he were looking at someone behind Erik. 
 
    Erik felt a cold wave of dread wash over him. “Who are you looking at?” he asked pointlessly. Because as he asked it, he turned around and saw her. 
 
    “Psychotic?” Alana scolded. “That’s what you call the love of your life?” 
 
    “That’s my nice name for you,” Erik said bitterly. 
 
    Alana leaned against the brick wall behind her, the outer wall of a four-story apartment building. Tonight, she wore a lacy, white dress that hugged her thin figure, with long, lace sleeves covering her arms, and absolutely nothing covering her legs. Her dark blue eyes watched him, sparkling with amusement, and her pale blonde hair spilled over her shoulder, almost as white as the dress. She tapped an uneven rhythm against the wall with her long, glossy fingernails. 
 
    “How long have you been there?” Erik asked after a long moment. 
 
    “The entire time,” she said with a seductive smile, “but you didn’t see me…because I was controlling your mind…preventing you from noticing me.” 
 
    Erik nodded, frustrated by how easily she could manipulate him. “How many times have you done that,” he asked, “in the last twelve hundred years?” 
 
    Alana smiled. “More times than I can count,” she bragged. 
 
    Erik dragged his hand through his wavy, blonde hair. “All of these years, I thought I was free from you, but you were watching me, stalking me…” 
 
    “Of course,” Alana said happily, almost innocently. “I love you.” 
 
    He sighed, “That’s not…love, Alana.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Of course it’s love.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Erik said. “I was hoping that you and I could talk.” 
 
    Alana stepped away from the wall, her white, high-heeled shoes clicking against the pavement as she approached him. “I noticed that you’re alone.” 
 
    He nodded. “I figured you would prefer me that way.” 
 
    She giggled at that. “I do,” she assured him. She glanced past him, at the brown-haired vampire who stood by, watching them. “What are you waiting for, you idiot?” she growled at the man. “I want to be alone with my boyfriend.” 
 
    The man turned about three shades paler and immediately fled the alley. 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “It’s hard to find good help these days.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for trying to replace me,” Erik said with a grin. 
 
    She looked up at him, her dark blue eyes sparkling in the moonlight. She reached up and traced his clean-shaven jaw with her forefinger. “Oh, Erik. I could never replace you,” she murmured, leaning forward on her toes to kiss him. He bent down and returned the kiss, relishing the feel of her soft, wet lips against his. She smiled at him as she pulled back. “Is anyone looking for you?” 
 
    “No,” Erik assured her. “Kallias has other things to worry about.” 
 
    Alana’s smile widened. “Do you want to come back to my place?” 
 
    Erik stepped back, offered her his most charming smile, and then, swept his arm out in a melodramatic yet chivalrous motion. “Lead the way, my lady.” 
 
    Alana giggled, “Still charming, aren’t you?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18 
 
   
 
  

 More Than Infatuation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose’s consciousness continued to fade in and out, and she could feel, instinctually, that her condition was getting worse, not better. When she awoke a second time that night, the first thing that she noticed was the unbearable pain that burned throughout her body, like knives in her chest and fire in her veins. The second thing she noticed was the set of piercing blue eyes that watched her. 
 
    Kara sat on the edge of the other bed, leaning back lazily on her hands, her blue-and-black hair flowing over her right shoulder, as she stared at Rose. She wore an extremely thin leather jacket that hung open over a skintight black shirt that clung to her muscles, and as always, she wore a pair of skintight, black leather pants that molded to every slight curve of her lean hips and legs. She looked prepared to go out into the cold night, and yet, instead, she lounged on the bed, watching Rose with those intense, cornflower-blue eyes of hers. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose rasped, the pain leaving her voice strained and hoarse. She tried—and failed miserably—to push herself into a sitting position. “What are…” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, Kara raced to her side, pressing gently on her shoulder to hold her still. “Don’t. You’ll worsen your injuries.” 
 
    Rose stared up at her. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    Kara tilted her head to the side, her sleek, blue-and-black hair falling over her shoulder. The lines of her face smoothed, and her icy blue eyes softened with affection. “You’re beautiful,” she murmured. “Do you know that?” 
 
    The sudden compliment and the unusual softness in Kara’s expression stunned Rose so much that it took her almost a full minute to respond. “Yeah, right,” she scoffed, laughing nervously. “I’m practically on my deathbed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara agreed. “Your skin is bluish-gray. You have dark circles beneath your eyes. Your lips are as pale as your skin. And…you’re still beautiful.” 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara, blinking slowly, as a warmth unfurled through her body, a pleasant warmth, a warmth completely unrelated to the severe fever that currently plagued her body. “I…” she trailed off, unable to voice a response. 
 
    “Listen,” Kara sighed, “I need to apologize for leaving last night.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Rose said, frowning. “You didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I did have a choice,” Kara argued. “I could have told Aaron no. Or I could have done what he asked and then come back to the room afterward.” 
 
    “There was a lot of blood,” Rose said. “You would’ve been miserable.” 
 
    Kara shook her head. “While yes, that much blood was certainly difficult to be around, especially considering it was your blood and I’m attracted to you…” 
 
    “You are?” Rose interrupted, her cheeks reddening. 
 
    “The blood wasn’t the only reason that I stayed away,” Kara finished. 
 
    Rose watched her curiously. “Well, then, what was the other reason?” 
 
    Kara’s fingers seemed to act of their own accord, her fingertips gently gliding over the bare skin of Rose’s shoulder, raising chill bumps on the pale, sensitive skin, soothing the aches that throbbed in every muscle of Rose’s body. Rose’s eyes fluttered closed as Kara’s featherlight touch affected her on a level she didn’t understand. “You were in so much pain,” Kara sighed, “and you were so weak. I couldn’t watch you suffer like that. I couldn’t watch you…die.” 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, her mouth falling open in surprise. “Kara…” 
 
    Kara forced a fake, pained smile. “But I think I can make it up to you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to make anything up to me,” Rose assured her, her brows furrowing. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You had every right to leave.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Kara said, licking her lips, “I brought someone for you.’ 
 
    “S-someone?” Rose stuttered, glancing around the empty room. 
 
    Kara smiled. “She’s waiting in the hallway with Elise.” 
 
    “Um…when you say that you brought someone for me,” Rose sputtered, her brows creasing with worry, “what exactly do you mean by that?” 
 
    Kara laughed softly. “Nothing like that,” she assured her. “Although…if you want, I do know of a few women who would be more than willing to…” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Rose interrupted. “I appreciate the thought, but…no.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “I have a human friend who is a doctor. From what I understand, she is at the top of her field. And…she knows about us—vampires.” 
 
    “When you say human friend, you mean an ex-girlfriend,” Rose assumed. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “If you want to call her that.” 
 
    “You fed from her,” Rose said. “That’s why she knows about us?” 
 
    “That, and she’s been bound to me once or twice,” she confirmed sheepishly. “Anyway, I snuck her down here to see you. I think she can help.” 
 
    Rose laughed softly, wincing as the laugh caused pain to lance through the sore muscles of her chest and stomach. “You just got into trouble for sneaking us into the Tomb of Blood, and now, you’ve snuck a human in, too?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “Aaron knows how I am. If he were going to kill me for it, he would have killed me centuries ago. He needs me too much.” 
 
    “What exactly do you think a human doctor can do for me?” Rose asked. “I doubt any human hospitals have experience with injuries like this one.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Let’s find out what she can do, shall we?” 
 
    Rose watched nervously as Kara turned and walked toward the door. Kara pulled the door open and ducked her head through the opening. A moment later, she stepped back to allow a woman in a long white coat to slip into the room. The woman wore her brown hair short and cropped closely to her head, and she carried an oversized black bag over her shoulder that looked more like a duffel bag than a medical bag. Her brown eyes scanned the room and froze when they landed on Rose. Her eyebrows lifted, and her mouth dropped open. 
 
    Kara flashed a knowing smile at the woman. “Like what you see?” 
 
    The woman’s face instantly reddened, and she managed to tear her gaze from Rose and shift it toward Kara. “Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s just…you’re all so…” 
 
    Kara smiled indulgently at the doctor. “It’s a vampire thing.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she watched the doctor approach her. She’d known, of course, that humans found vampires attractive, but Rose still had a hard time believing that any humans would find her so attractive, especially when she had a gaping hole in her chest and was practically dying. And yet, every time the woman glanced up at her, a flush would spread across her cheeks. The woman dropped her heavy bag on the empty part of the bed, and the medical tools inside it clanged together quietly. A hospital badge with the name Dr. Nilsen printed on it hung from the woman’s white coat, swaying back and forth as she moved. 
 
    “Hi,” the woman murmured, blushing, as she shifted her gaze back toward Rose. “My name is Liv Nilsen. I’m a physician from one of the local hospitals and a friend of Kara’s. Kara told me about your…predicament.” 
 
    Rose glanced questionably at Kara. 
 
    Kara leaned casually against the wall behind the doctor, her leg bent and the bottom of one of her boots propped against the wall. “She’s referring to your injury,” she provided, smiling, “and the fact that you’re a vampire, of course.” 
 
    The doctor pointed at Rose’s blanket. “Do you mind if take a look?” 
 
    Rose blushed. Even though the bandages covered most of her torso, she was still technically half-naked beneath the blanket. She nodded sheepishly. 
 
    The doctor stepped forward and gently pulled the blanket to rest around Rose’s legs, beneath the waistband of her blue jeans. Despite the heat that burned beneath Rose’s skin, the air that hit her bare skin sent icy chills through her body. The doctor let out a shocked gasp the moment she saw the soaked bandages. “Sorry,” she mumbled, recovering quickly. “It’s just…a lot of blood.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Kara muttered, her gaze darkening hungrily. 
 
    Rose flashed a weak smile. “Hearts tend to bleed a lot.” 
 
    The doctor laughed softly, “I suppose they do.” 
 
    Rose watched as the doctor began to gently unravel the bandages around her stomach. The doctor had a nice smile, Rose realized, the kind of smile that would make a patient feel safe and cared-for. The doctor’s voice was like that, too, smooth and soft with a thick Norwegian accent. Rose wondered if that was why Kara liked the woman: that beautiful smile and soothing voice. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” the doctor asked as she pulled gently at the bandages covering Rose’s chest, slowly revealing the gruesome wound beneath. 
 
    “No, I’m all right,” Rose lied, her voice scratchy and hoarse. 
 
    “She’s lying,” Kara told the doctor. “Look at her. She’s almost in tears.” 
 
    The doctor glanced up at Rose, her brown eyes softening in concern. “I’m sorry,” she said sincerely. “Breathe deeply, okay? I’m almost finished.” 
 
    Rose nodded, tensing as terrible pain tore through her skin. 
 
    “Oh my,” the woman breathed as soon as she managed to uncover the gruesome wound. Her eyes widened dramatically. “Vampires can survive this?” 
 
    “Not usually,” Kara answered. “Rose is stronger than most.” 
 
    “Okay,” the woman sighed, nodding to herself, as if she were reassuring herself that she could handle this. She turned around to look at Kara. “So, you said that the main thing she needs is for her body to be able to focus all of its energy on healing her heart. So, I should address any other issues. Is that right?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Anything that might prevent her from healing.” 
 
    “Right,” the woman said. She turned back toward Rose and smoothed the wrinkles in her coat. “Then, first, I need to address this infection.” 
 
    Kara straightened, her foot falling to the floor with a loud thump. “Infection?” she repeated, her brows creasing with concern. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “You didn’t notice how feverish she is?” the doctor asked as she opened her bag and sifted through the items inside. “Her skin is practically on fire.” 
 
    Kara appeared next to the doctor, staring down at Rose with a worried frown. “I noticed that earlier,” she sighed, “but I didn’t think about it, I guess.” 
 
    The doctor glanced up at Kara, her eyes widening, as if Kara’s reaction to the news was the strangest thing she’d ever seen. “You care about her.” 
 
    Kara scowled at the woman. “No. I just… Just do you job, Liv.” 
 
    Liv smiled, amusement dancing in her brown eyes. “I think it’s sweet,” she giggled, ignoring the look Kara gave her. “How did you clean the wound?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Frank didn’t have much. I think they used liquor.” 
 
    Liv nodded. “I have antiseptics and antibiotics in my bag. I’ll clean and redress the wound, and then, I’ll give her some antibiotics to fight the infection.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “But…human medicine doesn’t work on vampires.” 
 
    The doctor smiled at her, a hint of intrigue and excitement in her brown eyes. “It does when it’s in human blood,” she corrected, holding up a syringe from her medical bag. “It’ll wear off quickly, but I think it will still help you.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “You’ll have to excuse Liv. She finds this all fascinating.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” the doctor said. “It’s so much more interesting than anything I learned in medical school. I mean, these are actual discoveries.” 
 
    Rose laughed at the doctor’s excitement. “It is pretty interesting.” 
 
    Liv smiled and looked at Kara. “I like her already.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I figured you would.” 
 
    “All right,” Liv sighed as she dug in her medical bag for supplies. “Let me start by getting some medicine into you. Some antibiotics and pain medicine would help you quite a bit, I think.” She pulled out two vials of medicine, a blue tourniquet strap, and two needles. She spread the tools across an empty space of the bed and then rolled the sleeve of her long, white jacket up to her elbow. 
 
    Rose frowned at the medical supplies. “What are you doing, exactly?” 
 
    “Well, from what I understand, alcohol, drugs, and human medicine do seem to have some effects on vampires if it’s ingested through human blood. Right?” Liv explained as she tied the blue tourniquet strap around her arm. She picked up the syringe and smiled at Rose. “And…I happen to be a human.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened as she realized that the doctor was planning to inject herself with the medicine. “No,” she grunted, once again trying to raise herself up…and failing miserably. “Don’t do that. I’m not taking your blood.” 
 
    Kara pressed down on Rose’s shoulder again, forcing her to lay back down on the bed. “Would you stop moving before you worsen your injuries?” 
 
    Liv froze and glanced down at Rose with a puzzled frown. “Kara is right. You really shouldn’t be moving right now,” she said. Her frown deepened. “May I ask why you don’t want my blood? I can assure you that it’s not…unsafe.” 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze from Kara to the doctor. “No, no, I know that. It’s not that,” she quickly assured the doctor, hoping that she hadn’t offended her. “I just… I don’t want you to go through so much trouble for me. I’m fine.” 
 
    “You have a hole in your chest, Rose,” Kara argued. “You’re not fine.” 
 
    Liv smiled at Rose. “I appreciate your concern, but,” she paused, shrugging, “this is my job. I help people, and I’d like to help you, too. Kara cares about you, and Kara has helped me more times than I can count. So, I owe her this.” She grinned excitedly. “Besides, I want to do it. This is all so interesting.” 
 
    Kara leaned over Rose, a mischievous gleam in her light blue eyes. “You wouldn’t deny her that, would you?” she teased Rose, grinning playfully. “Being such a curious person yourself, I’d assume that you’d understand her curiosity.” 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara, her lips twitching into a smile. She tilted her head so that she could look at the doctor. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” 
 
    “Of course,” Liv said as she injected herself with the first vial of medicine. “Don’t worry. I already know how my body reacts to these medicines. I’m not allergic, and there are no terrible side effects. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “I still don’t feel comfortable feeding from you,” Rose tried to explain. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara sighed, her brows creasing with worry, “you need this.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Kara. “I’m a young vampire, and I’m also injured.” 
 
    Kara nodded as she understood. She looked up at Liv and explained, “She’s afraid that she’ll take too much of your blood. Young vampires, like Rose, often have less control over their hunger, and injured vampires definitely have less control.” Her piercing, blue gaze shifted back toward Rose, and she pushed a strand of red hair out of Rose’s face. “But I’ll be right here, by your side, Rose. I can stop you, if you start to take too much. I would never let you hurt her.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes slid closed as Kara’s soft, gentle fingers slid soothingly over Rose’s face and into her hair. It took almost all of her willpower just to remember her argument beneath that soothing touch. “Kara, I can’t,” she sighed. “I don’t feed from humans. I’m just not comfortable taking that kind of a risk.” 
 
    Kara pursed her lips. “Fine.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Liv said with a frown. She’d just finished her second injection of medicine and now leaned with her hip against the bed, as if she were suddenly tired. She disposed of the needles and returned the equipment to her bag. “How will she get the medicine if she doesn’t feed from me?”  
 
    Kara crossed the room and grabbed an empty wine glass from her desk. Then, with the sure, determined steps of a predator, she prowled over to Liv and grabbed Liv’s wrist. “Rose is afraid that she will take too much of your blood,” Kara explained, lifting Liv’s wrist to her face. “So, I’m eliminating the risk.” 
 
    Liv moaned quietly as Kara pressed her face against Liv’s wrist and inhaled, her lips brushing against the soft, sensitive skin. “How?” Liv breathed. 
 
    Kara’s gaze shifted up to meet Liv’s gaze, and a flirty smirk pulled at one side of her lips. “Like this,” she murmured against Liv’s skin. Then, with no other warning, she sank her fangs into Liv’s wrist, blood spilling around her lips. 
 
    Liv moaned as Kara bit into her wrist, and her knees buckled, causing her to fall against Kara. Kara caught her with one arm and then pulled her mouth away from the doctor’s wrist. She planted a soft, blood-soaked kiss on the side of Liv’s head and then propped Liv against the bed again as she moved the wine glass beneath Liv’s wrist. She turned Liv’s wrist in her hand so that the blood would pour into the wine glass, the dark, red blood swirling and splattering in the bottom of the glass. She licked the blood from her lips as she waited for the blood to fill the glass. Rose watched, mesmerized by the way Kara moved and behaved like a predator. Even now, when Kara was not actually feeding, there was something so sensual and predatory about the way she so casually bit into the doctor’s wrist, the way she held the wine glass, the way she licked her lips… 
 
    Kara didn’t pull the glass away from Liv’s wrist until the blood overflowed and poured over the top of the glass, crimson rivulets streaking down the glass, like something out of a horror movie. Then, she pulled Liv’s wrist back to her mouth and licked the wound slowly and thoroughly, healing the bite wound with her saliva, of course…but also clearly being a bit indulgent with it, if Liv’s moans were any indication. Finally, she winked at the doctor and released her wrist. Liv leaned heavily against the bed, her breath coming in quick pants. 
 
    Kara left Liv to recover and approached Rose with the wine glass. Rose watched Kara apprehensively, overwhelming hunger already burning throughout her body at the mere scent of the blood. To her surprise, Kara didn’t hand her the glass or stop beside the bed. Instead, she crawled onto the bed, the mattress sinking beneath her weight. She swung one lean, leather-clad leg over Rose, straddling Rose’s hips as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Her lips twitched upward knowingly as she noticed Rose’s bright blue eyes darken, her hunger automatically intensifying from the sensual contact with Kara. 
 
    Kara’s piercing, blue gaze shifted to Rose’s lips. “Open your mouth.” 
 
    “I’m more than capable of doing this myself,” Rose bristled. 
 
    “Are you?” Kara challenged, smirking. “Fine. Take the glass from me.” 
 
    Rose tried to lift her hand to grab the glass, wincing as her entire body protested the movement. She managed to lift her arm only half the way before her muscles seemed to give out on her, and her arm fell back against the mattress. 
 
    “See?” Kara said, lifting her eyebrows. “You’re injured and weak. Maybe you should set aside that adorable stubbornness of yours, and let me help you.” 
 
    Rose sighed in frustration. “I don’t need… Wait. Did you say adorable?” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “I’m kind of fond of your quirks, actually.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but smile at that. “Fine,” she grumbled, “but this is extremely humiliating, just so you know. I don’t like needing anyone’s help.” 
 
    “I know you don’t,” Kara murmured, suddenly serious. Her intense, light blue eyes softened with sympathy. “But I am more than happy to help you.” 
 
    Rose sighed and glanced up at the glass. “It smells good.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “It is,” she assured her. “It’ll taste a little strange because of the medicine, and it’s much better straight from the source, but…” 
 
    “But this is safer for her,” Rose reminded Kara. 
 
    Kara shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    Rose licked her lips reflexively, her hunger growing more intense each moment they waited. “Okay,” she sighed, nodding to Kara, “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    “Then, open your mouth,” Kara said again, a seductive smile pulling at the edges of her lips. Then, she leaned forward, her sleek, black-and-blue hair falling around them, like a curtain, and slid her arm beneath Rose’s head, helping Rose lean forward. Her fingers found their way into Rose’s soft, auburn hair as she tilted the wine glass against Rose’s lips. She watched as Rose’s nostrils flared at the scent of the blood, and a flash of red sparked in Rose’s eyes. “Drink.” 
 
    Rose immediately placed her lips on the edge of the glass and began to gulp down the thick, crimson blood. The blood tasted sweet and salty and a little funny because of the medicine, but it didn’t matter how it tasted, honestly, because at that moment, with the injuries weakening her so severely, her hunger had never been more powerful or more ferocious. She moaned lowly as the blood soothed that painful, ravenous hunger, blood spilling from the corners of her lips as she tried to drink from the glass as quickly as possible. She noticed Kara watching her drink the blood, her eyes dark with hunger and desire, and blushed under Kara’s heated gaze, but she couldn’t rein in her hunger enough to slow or stop. Instead, she drained the blood from the glass without stopping. 
 
    Kara watched as the violent, crimson haze overtook Rose’s previously blue eyes. A nervous thrill shot through Kara as she watched the red haze glow and swirl within Rose’s eyes. It was the most unnerving thing Kara had ever seen, but aside from that slight anxiousness and excitement, Kara felt no different. It was certainly a terrifying sight, but Kara wasn’t afraid. And perhaps that was the truly scary part—that Kara trusted Rose so much that even this didn’t scare her. Kara had only made the mistake of trusting one woman, and she had paid dearly for that mistake. And yet, for reasons she didn’t understand, she trusted Rose. 
 
    Rose growled at the empty glass, and her feral, crimson gaze shifted up toward Kara. She watched the pulse of the artery in Kara’s neck with those inhuman eyes, and as Kara watched the red haze darken and dance like fire within Rose’s eyes, Kara felt as if she could see the potent desire that Rose felt. 
 
    “If you want more,” Kara offered, “you’re welcome to take my blood.” 
 
    The crimson haze within Rose’s eyes seemed to flash a darker red, shifting and swirling violently, like a fire that had been doused with gasoline. Her mouth fell open, revealing her blood-soaked fangs, and her chest heaved with each harsh, erratic breath. Her glowing red gaze traced its way down Kara’s body, traced its way over her muscles and curves, darkening with hunger and desire. 
 
    “Wow,” Kara breathed, her icy blue eyes widening. Heat rushed to her skin, pulled to the surface by Rose’s fiery gaze, and an ache of arousal pulsed at her center, where their bodies met. “The way you’re looking at me right now…” 
 
    That seemed to pull Rose out of her daze, and she blinked slowly, the red in her eyes fading to blue. “Oh,” she said, blushing. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” 
 
    “No,” Kara interrupted. She set the empty glass aside and leaned over Rose, bracing her hands on the mattress, on each side of Rose’s head. Her eyes darkened with desire. “Don’t you ever apologize for looking at me like that.” 
 
    Rose swallowed hard. As weak and injured as she was, it seemed impossible that she could feel desire as strongly and painfully as she felt it now, but she couldn’t deny that she did feel it, pulsing feverishly in every cell of her body. “Thank you,” she managed to say after a long moment, “for helping me.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Kara murmured. That word seemed to have weight behind it, as if it meant much more than it should. But then, the moment passed, and Kara rocked back and lifted herself up off of Rose, climbing off of the bed. 
 
    Kara glanced toward the end of the bed, raising an eyebrow in amusement as she noticed Liv still leaning tiredly against the bed, watching Rose and Kara with wide eyes. “Are you all right, Liv?” she asked with a playful grin. 
 
    Liv’s face reddened. “Yeah,” she said, dragging a hand through her short, brown hair. “Sorry. It’s just…one vampire is hot. But two vampires…” 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows lifted even higher, and her smile widened. 
 
    Liv winced. “Sorry. That was really unprofessional, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Kara winked at her. “I prefer unprofessional. It’s so much more fun.” 
 
    Liv giggled, her cheeks flushing, and then, she straightened, seeming to regain her composure. “Okay. I should get started,” she sighed, shifting her gaze toward Rose. “How are you feeling? Is the medicine lessening the pain yet?” 
 
    Rose blinked slowly as her eyelids grew heavier and heavier. Although it was still intense, her pain did feel less pronounced and less unbearable. “Yes,” she said, a slow, lethargic slur in her voice, “I think the blood is affecting me.” 
 
    Liv nodded. “Then, I should get started before it wears off.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Rose asked drowsily. 
 
    Liv unzipped her medical bag and began to slide on a pair of blue gloves. “I need to clean and redress the wound,” she said. “I’m afraid it will be painful.” 
 
    Rose lay her head back against the pillow and closed her eyes. “I have a hole in my chest,” she laughed tiredly. “I’m not afraid of the pain.” Then, so quietly that only Kara heard her, she added, “It’s not like I haven’t felt worse.” 
 
    The sensation of a warm, soft hand sliding into Rose’s hand startled her. Rose opened her eyes to find Kara by her side again, her hand squeezing Rose’s hand comfortingly. She stared, bewildered, into Kara’s light blue eyes, noticing the concern and affection that softened her gaze, feeling the softness of Kara’s palm against hers, feeling the light caress of Kara’s fingers on her knuckles. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” Kara murmured. “Not again.” 
 
    Perhaps it was the blood or the medication lowering her inhibitions, but for whatever reason, Rose found herself threading her fingers through Kara’s, relishing the comfort that Kara’s touch offered her. “Thank you,” Rose sighed. 
 
    Kara watched as Liv gathered up rolls of gauze and cloth and a bottle of antiseptic and moved to the other side of the bed. “What do I need to do?” 
 
    Liv glanced up at Kara. “Distract her. Keep her mind off of the pain.” 
 
    Kara smirked. “I have a few ideas of how to do that.” 
 
    Liv blushed. “Please, keep in mind the fragile state of her body.” 
 
    Kara snorted at the warning. As Liv began to remove the old, blood-soaked bandages and Rose tensed up in pain, Kara leaned over Rose, bracing her elbows on the bed to hold her weight. Her sleek, black-and-blue hair fell forward around her face, shielding both of them beneath a violet-scented curtain of hair. 
 
    Rose inhaled deeply, relishing Kara’s scent a little more than her sober self would have. Rose couldn’t help but realize how much Kara’s scent fit her. Wild and strong, but beneath the surface, so sweet. Rose tilted her head against the pillow, so that her face nearly touched Kara’s, and then, slowly, opened her eyes, blinking up at Kara’s piercing, blue eyes. “Hi,” she said with a goofy smile. 
 
    Kara laughed, “You gave her a lot of pain medicine, didn’t you, Liv?” 
 
    “I figured she’d need it,” Liv said as she cleaned Rose’s wound. 
 
    Kara still held Rose’s hand with one of her hands, but with her other, she reached up and traced the curve of Rose’s jaw with her fingertip. Rose moaned softly at her touch and pressed her face against Kara’s hand, nudging it affectionally, like an animal. Unlike Rose, Kara fully understood the animalistic instincts and tendencies of vampires, and she knew exactly what kind of emotions and feelings that kind of action implied. A soft, affectionate smile curved at Kara’s lips. “Do you know how irresistible you are?” she asked Rose. 
 
    Rose pressed her head back into the pillow, staring up at Kara with wide, bright blue eyes. “Yes,” she said, her lips pressed together. “I’m sorry. Everyone has trouble resisting my blood because it smells so powerful. But there’s nothing I can do about it. If it bothers you too much, you can leave. I’ll be fine by myself.” 
 
    Kara laughed—such a soft, pleasant sound. 
 
    Rose scowled, frustrated that she found even the sound of Kara’s laugh attractive. “What’s so funny?” she asked, a little grumpier than she’d meant to. 
 
    Kara lifted her eyebrows at Rose’s attitude but, thankfully, didn’t comment on it. “I didn’t mean your blood,” she corrected. “I meant you. Don’t get me wrong. Your blood is irresistible, but that’s obvious. What’s not quite as obvious is how irresistible you are.” Kara dragged her fingertip from Rose’s jaw down to the base of her neck, smiling in amusement as Rose shuddered in response. “First of all, you’re beautiful—all soft, luscious curves that I want to feel against me, beneath me…” Her smile widened as Rose’s breath hitched. “Bright blue eyes that practically glow when you laugh… And an adorable, contagious smile…” Kara’s voice grew softer and quieter as she spoke, and she bent further at the waist, closing the space between their lips. Her smile faded as she said the next part with the most serious tone Rose had ever heard her use. “But none of that is what entrapped me so thoroughly. What I really can’t resist is your kindness and gentleness.” Her brows creased, as if she were suddenly in pain. “I haven’t known a whole lot of kindness and gentleness in my life.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, her chest tight. “Why are you saying this?” 
 
    Kara smiled. “Because that blood you consumed was full of some really powerful pain medicine, which means…you won’t remember a word of this.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, frowning as she tried to decide whether she wanted to remember it or not. “I wish you wouldn’t have said that. It confuses me.” She cringed in pain as Liv continued to bandage her wound. Her words slurred lazily as she spoke. “I mean…it’s bad enough that you turn me on just by existing. But now, you go and say something that makes me feel more than that, something that makes me think that maybe what I feel for you isn’t just infatuation.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened at the drug-induced confession. “Rose…” 
 
    Rose relaxed a little as Liv stepped back to inspect the bandage, and she looked up at Kara again, blinking innocently. “What?” she slurred. “Oh, no… I said something embarrassing, didn’t I? I always do this when I take medicine.” 
 
    Kara just stared down at Rose, stunned that Rose had already forgotten what she’d said. Meanwhile, the words were still blaring in Kara’s mind, unleashing a plethora of emotions inside of her. She offered Rose a playful smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll just pretend that I didn’t hear that last part of what you said.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed at that. “The last part? Well, what was it?” 
 
    Kara grinned. “I have no idea. I didn’t hear it.” 
 
    “Yes, you did!” Rose argued, frowning. “Oh, yeah, you’re pretending.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Liv gave you way too much pain medicine.” 
 
    “No one told me she had such a low tolerance for it,” Liv muttered. 
 
    Rose ignored them, still worried about whatever she’d said to Kara. “You said the last part, so what about the first part? Tell me the first part.” 
 
    Kara flashed a flirty smirk. “You said that I turn you on just by existing.” 
 
    Rose blanched in horror. “Oh my word. I didn’t. Please, tell me I didn’t.” 
 
    Kara wrinkled her nose and nodded, chuckling. “You really did.” 
 
    Rose pressed her head back against the pillow, squeezing her eyes shut and groaning in frustration. She opened her eyes and scowled at Kara. “Well, then, that is the part you need to pretend that you didn’t hear!” she complained. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Kara said with a smirk. She leaned in close, pressing her nose playfully against Rose’s nose. “I’ll remember that until the day I die.” 
 
    Rose giggled at Kara’s playfulness. Even though the pain still throbbed intensely throughout her body, Rose felt a pleasant warmth unfurling in her chest—happiness, she realized—and a buzz of attraction shooting through her veins like electricity. Despite her injuries and the pain medicine that hadn’t worn off yet—or maybe because of it—she felt an overwhelming urge to tilt her face and press her lips against Kara’s lips. She struggled to remember why she was resisting that urge. “Well,” she said, laughing, “what could I have possibly said that was worse than that? Did I say that I fantasize about you or something?” 
 
    Kara snorted, “No. But I am very eager to hear about that.” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “What? No, no, no!” she rambled quickly. “I didn’t mean that I do. That was just an example! I…I don’t fantasize about you. Or anyone! I’m not really a fantasizer. I’m more of a doer. Oh, dear God, what am I saying? That sounds even worse! I should just stop talking. For good.” 
 
    Kara nearly fell backward, laughing, tears leaking out of her light blue eyes as she cackled uncontrollably. “This is turning out to be an amazing day.” 
 
    “You mean an embarrassing day,” Rose corrected with a scowl. 
 
    “All done,” Liv announced as she finished bandaging the gruesome wound in Rose’s chest. She rocked back on her heels and smiled at Kara. “Thank you for keeping her distracted. Things went much smoother than I expected.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “And I didn’t even have to try Plan B.” 
 
    “There was a Plan B? What was it?” Rose asked worriedly. 
 
    Kara raked Rose with one of the most seductive, smoldering looks that Rose had ever seen. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said with a flirty smirk. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I would, actually,” Rose said, frowning. “That’s why I asked.” 
 
    “I should go,” Liv said as she pulled off her gloves and threw them away. She returned her things to her large, medical bag. “Is Elise still out there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said, sliding her hands into the pockets of her thin, leather jacket. She motioned toward the door with a tilt of her head. “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    Liv slung the large, black bag over her shoulder, and together, she and Kara walked to the door. “I hope that helps,” she told Kara quietly. “I wish I could do more. But my degrees are all in human medicine, not vampire medicine.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Yeah, but if they ever do offer a degree in vampire medicine, I know you will be the first person in line,” she teased, “won’t you?” 
 
    Liv giggled, “It’s just so fascinating!” 
 
    Kara leaned against the wall with her shoulder pressed against it, her hands still deep in the pockets of her jacket. “I really appreciate what you did.” 
 
    Liv blushed. “It’s fine. I like her, actually. I hope she gets better.” 
 
    “I owe you,” Kara said, intensity burning in her cornflower-blue eyes. 
 
    “No, you really don’t,” Liv disagreed, reaching out and resting her hand on the doorknob. She smiled gently at Kara. “You know, you were…easily the most attractive woman I had ever laid eyes on, and you were…so good at everything—the kissing, the dancing, the touching, the sex itself—but I think we both assumed that what happened that night was just…a one-night-stand.” 
 
    “It was,” Kara assured her. 
 
    “But then, you fed from me,” Liv continued. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Kara interrupted. “I tried to resist, but…” 
 
    “I know, and like I’ve told you a million times,” Liv scolded, her brown hair falling forward as she leaned toward Kara, “you don’t have to apologize. It felt amazing, actually, and then, you gave me your blood, which felt even more amazing. It was just…a great experience for me.” She shrugged, offering a guilty smile. “But then, I started finding these gifts—flowers, chocolate, books…” 
 
    Kara winced as she realized where this was going. “Blood bonds create an emotional and physical link. I could feel your emotions, which means that I knew when you were depressed.” She shrugged. “I just wanted to cheer you up.” 
 
    Liv smiled warmly. “And you did. Every time. It was the sweetest thing.” 
 
    Embarrassed that Liv knew that she had done something so sickeningly sappy, Kara ducked her head, her sleek, dark hair shielding her face. “Depression sucks,” she muttered, “but it sucks a little less when you know someone cares.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Liv agreed, her brown eyes softening with gratitude. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you would know that it was me,” Kara said, wincing. 
 
    “You were the only woman in my life at the time,” Liv told her. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow and smiled. “But not now?” 
 
    Liv blushed. “I may have a date this Saturday.” 
 
    “Knock ‘em dead,” Kara quipped, winking. Then, her smile faded as a thought occurred to her. “Not literally, though. That would be a bad first date.” 
 
    Liv laughed, “I suppose, as a vampire, you have to make that distinction.” 
 
    Kara grunted. “Yeah…that and the fact that my ex-girlfriend likes to literally knock them dead,” she muttered, “and…while we’re on that subject, I need you to promise me that you’ll do something for the next several days.” 
 
    Liv frowned at the change of subject. “Um…okay. What?” 
 
    “Don’t go home,” Kara said. “Go somewhere completely unusual for you—a hotel room, a coworker’s house, anywhere else…just not your house.” 
 
    Liv cocked her head to the side. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said. She grimaced and bounced on the balls of her feet, clearly agitated. She sighed, “It’s just…I have this psychotic ex-girlfriend, and…” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” Liv quipped. 
 
    Kara scowled. “You really have no idea,” she muttered under her breath, shaking her head. “Anyway, I just don’t want you to get hurt because of me.” 
 
    Liv shrugged. “Okay, I guess,” she said, frowning. “I’ll stay in a hotel.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kara said, “and thank you again for helping Rose.” 
 
    Liv smiled. “It’s no problem. You two are a beautiful couple.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “She’s actually with someone else.” 
 
    “But you have feelings for each other,” Liv stated, as if it were a fact. 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “I don’t… I’m attracted to her, but…” 
 
    Liv rolled her eyes. “I may be younger than your ancient ass, but I wasn’t born yesterday,” she said playfully. She glanced toward Rose, who lay on the bed, her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling slowly. Then, she looked back at Kara and winked. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone that you’re falling in love.” 
 
    Kara’s mouth fell open, and she was so stunned by the accusation that she didn’t even realize that Liv had left until the door closed behind her. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    As the warm, sweet scent of violets enveloped her, Rose knew, without even opening her eyes, that Kara had returned to her side. Her lips curved into a tired smile, and she opened her eyes, reached up, and touched Kara’s thin, leather jacket. “You’re going somewhere,” she said drowsily, “aren’t you?” 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched in amusement at the sight of Rose sleepily playing with her jacket, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Before I came in here, Aaron informed me that he sent Erik after Alana,” she sighed, “alone.” 
 
    That seemed to draw Rose out of her tired haze. “But Erik can’t resist Alana’s telepathic control,” she said worriedly. “What was Aaron thinking?” 
 
    “Aaron was thinking that the only person that Alana will let near her right now is Erik,” Kara answered. “But the reason Alana will let Erik come to her is that she knows she can manipulate him. Aaron knows that, but he’s willing to take the risk.” She shook her head and sighed, “I respect Aaron. I wouldn’t serve him if I didn’t. He is a strong leader, and for the most part, everything he does is to protect the vampire and human races as a whole. But…he’s a selfish asshole and doesn’t mind sacrificing people for the cause. And Erik’s my friend.” 
 
    Rose stared up at Kara. “What are you planning to do?” 
 
    Kara offered her a small smile. “What I always do. I’ll sneak in.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “You know where she lives?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Not yet. But I have ways of finding out.” 
 
    “And then what?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    “I’ll find out what Alana’s plan is, and then, I’ll probably end up saving Erik’s ass,” Kara explained, offering another shrug, “as usual.” 
 
    “Alana will recognize your scent,” Rose warned. “She’ll catch you.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Don’t underestimate me. I’m good at this, remember?” 
 
    To Kara’s surprise, Rose suddenly grabbed her hand, clutching it tightly. Worry flashed in her bright blue eyes. “You can’t go alone. You’ll get hurt.” 
 
    Kara stared at their joined hands, trying not to notice how wonderfully soft Rose’s hand felt against hers. “I think you’re still a little intoxicated from the blood. Erik is your friend. He is the one you should be worried about. Not me.” 
 
    “I am worried about him,” Rose said. “But I care about you, too, Kara.” 
 
    Kara’s brows furrowed. “Why, Rose? Why would you care about me?” 
 
    Rose seemed suddenly very interested in Kara’s hand, turning it over in her hand, examining their intertwined fingers, clearly doing whatever she could to avoid Kara’s gaze. “Because…you’re my…my…friend,” she finished finally. 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Did you just friendzone me?” 
 
    Rose scrunched up her face in confusion. “How do you even know what that word means?” she asked incredulously. She waved their intertwined hands wildly, apparently still extremely intoxicated. “You’re an ancient vampire!” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “I fuck a lot of college girls.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Did you really just say that?” 
 
    Kara chuckled. “So…just a friend, huh?” she teased. 
 
    “I never said just,” Rose corrected. As Kara stared down at her with wide eyes, Rose lay her head back sleepily, her eyes fluttering closed. “I don’t know what to call you, honestly,” she slurred, bringing Kara’s hand to her mouth and kissing it softly. “I just know that I care about you a lot. More than I should.” 
 
    Kara exhaled shakily, not sure whether the emotions blossoming inside of her were caused by the sensation of Rose’s soft, warm lips against the back of her hand or the things that Rose kept saying. “I should go,” she said nervously. 
 
    “I want to come with you,” Rose mumbled drowsily, “to protect you.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “You can’t even move.” 
 
    Rose sighed and released Kara’s hand. “Please, be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” Kara assured her, and then, before she could think better of it, she leaned down and pressed a gentle, affectionate kiss against Rose’s cheek. 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, suddenly fully-awake, as her body roared to life with emotion. Kara avoided Rose’s gaze as she turned and left, her boots thudding against the floor, the door closing with a quiet click, as Rose stared at the ceiling, wondering how a kiss on the cheek could make her feel so much. 
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 Deception and Manipulation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Erik followed Alana up the winding staircase, listening to the delicate click of her footsteps against the white, marble stairs. He glanced at the unfamiliar portraits on the white walls, portraits of a brown-haired man, a woman with curly, gray-streaked, black hair, and three dark-haired children. Obviously not portraits of Alana. “Nice place,” he commented. “Who does it belong to?”  
 
    Alana glanced over her shoulder at him. “Me,” she laughed, “now.” 
 
    “Take what you want,” Erik muttered bitterly. “The Viking motto.” 
 
    Her shoulders stiffened. “Is insulting me your idea of foreplay?” 
 
    “Well, we always did have good make-up sex,” Erik quipped. 
 
    Alana froze on the top step, her eyebrows lifting. She spun around and placed her hand on his chest, pushing him back against the wall. Her full, soft lips curved into a seductive smile. “You seem to have had a change of heart.” 
 
    “You know,” Erik mused, “I could take it as an insult that you find it insulting to be compared to a Viking. I am a Viking, after all. Do you hate me?” 
 
    “No,” Alana said, “but I hate what your people did to me.” 
 
    His smile faded. “I hate what they did to you, too,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to fight with me,” she asked seductively, trailing her fingernail slowly down his chest, “or have sex with me?” 
 
    Erik caught her wrist in his hand, pulling her against him. “Both.” 
 
    Alana stared up at him, her dark blue eyes narrowing suspiciously. “I hope you’re not trying to manipulate me, Erik. Because you will fail,” she hissed. 
 
    “Why would I try to manipulate the master of manipulation?” he snarled. 
 
    She slapped him with her free hand. “Stop insulting me!” she yelled. 
 
    His face burning from the slap, he grabbed that hand as well, holding her still, as he leaned forward, his lips brushing hers, and growled, “Make me.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. She kissed him, her lips pressing harshly against his, as if she were trying to bruise his mouth with her own. Erik groaned at the forceful kiss and released her wrists so that he could trail his own hands down her body, along the delicate curve of her hips, back to the gentle arch at the base of her spine, down to the softness of her ass. Alana slid her arms around his neck, holding him close, as she deepened the kiss, pressing her body harder against his. “Stop,” she whispered, pulling back. “We’re being watched.” She cast a pointed glance at a couple of the guards in the foyer. “Let’s go to my room.” 
 
    He gave her butt a playful squeeze. “Move faster,” he urged, grinning. 
 
    Alana giggled at his playfulness and stepped out of his arms. She led the way up the remaining stairs and into a long, bright hallway. She chattered casually as they walked, “I already warned one of them that I would force him to claw out his own eyeballs if I caught him watching me again. I guess he didn’t listen.” 
 
    Erik blinked. “You’re not actually going to make him do that, are you?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t want anyone to call me a liar, now would I?” she said. 
 
    “As opposed to a psychotic murderer?” he asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Silly Erik,” she scoffed, giggling at him. “People can live without eyes.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, but then, giving up, he closed it again. 
 
    She stopped in front of a heavy wooden door and offered him a cute, coy smile. “This is it,” she said happily, opening the door. “My humble abode.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Alana, nothing of yours has ever been humble.” 
 
    Her dark blue eyes flashed with anger, and her soft, full lips twisted into an unflattering scowl. “Except,” she snarled, “I once lived outside.” She stepped toward him, baring her fangs at him, as she hissed, “The sheep were given more space in the disgusting barn than I was. Or have you forgotten about that?” 
 
    “How could I,” Erik asked, “when you constantly remind everyone?” 
 
    Her anger seemed to vanish, all at once, replaced by an expression of heartbrokenness and betrayal. She stepped back, her thin, delicate shoulders dropping, and her gaze shifting toward the ground. Her dark blue eyes glistened with tears. “Am I supposed to just forget? Is it supposed to just…stop hurting?” 
 
    Erik sighed. It was impossible not to sympathize with her when he could literally feel her pain. He stepped forward and gathered her into his arms. He held her tightly as she sobbed against him, her tears soaking into his shirt. He buried his face in her pale blonde hair, inhaling her familiar, comforting scent. “Alana,” he breathed. “I know it still hurts, but what you’re doing won’t help.” 
 
    “It will help!” she cried, pushing him away. “This world is wrong!” 
 
    “And you think war will fix it?” Erik asked incredulously. 
 
    Alana lifted her chin, her dark blue eyes glinting with coldness, despite the tears streaming down her cheeks. “No. War is the human way of fixing things. Therefore, it seems appropriate that it should be the source of their extinction.” 
 
    “And what about vampires?” he asked. “Do you think we’re not evil?” 
 
    “Vampires didn’t create slavery,” she explained. 
 
    “We were once humans, too, you know,” Erik reminded her. 
 
    “Not me,” Alana said bitterly. “I was never human. I was just an object.” 
 
    He sighed, looking away as he felt her deep emotional pain. “You met Rose, right?” he asked, imploring Alana to understand. “Did you know that a vampire hurt her? He tortured her, left scars all over her… He tried to rape her.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “And if he were still alive, I would make him suffer.” 
 
    Erik nodded. “I know you would,” he sighed. He moved closer to her and rested his hands on her arms, “Just like I know that you mean well when you do these things. But Alana, the things you’re doing right now are wrong.” 
 
    “That’s your opinion,” she said dismissively. 
 
    “No, that’s common sense!” he argued, exasperated. 
 
    “This isn’t up for discussion,” she said, turning toward the doorway. “Now, come to my room and have sex with me before I decide to kill you instead.” She stepped into the bedroom. “I assume you would prefer sex.” 
 
    “What gave you that idea?” Erik muttered dryly. 
 
    He followed her into the bright, spacious bedroom, watching the way her lacy, white dress curved to her form as she walked. When she spun back toward him, lifting her eyebrows expectantly, he made a show of assessing the room. His boots thudded against the white, marble floor as he circled the huge room, wincing at the brightness of the white walls, dragging his hand along the plush, white bedding, wrinkling his nose at a collection of creepy, porcelain dolls. 
 
    “Those were already there,” Alana said. “They belonged to the wife.” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “And what exactly happened to…the wife?” 
 
    “She’s being held prisoner,” she said, smiling as if she were proud of herself for holding an innocent woman hostage, “in exchange for her husband’s cooperation. It’s the kind of thing Kara would do. See? I learned a lot from her.” 
 
    Erik frowned. “Alana,” he began tiredly, “Kara wouldn’t actually hold an innocent woman hostage. She would tell the man that she’s holding his wife hostage while, in reality, she is making sure no harm comes to either of them.” 
 
    Alana waved her hand dismissively. “Close enough.” 
 
    He sighed, once again giving up on his attempt to reason with her. He turned toward the dresser, his brows furrowing, as he picked up a bulky, leather-bound book of erotic poetry. The pages had separated from the spine and looked as if they were going to dissolve into dust at any moment. “I remember this book,” he said, scanning the Old English words. “Kara bought you this.” 
 
    “It’s falling apart,” Alana complained. “She should get me a new one.” 
 
    Erik laughed, “It’s over a thousand years old, Alana. There aren’t any new ones.” He gently returned the book to its place on the glossy, white dresser and turned back toward her. “Gifts… I forgot how much they meant to you.” 
 
    Alana shrugged shyly. “It strange to have someone give you something without wanting anything in return,” she explained. “It just…confuses me.” 
 
    “It makes you happy,” he corrected, returning to her. He lifted his hand and touched her face affectionately. “It’s so tragic that happiness confuses you.” 
 
    “I have hundreds of blue orchids in the greenhouses out back,” she said. 
 
    He blinked in shock. “How long have you been planning all of this?” 
 
    “Forever, really,” she answered, shrugging, “but I’ve only been living in this house for two years. I persuaded a botanist to grow the orchids for me.” 
 
    “Persuaded?” Erik asked skeptically. 
 
    “I forced him to do it,” Alana explained, “using telepathic control.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m supposed to kill you,” he said suddenly. 
 
    “I know. I can see your thoughts,” she informed him. 
 
    “And you still brought me to your room?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    “Yes. Because I also know that you don’t want to kill me,” she said. 
 
    Erik sighed, “I don’t think I can. I still love you.” 
 
    Alana leaned into him, her soft body pressing against him. She slid her arms around his neck and pulled his face closer to hers. Her lips curved into a seductive smile. “Then, maybe, instead of killing me, you should undress me.” 
 
    His green eyes darkened with lust. “That does sound more appealing.” 
 
    “Besides,” she whispered against his lips, “I know that you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Starving,” he corrected, his voice breathless with hunger and desire. He moved his face to her neck, inhaling her appealing scent. “I need blood.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Alana giggled, stepping back, out of his arms. Her dark blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “You starved yourself for twelve hundred years, and then, I gave you a taste of my blood. My sweet, powerful blood.” 
 
    His mouth watered at the thought. “You’re so cruel,” he growled. 
 
    “No, darling,” she said, a smile curving at the corners of her lips. “Cruel would be denying you the blood you so desperately need. I would never do that.” 
 
    Erik took a step toward her as the ravenous hunger began to overtake his conscious thoughts. “I need blood. Please, let me feed from you,” he begged. 
 
    Alana put her finger in her mouth, purposely slicing her fingertip with one of her fangs. She held out her finger, the drop of blood glistening on top of it, and she walked backward, luring him toward the bed. “Do you want this?” 
 
    He stared hungrily at the blood. “Yes,” he growled. “Please. I need it.” 
 
    Alana giggled at the feral look in his eyes, amused that she’d drawn out the animalistic hunger so easily. She sat down on the edge of the bed, crossing one leg over the other. She lifted her hand and licked the blood off of her finger herself, earning a whimper of frustration from Erik. “You can have as much of my blood as you want, of course,” she offered, “but you’ll make love to me first.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “I was already planning on it.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    When Rose heard the door open, she sighed and reluctantly placed her bookmark—a thin piece of cardboard with the words, “Talk nerdy to me,” printed on the front, the corners bent from overuse—in the book to hold her page. She set the horror novel aside and scowled at the person standing in the doorway. 
 
    “It looks like you’re feeling better,” Aaron said as he entered the room. 
 
    “I don’t remember inviting you inside,” Rose complained. 
 
    Aaron sat down in the office chair, leaning forward and angling the chair toward her. “The Tomb of Blood belongs to me, which means that this room belongs to me. Which means…I don’t need your permission to enter it.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “What if I had been getting dressed?” 
 
    He snorted, “It wouldn’t be anything I hadn’t seen before.” 
 
    “Well, you haven’t seen me naked before,” she muttered indignantly. Then, frowning, she added, “Wait, you haven’t, have you? I don’t remember much about last night. Or tonight, for that matter. Everything’s been pretty hazy.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “No, you were still fully-dressed when you were grinding your hips all over me last night,” he assured her, his lips curving upward into an actual grin. 
 
    Rose might have been surprised by the sight, if she weren’t so horrified. 
 
    He laughed at her expression. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” 
 
    “I was not…grinding…on anyone,” she muttered, “whatever that means.” 
 
    He gave a half-hearted shrug. “Believe what you will.” 
 
    “I’m not feeding from you again,” Rose told him, “just so you know.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I wasn’t planning to offer you my blood again,” he informed her with a condescending laugh. “Last night was a once-in-an-eternity thing. That is…unless you’d like to offer some form of repayment…” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snapped, her eyes widening. 
 
    With a swiftness that Rose could barely see, Aaron slid out of the chair and leaned over her, his knee braced against the bed. Rose leaned back against the headboard, scowling at his closeness, trying to ignore the way her body reacted to the intense, powerful scent of his blood. He braced his fists against the mattress, holding his weight. Everything about his posture seemed animalistic, and for a moment, Rose wondered if he were planning to bite her. 
 
    His unruly, black curls fell forward over his forehead as he leaned closer to her. “I’m four thousand years old, Rose,” he growled. “I know how a blood bond works. You can pretend to not want me, if you want, but I know the truth.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re as manipulative as Alana is.” 
 
    A hint of amusement flashed in his dark, obsidian eyes. “Who do you think she learned it from?” he growled, an arrogant smirk tugging at his lips. 
 
    Before she’d become a vampire, Rose learned that vampires could use blood bonds to manipulate people. It was what Theron had done to Kallias’s wife, Phoebe. And now, Rose understood it fully. Because…despite her negative feelings toward Aaron, her body responded to him now. The scent of his blood enticed her, called out to her, lured her into him. Her gaze traced its way down his body, from the black curls that hung over his face, down to the navy-blue T-shirt that clung to his lean form and complimented his dark, tawny skin, down to the tight jeans that hugged his hips and legs. She’d never hated him, honestly. As manipulative and power-hungry as he was, she still believed there was good in him…somewhere deep, deep, deep down. But that didn’t mean she liked him. 
 
    “It’s not something you can help,” Aaron said. “I’m part of you now.” 
 
    “That’s…disturbing,” Rose muttered. She exhaled slowly, trying her best to avoid breathing in his scent. Her eyes flashed defiantly. “You can try to manipulate me if you want, but I guarantee you: my will is stronger than yours.” 
 
    Aaron chuckled at that, and then, thankfully, he stepped back and sat back down, leaning back in the office chair. Rose breathed a sigh of relief as soon as he was no longer within reach. “So,” he said, his lips twitching upward at the corners, “why are you doing so much better tonight? Does it have something to do with that human that Kara snuck down here? That tall, brunette woman?” 
 
    “Liv was her name,” Rose provided, frowning. “You knew about that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I saw her and Elise on the cameras as they were leaving. Elise isn’t as good as sneaking someone out as Kara is at sneaking them in.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “Did you say anything to Kara about it?” 
 
    “You’re worried she’ll be in trouble for helping you?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to her,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I know. I’m aware of your feelings for her,” he stated, as if it were a fact and not something that could be questioned. Before she could object, he continued, “Kara’s always been this way. She loves to break the rules.” 
 
    “So,” she said, swallowing uneasily, “you’re okay with what she did?” 
 
    “No,” he said, shrugging, “but I need her too much. I can’t kill her.” 
 
    “The woman she brought down was a doctor,” Rose explained. She pulled her shirt up just a little, revealing about an inch of the new bandages. “She redressed my wound and gave me some medicine to fight the infection.” She frowned. “Well…she gave me her blood, actually, after she injected the medicine into herself. Kara and Liv figured that I would heal faster if my body didn’t have to fight an infection on top of the blood loss and the gaping hole in my chest.” 
 
    Aaron lifted his eyebrows. “Clearly, they were right.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said with a weak smile. “I can even move now. Kind of.” 
 
    He nodded. “Your heartbeat is much stronger than it was last night.” 
 
    “Kara’s friend also gave me some pain medicine,” she mumbled, frowning, “and I think that I might have said some embarrassing things to Kara.” 
 
    Aaron snorted. “Because of a little bit of human medicine?” 
 
    Rose scowled at his teasing. “Keep in mind that I have never drunk alcohol in my life, and I only take medication when forced,” she said defensively. 
 
    “Hmm,” Aaron said, tilting his head to the side thoughtfully. 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked worriedly. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Let me guess,” he said. “Someone in your life was an addict.” 
 
    Rose’s skin turned a shade paler. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Do I have to keep reminding you how old I am?” Aaron asked, his dark eyes dancing with amusement. “I’ve become very good at reading people.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she complained, tilting her head back and groaning at the ceiling. “Why is it that every vampire I meet seems to be able to see right through me?” 
 
    He chuckled at her. “Because you’ve met two telepaths, one empath, a very cunning rogue, and an ancient vampire with four millennia of experience.” 
 
    She grunted irritably, “Why are you in here? You interrupted my book.” 
 
    He raised a dark eyebrow. “I wanted to see how you were doing.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’d rather you not die,” Aaron stated simply. 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Because I’m your nuclear weapon.” 
 
    He snorted at the analogy. “Hopefully.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Rose said, tilting her head to the side, her messy, auburn waves falling over her shoulder. “What did you dream about earlier?” 
 
    His smile faded. “Excuse me?” he growled. 
 
    “I felt you,” she said, not even flinching under his furious gaze, “earlier today, while you were sleeping. I could feel that you were having a nightmare.” 
 
    “This is exactly why I don’t let anyone feed from me,” he muttered. 
 
    “Is it because you’re afraid that someone might find out that you have nightmares,” Rose asked, undeterred by his irritation at her, “or…is it because you’re afraid that someone might find out what your nightmares are about?” 
 
    His black eyes flashed with rage. “I should go,” he growled. 
 
    “You were afraid,” she continued to pry, “but you also felt guilt.” 
 
    He stood and started toward the door, determined to ignore her. 
 
    “You can’t talk to anyone about how you feel,” Rose called out, causing him to stop mid-step, “because you have to maintain an image of fearlessness and invulnerability. You can’t compromise your ability to intimidate people. That is your path to power, after all. So, you bottle it all up inside and pretend it doesn’t exist. But everyone has to talk to someone. Even you. So, you might as well talk to me…since the blood bond already shattered your façade anyway.” 
 
    Aaron turned toward her. “It was about Alana,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    “You felt guilty about…Alana?” she asked with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “I had a chance to kill her once,” he explained vaguely, “and I didn’t.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Because you decided to turn her into a vampire, instead?” 
 
    His dark eyes widened. He quickly crossed the space between them. “How did you know that?” he asked quietly, as if he were afraid that someone might overhear them. “How did you know that I was the one who turned her?” 
 
    She watched him curiously. “I didn’t. It was just an educated guess.” 
 
    He leaned back on his heels, his brows furrowing. “Oh.” 
 
    “You said that you knew her scent,” Rose began, “which means you’ve shared blood with her at some point. But whatever happened between the two of you couldn’t have lasted long. Because two days after she became a vampire, she’d already moved on to Kara. Then, there’s also the fact that you’re one of the few vampires here who is actually older than Alana. It would explain why you feel responsible for her, and it would also explain why you coddled her…” 
 
    “I never coddled her,” Aaron objected, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    Rose offered him a skeptical smile. “You allowed her to live here for over a hundred years, despite the fact that she was slaughtering villages, torturing other vampires that lived here, and challenging your authority. You coddled her.” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “You’re pissing me off,” he informed her. 
 
    “I know,” she laughed, smiling. “I can feel it.” 
 
    Aaron growled in frustration and walked back to the office chair, his tennis shoes squeaking louder than usual against the floor. He sat down and leaned toward her, pointing at her threateningly. “Do not repeat a word of this.” 
 
    “Of course!” Rose gasped, pretending to be horrified at the suggestion. “We wouldn’t want anyone to know that you have emotions like the rest of us!” 
 
    He scowled at her sarcasm. “How have you not been killed already?” 
 
    “I have,” she reminded him, “but even that didn’t change my attitude.” 
 
    Aaron sighed, staring down at the black, marble floor beneath his tennis shoes. “I didn’t go above ground often, even then. I had no reason to leave. Most of my work was down here. But I became hungry and restless one night, so I decided to…indulge,” he explained. His dark gaze shifted up to meet hers. “I assume you know what happens when vampires consume too much blood.” 
 
    She nodded as she remembered the two intoxicated vampires that she and Kallias had encountered back when she was still human. “It intoxicates us.” 
 
    “Yes, and it becomes harder and harder to stop feeding,” he confirmed. “I killed a lot of people that night,” he said with no hint of remorse. “Late into the night, I had broken into this one home, and I’d drained the husband and wife, and then their children. Their adult children, of course. I don’t kill kids…” 
 
    “Interesting,” Rose commented. 
 
    He scowled at her. “Don’t do that,” he muttered. “Anyway, I had killed everyone in the house, and yet, I could still hear a heartbeat. I could still smell a living human. I followed that scent, and I found Alana…outside…in the barn.” 
 
    Rose’s brows creased with sympathy. “They kept her outside?” 
 
    “With the animals,” Aaron growled, his eyes flashing with anger at the mere memory of it. He laughed bitterly. “Except the animals had it better than she did. The animals weren’t chained up, and they at least had fur to keep them warm. Alana, on the other hand, was chained up in the corner…and naked.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Rose breathed, her chest tightening painfully. 
 
    “It’s not as if I had never seen a slave before,” Aaron muttered. “I was well-aware of how slaves were treated. But I had never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “You felt sympathy for her,” Rose realized. 
 
    His dark gaze shifted toward her. “I felt…disgusted…by what they did to her,” he admitted uncomfortably. “She had bruises all over her thighs. Her…” 
 
    Rose suddenly tensed up—a fact that did not go unnoticed by Aaron. 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, analyzing her with his cold, unfeeling, black eyes. “Is this too difficult a subject for you to discuss?” he asked curiously. 
 
    She looked away, clenching her jaw. “It’s just…hard for me to discuss rape…or sexual assault,” she whispered. “Please, don’t read too much into that.” 
 
    “Sorry. Turnabout’s fair play, sweetheart,” he said unsympathetically. 
 
    Rose looked at him. “Right,” she sighed. 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, resting his hands in his lap. “What happened to you?” he asked curiously, as if he were merely asking about her favorite color. 
 
    Her bright blue eyes narrowed at him. “Do you really think I’d want to talk to an emotionally-sterile jerk like you about something that traumatized me?” 
 
    Aaron nodded, as if to acknowledge that he deserved that insult. “However emotionally-sterile I might be,” he paused, sighing heavily, “I did have a daughter once. And a wife.” He looked away, and for a few moments, he didn’t speak. Then, he said, “Sexual assault is a terrible, disgusting thing. Even to me.” 
 
    Rose just stared at him, a surprised smile forming at the edges of her lips. “Is that your way of saying that you’re sorry for what happened to me?” 
 
    His dark gaze shifted toward her. “Yeah,” he sighed. “I suppose it is.” 
 
    “Well, in that case,” she said, offering him a weak smile, “thank you.” 
 
    He exhaled slowly, “So, when I found Alana, I unchained her. I told her to go, that she was free now, but she wouldn’t leave. She begged me to kill her.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “Why didn’t she want to leave?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged sadly. “Because someone like Alana—so meek, small, beautiful, and completely untrained in combat—wouldn’t have made it through the night. She would have been captured and enslaved again before morning.” 
 
    “And she preferred death?” Rose assumed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” he said. “They beat her, raped her, starved her…” 
 
    Rose shifted uneasily. “Yeah. I can see how death would be preferable.” 
 
    Aaron continued, “She started unbuttoning my trousers, kissing me…” 
 
    “Uh,” Rose muttered awkwardly, “I don’t need every detail, you know.” 
 
    He ignored her interruption. “That was all Alana knew—using her body to barter for what she needed. It was how she’d gotten water, food, blankets…” 
 
    Rose nodded in understanding. “That explains why she is the way she is now. She uses sex to manipulate people because it’s what she’s always done.” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “It’s always worked for her. Why would she stop?” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Rose asked uneasily, “did you?” 
 
    He crossed his arms and rocked back in the chair. “Are you asking if I fucked Alana?” he asked bluntly. He shrugged. “She was beautiful and willing.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “And vulnerable. And scared.” 
 
    “I offered her something better than death: the ability to protect herself. As a vampire, no one would be able to hurt her,” Aaron explained. “I drained her of blood, and then, I turned her into a vampire. I made her powerful.” 
 
    “But maybe a little more powerful than you meant to,” Rose guessed. 
 
    He nodded. “I could taste the power in her blood, but I had no way of predicting that she would be a telepath. If I’d known that, I would have left her dead,” he said unapologetically. “What I should have predicted, on the other hand, is her insanity. After the life that she’d lived, I should’ve expected that she’d be completely unhinged. That mistake will haunt me for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    Rose dropped her gaze to her hands, where they lay entangled in her lap. Despite her attempt to appear otherwise, she still felt extremely weak and could barely move any part of her body, including her hands. “You can’t assume that,” she sighed. “No one is defined by what happened to them. Some people go through terrible things and come out stronger and more compassionate.” 
 
    “But if I had assumed that, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” he pointed out. 
 
    She looked at him, her brows creasing in frustration. “It doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “You showed her compassion. Compassion, by its very nature, is good. No matter what became of it, the fact that you felt compassion was good.” 
 
    “Is it still good when it results in the deaths of millions?” he sneered. 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said, unflinching under his condescending glare. “You can’t control what other people do. You can only control what you do—whether you do the right thing or not. Feeling compassion is always the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Is that what you tell yourself?” Aaron asked, a cruel smile pulling at the corners of your lips. “Is that how you justify all of your irrational decisions?” 
 
    “What irrational decisions?” she asked irritably. 
 
    “The hole in your chest is the result of one of them,” he informed her. 
 
    She shrugged, tensing as that caused a terrible wave of pain to burn throughout her body. “I will never regret caring about someone,” she stated. 
 
    “Your compassion will get you killed,” Aaron told her. 
 
    “A small price to pay for doing the right thing,” Rose said easily. 
 
    Aaron laughed—it was a bitter, condescending laugh, meant to make her feel foolish and inferior. “Lose the martyr complex, Rose. It’s annoying.” 
 
    For few moments, Rose didn’t respond. She just watched as Aaron stood and started walking toward the door. But as he prepared to leave, his hand on the doorknob, Rose called out, “It’s awfully lonely at the top, isn’t it, Aaron?” 
 
    He looked back at her, his dark eyes blank, before he turned and left. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Alana waited at the door for several minutes after Erik left, until she saw him turn the corner, disappearing from sight. Then, finally, she turned to face the vampire that stood behind the staircase. He waited patiently, his hands folded in front of him, his tall body cloaked in shadows. “Bring her to me,” she said. 
 
    He nodded and disappeared into the hallway. Within seconds, he returned with six more vampires—five men and one woman. The men shoved the woman into the foyer, forcing her to her knees in front of Alana. She growled lowly, her blue eyes flashing with anger beneath a curtain of black-and-blue hair. 
 
    Alana stepped forward, closer to the woman, and smiled. “Hello, Kara.” 
 
    “Be careful, my lady,” one of the men warned. “She’s dangerous. It took thirty of our vampires to subdue her, and she killed forty of us before we could.” 
 
    Alana giggled at that. “Oh, I know exactly how dangerous she is. I always loved that about her,” she murmured, a seductive smile curving at her lips. 
 
    Kara tilted her head back to look up at Alana. A few strands of her straight, blue-and-black hair fell behind her shoulders when she lifted her chin, but most of it remained in her face, disheveled from the fight. The hair shielded her face slightly, but not enough to hide the dried blood that stained her face or the partially-healed wounds on her lips, eyes, nose, cheeks, and neck. Her normally alabaster-colored skin currently looked reddish-purple from the blood and the bruises. And yet, she stared up at Alana with her light blue eyes narrowed and her chin high, her body language exuding complete and total confidence. 
 
    Alana bent slightly to push Kara’s disheveled hair out of her face, but the moment her hand brushed Kara’s cheek, Kara turned, snarling like an animal, and tried to sink her fangs into Alana’s arm. The five vampires that held Kara jerked her backward, nearly causing her to fall flat onto her back, but she jerked against them, trying to launch herself forward, toward Alana. Taken by surprise, Alana stepped back, but then, she laughed and chided, “Someone is pissed off.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” Kara growled, baring her fangs at the vampires. 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Alana said, tucking a lock of pale blonde hair behind her ear. “You broke into my home. You must have known this would happen.” 
 
    “I came for Erik,” Kara snarled. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    Alana smiled seductively. “Lots of things. He enjoyed all of them.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at the typical answer. “Did you control his mind?” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “I may have made a few tiny adjustments.” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with worry. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Why do you say it like that?” Alana laughed. She stepped forward, her lacy, white dress swaying around her petite figure. “You say it as if I’ve done something terrible, but I haven’t. Not yet. Not to you and not to Erik. I would never hurt either of you. Don’t you understand that? I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    “Protect us from what?” Kara asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Alana took another step toward Kara, but as soon as she did, Kara jerked against the vampires holding her, launching her body toward Alana. Kara groaned in pain as the vampires managed to jerk her backward again. Alana took another step forward, ignoring Kara’s attempt to attack her. Her dark blue eyes narrowed. “Stop attacking me,” she commanded, taking control of Kara’s mind. 
 
    Kara’s body instantly relaxed. When she realized that she couldn’t even attempt to attack Alana again, she rolled her eyes. “Damn it,” she complained. 
 
    Alana stepped closer to the now subdued Kara. “It’s okay. You can let go of her now,” she told the other vampires. She flashed a sickeningly sweet smile at Kara. “She can’t attack me now. Not until I withdraw the command.” 
 
    Kara narrowed her eyes at Alana. “You’re such a coward,” she snarled. 
 
    “Now, now, darling,” Alana chided, a seductive smile curling at her lips, as she took another step toward Kara. “Save the name-calling for the bedroom.” 
 
    Kara just continued to glower at Alana, even after the vampires released her arms. She slowly climbed to her feet, staggering a little because of her injuries. 
 
    Alana swept her gaze up and down Kara’s body. “Aww, my poor baby is hurt,” she cooed. “If you play nice, maybe I’ll give you some of my blood.” 
 
    “I’d rather suffer,” Kara said slowly, “than ask you for anything.” 
 
    “Kara Unnarsdóttir never goes down without a fight, right?” Alana said with a smile. “I hate to break it to you, love, but you’ve already lost the fight.” 
 
    “If you really want me to stop fighting, you’ll have to kill me,” Kara said. 
 
    Alana sighed, “I can’t kill the woman I love.” She brushed Kara’s dark, silky hair out of her face with the back of her hand, and then, she leaned forward, her lips brushing against Kara’s bruised, swollen lips, and whispered, “Kiss me.” 
 
    “Are you going to command me to do that, too?” Kara snarled. 
 
    Alana pulled back, shocked by Kara’s hostility. Pain flashed in her dark blue eyes as she asked, “Do I have to?” She tried again, leaning in and tilting her face toward Kara’s face, but before she could press her lips against Kara’s lips, Kara turned her face away. Alana stepped back, her brows furrowing as she tried to understand what just happened. For a moment, she just stared at Kara, but then, her eyes narrowed. She took control of Kara’s mind and hissed, “Kiss me.” 
 
    Unable to resist Alana’s telepathic command, Kara stepped forward and kissed Alana, wincing as her bruised lips burned and stung from the pressure. It was all too easy to lose herself in the kiss, to forget that even though she did love this woman, she also hated her. She cradled Alana’s face in her hands as she deepened the kiss. Alana’s mouth tasted of vampire blood, and her tongue felt warm and gentle as it moved against Kara’s. Kara hated how comfortable and familiar it felt when she kissed Alana, and she hated the pain and betrayal that tore at her chest. “What next?” she growled, her words vibrating with a potent, dangerous rage. “Will you force me to have sex with you now? You’re already practically indistinguishable from the monsters that turned you into this. I want to know just how low you’ll sink. Is there anything that’s too far for you now?” 
 
    Alana pulled back, stunned by the harshness of Kara’s words. Her face contorted, as if she’d been slapped, and her dark blue eyes glistened. She licked her lips and looked away, her pale blonde hair falling over her face. “Take her into the city, and lock her up there,” she told the vampires. When she looked back up at Kara, the pain in her expression had vanished, replaced by coldness. “Since she doesn’t want to be treated like my lover, I’ll treat her like a prisoner.” 
 
    “You might as well,” Kara said. “It’s all I’ve ever been to you anyway.” 
 
    Alana shook her head. “Why don’t you understand? I am protecting you. I wanted you by my side tomorrow night, but since you insist on staying at the Tomb of Blood and fighting for Aaron, this is the only way to protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me from what?” Kara asked. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Alana smiled. “After tomorrow night, I will be all you have left.” 
 
    Kara paled in horror. “You’re going to destroy the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    “And there is nothing you can do to save it,” Alana assured her. 
 
    “But why?” Kara asked breathlessly, horrified by the information. 
 
    Alana shrugged her bare, delicate shoulders. “It’s step one of the plan.” 
 
    “And step two?” Kara prompted, almost afraid to ask. 
 
    Alana smiled. “War.” 
 
    Kara stumbled backward as a couple of the vampires helping Alana pulled harshly at her arms, preparing to take her away—into the city, apparently. “Wait,” she growled. She looked back at Alana. “What if I did help you? What if I fight by your side tomorrow, like you want? In exchange for something…” 
 
    Alana lifted her eyebrows. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Kara straightened, despite the painful pressure on her arms. She lifted her chin. “When you attack the Tomb of Blood, I want you to spare someone.” 
 
    Alana smiled, pleased by Kara’s change in attitude. “Who?” 
 
    Kara didn’t even hesitate. “Rose Foster.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “So, how did it go?” Rose asked when Kallias returned to the room. 
 
    Kallias froze in the doorway, his brown eyes widening in surprise, as he turned to look at her. His gaze swept up and down her bandaged body, taking in the fact that she was sitting upright on the bed with a seven-hundred-page novel lying open in her lap. He closed the door. “I see you’ve been busy,” he laughed. 
 
    Rose glanced down at the novel. “Oh, this?” she said, closing it. “It’s not as bad as it looks. I was actually on page two before the night even started.” 
 
    “And now?” Kallias asked as he walked over to the bed. 
 
    She winced. “Page 689?” she answered hesitantly. 
 
    He snorted at that. “How?” he said as he knelt beside the bed. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “What? You think this is my first time? I’m not a virgin,” she scoffed. “Wait…I am, aren’t I? In the literal sense of the word. I’m not a reading-a-humongous-book-in-one-night virgin. There. That’s more accurate.” 
 
    He suppressed a laugh at her strange rambling. “Not the book,” he corrected. “I mean: how are you sitting up right now? How are you healing?” 
 
    “Kara brought a doctor to see me—a human doctor. She gave me medicine…through her blood,” she explained nervously. Her gaze shifted down to the pulsing artery in his neck, and her mouth watered. “I think the medicine gave my body the push it needed in order to start healing. I feel stronger now.” 
 
    “Kara did that?” he asked, unable to hide the hint of unease in his voice. 
 
    Rose watched him, her brows furrowing. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said. “I’m relieved that you’re finally getting better.” 
 
    “You just wish it wasn’t because of her,” Rose said softly. 
 
    He looked away. “I should have trusted her. I realize that now.” 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “After last night,” he sighed, “it’s pretty clear that she cares about you.” 
 
    A twinge of guilt twisted at her stomach. “Kallias…we’re just friends.” 
 
    His intense, knowing gaze returned to her. “But for how long?” 
 
    Rose just stared down at him, her lips parted, her chest aching, as she tried to think of a response to that. She wanted to assure him that she felt nothing for Kara, but could she say that without lying? She wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
    He moved his hand to the other side of her, leaning over her, and forced a smile. “I’m sorry,” he laughed uneasily. “This obviously isn’t the time for this.” 
 
    “No. I don’t want you to hide your feelings just because I’m injured,” she said, a concerned frown pulling at her features. “Say what you need to say.” 
 
    “What I need to say is,” he said, “I want you to focus on getting better.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m fine,” she said stubbornly. 
 
    “No. You’re trying to look fine,” he corrected, “but you’re not.” 
 
    “No, look, I’m sitting up,” she argued. “I’m…doing much better.” 
 
    “Yes, but you still have a long way to go. And…my guess is that your strength is fading again,” Kallias said. He tapped his finger against the closed book that still set in her lap. “That’s why you haven’t put the book away yet.” 
 
    She sighed. “I just need more blood, I think,” she admitted reluctantly. 
 
    Kallias began to unbutton his black shirt. “Now, why couldn’t you just tell me that to begin with?” he complained. He shrugged off the shirt and tossed it aside. Then, he crawled onto the bed, sitting beside her. “Always so stubborn.” 
 
    She smiled at his teasing, watching as he leaned back against the black, padded headboard of the bed. She didn’t have enough strength left to move, so Kallias lifted her over him, helping her to straddle his legs. Her head fell against his shoulder, and she turned her face, inhaling deeply, moaning softly at his scent. 
 
    He threaded his fingers in her thick, auburn hair, holding her close. 
 
    Rose closed her eyes and sank her fangs into his neck. Adrenaline rushed through her veins at the first taste of his blood, bringing out that instinctual, animalistic part of her, giving her the strength that she needed to feed. She rested her hands on his arms, steadying herself, as his blood poured into her mouth. 
 
    Kallias tilted his head back against the headboard, exhaling shakily, as the first wave of pleasure washed over him. Rose’s injury made her more feral and desperate, which caused her to feed recklessly and aggressively, and…well, honestly, it was kind of sexy. He worried about the weakened, injured state of her body, of course, but when she began to move against him, rocking her hips against his, he couldn’t bring himself to stop her. He groaned at the sensations. 
 
    The door opened suddenly, crashing against the wall. 
 
    Erik stood in the doorway with an unusually indifferent expression on his face. He barely glanced in their direction as he stepped into the room, shut the door behind him, and walked to the empty bed. He lay down, still wearing his boots and clothes, and grabbed the remote control from the nightstand. 
 
    “What the hell, Erik?” Kallias muttered, covering his neck with his hand. He shifted Rose off of him and climbed out of the bed. He snatched up his shirt from the floor and slid his arms into it. “Couldn’t you have waited outside?” 
 
    Erik just shrugged, never taking his eyes off of the television. 
 
    Rose wiped the blood from her lips with her fingers as she glanced at Erik, her brows furrowing in confusion. “Where is Kara?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    Kallias frowned at her. “Why would Erik know where Kara is?” 
 
    “Kara left earlier…to find Erik,” Rose explained. “Apparently, Aaron ordered Erik to go after Alana by himself, and Kara was worried about Erik.” 
 
    Erik’s bright green gaze shifted toward her. 
 
    Kallias scowled at Erik. “I thought you said that you were going to a bar tonight,” he muttered. “You never mentioned anything about going after Alana.” 
 
    Erik glanced back at the television, pretending to be interested in a lipstick commercial. “I said strip club, actually, and that is exactly where I went.” 
 
    “But Aaron told you to go after Alana,” Rose said, her frown deepening. 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Erik argued. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Kara told me that you were with Alana,” Rose insisted. 
 
    “Maybe she lied to you,” Kallias suggested. 
 
    Rose scowled at him. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Kallias flinched a little at the accusation. “Rose, he’s telling the truth,” he tried to explain. “I can see it in his thoughts. Erik never saw Alana tonight.” 
 
    Rose sighed. She briefly wondered if she’d imagined the entire conversation. Perhaps it had been a hallucination, caused by the fever, the injury, or the medication. But no, she remembered it clearly: Kara told her that Erik had gone after Alana and that Kara intended to save him. Rose swept her gaze over Erik’s long, lean form, looking for any sign that something was off. But aside from the wrinkles in his black shirt, everything looked as it had before he left. “But…if that’s true,” she said skeptically, dread twisting in her gut, “then, where is Kara?” 
 
    “She’s with Elise,” Erik said suddenly. “I saw them together in the hall.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Rose asked, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. 
 
    There was an eerie coldness in Erik’s voice as he said, “Of course.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged. “He’s telling the truth about that as well. I can see it in his mind,” he sighed, almost as if he were apologizing. “Maybe Kara was afraid that it would hurt your feelings if she told you that she was with Elise tonight.” 
 
    Rose scowled at that ridiculous conclusion. “Why would it?” 
 
    “Kara’s fine. I’m fine,” Erik said irritably. “Can we just go to bed now?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Kallias sighed as he sat down on the bed. 
 
    Rose glanced at Erik one more time, and then, she froze as she found him staring at her, his eyes narrowed, as if he were frustrated by her questions. An eerie chill traveled down her spine as she considered the blankness of his bright green eyes, the deadness of his expression. He seemed so unlike himself. 
 
    She desperately wanted to believe Erik, but…she had a bad feeling. 
 
    And her bad feelings had this annoying habit of being right…
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 A Message from Kara 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rose, what the hell are you doing out of bed?” Kallias snarled. 
 
    Rose gripped the desk tightly as she tried to keep herself in an upright position as she sifted through her bag. “I’m looking for a new book. Obviously.” 
 
    As she said the word obviously—the same word that she and Kara had used in teasing each other—her stomach twisted with worry again. She glanced back at Erik, who sat on the bed, staring at nothing, as if he were in a trance. 
 
    Kallias closed the bathroom door much harder than necessary, startling her, as he marched over to her. “What part of injured do you not understand?” 
 
    “The part that involves being held prisoner in bed all week,” Rose said. 
 
    “It’s been one day, Rose,” Kallias growled. “You nearly died yesterday.” 
 
    “I finished my book,” Rose said grumpily. “I needed to get a new one.” 
 
    “You could have asked someone to get it for you,” he reminded her. 
 
    “You were taking a shower, and Erik’s a zombie,” she muttered. 
 
    “What?” he said. His brows furrowed as he glanced at Erik. 
 
    “Clearly, he thought that being a vampire wasn’t creepy enough. So, he joined the other group of undead,” she said. “Because non-zombified Erik would have made a disgusting comment when I mentioned being held prisoner in bed.” 
 
    Kallias rolled his eyes at her. “Zombies aren’t real, Rose.” 
 
    “That’s what they say at the beginning of zombie movies,” she said. 
 
    “Stop changing the subject, and get back in bed,” Kallias said irritably. 
 
    Rose squeezed the desk tightly, leaning forward. “Uh…yeah…sure.” 
 
    His brown eyes softened with sympathy. “You can’t walk, can you?” 
 
    “Of course I can walk,” she scoffed. “I walked over here, didn’t I?” 
 
    Kallias crossed his arms, resting his jean-clad hip against the office chair. “Okay. I’ll just stand here until you make it back to the bed,” he said smugly. 
 
    Rose groaned in frustration. “Fine! Fine! You’re right! I used up all of my strength walking over here, and now, I can’t move. Are you freaking happy?” 
 
    “No,” he said indignantly. “Why would I be happy about that?” 
 
    “The sun set an hour ago,” Erik said suddenly. “We need to leave.” 
 
    Rose frowned at his formal tone. It didn’t sound like him at all. 
 
    Kallias stepped forward, and with no warning whatsoever, he scooped Rose off the floor, one arm beneath her legs and the other beneath her back. He ignored her indignant glare as he cradled her in his arms and carried her back to bed. “Why didn’t you stop her from getting out of bed?” he asked Erik as he set her on the bed. He scowled at Erik. “You knew that she was being an idiot.” 
 
    “My IQ is higher than yours,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    Erik just shrugged. “Why would I care about Rose? She’s not my lover.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Erik, her eyes wide. “I’m your friend, you jerk.” 
 
    “It’s probably the hunger,” Kallias muttered, but his brows furrowed, as if he doubted his own theory. “When he first started weaning himself off of blood, he lashed out at everyone. He insulted me in every way imaginable.” 
 
    “You forced me to starve myself,” Erik said. “You deserved to suffer.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at him. “That’s a weird thing to say.” 
 
    “It kind of sounds like something Alana would say,” Rose mumbled. 
 
    “I didn’t force you to do anything,” Kallias told Erik, shaking his head at Erik’s unusual behavior. He grabbed his jacket from the chair and slid it on. “Let’s head into the city. You’ll feel better if you keep your mind off the hunger.” 
 
    Rose watched them worriedly. “Kallias,” she said slowly, “be careful.” 
 
    Kallias laughed at her concern, “You’re the injured one, remember?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” she said noncommittally. “Just…please…be careful.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “As long as you promise to stay in bed.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, of course,” Rose said dismissively. She waited until Kallias had already left the room before calling out, in almost a whisper, “Erik…wait.” 
 
    Erik turned toward her, his eyes flashing with frustration. “What?” 
 
    Rose didn’t even flinch under the hostility of his gaze. “Erik…if Alana is controlling your mind, I need you to find a way to tell me. Just give me a hint.” 
 
    Erik just stared at her, his eyes narrowed. “Goodbye, Rose,” he snarled. 
 
    Rose winced as he slammed the door shut behind him. For a moment, she just sat there, her heart racing against her chest, as she considered all of the things that could have possibly happened. Something was wrong. She knew it. 
 
    So, she did the opposite of what she said she’d do: she got out of bed. 
 
    She immediately staggered and nearly collapsed as she tried to hold her body upright. Her chest ached and burned with every step, but she moved her feet anyway. She just needed to make it out of the room and then down the hall. 
 
    She needed to see Kara. If Kara really was with Elise, she could stop worrying. And if Kara wasn’t with Elise—which is what she feared—then…well, she wasn’t exactly sure what she’d do. But first, she needed to know the truth. 
 
    She grimaced as she noticed her blood soaking through her shirt again. Her unsteady, strained steps had apparently reopened the wound. She continued to walk anyway, bracing her hand against the wall, as she turned the doorknob. 
 
    A drop of blood splattered against the black, marble floor as she stepped out of the bedroom. She sighed and continued to stumble down the hall anyway. 
 
    Rose braced her hand against the cold, crimson-red wall, panting, as she tried to muster up the strength to keep walking. She staggered away from the wall as soon as she caught her breath and began to stumble through the hallway, toward Elise’s room. When she was nearly halfway there, she heard Elise’s voice. 
 
    “Rose? Merde!” Elise gasped as she raced forward to help Rose. 
 
    “Huh,” Rose grunted as Elise slung Rose’s arm around her shoulder so that she could help support Rose’s weight. “I was just on my way to your room.” 
 
    “Really?” Elise asked. “That’s…strange. I was on my way to yours.” 
 
    With her body pressed against Elise’s delicate figure and Elise’s blonde curls bouncing near her face, Rose couldn’t help but notice that Elise smelled nice—like sweet pea and lotion. She groaned irritably at her overactive hunger. “Why were you coming to see me?” Rose asked as Elise opened her door. 
 
    Elise helped Rose into her room and then helped her into a peach-colored arm chair on the other side of the second bed. Elise moved to sit on the bed in front of Rose, clasping her hands together in front of her, several silver bracelets sparkling against the fair skin of her arms. “First…are you okay?” 
 
    Rose ran her fingers over the velvety fabric of the arm chair. “Are you sure you want me to sit here? I would hate to get blood on your fancy chair.” 
 
    Elise’s curly, blonde hair bounced when she laughed. “It’s not fancy. Besides, I’m a vampire. I’ve become quite good at getting blood out of fabric.” 
 
    “Ah…the enhanced laundry skills,” Rose said. “I forgot about those.” 
 
    Elise giggled at Rose’s sarcasm. “You didn’t answer me. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks,” Rose said, frowning, “I’m feeling a lot better today.” 
 
    Elise nodded. She smoothed her hands over the soft, plush fabric of her sweater in what appeared to be a nervous action. Rather than a dress, like she’d worn the last few times Rose had seen her, tonight, Elise wore a black, turtleneck sweater, tight jeans that clung to her legs like a second layer of skin, and black, high-heeled boots. “I was coming to your room to ask if you’d seen Kara.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “I was going to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    Elise’s fingers began to tap a nervous, erratic pattern against her thighs. “Then, you haven’t seen her?” she breathed. “She never came home last night?” 
 
    Rose felt a sharp pain in her chest that had less to do with the massive hole in her chest and more to do with the icy fear rushing through her veins. “I thought she was with you,” she stammered. “Erik said that he saw her with you.” 
 
    Elise shook her head. “Not last night. Are you sure he didn’t mean the night before last? The night that you were injured, she came to my room. But only for a few minutes. Then, she left. She couldn’t sleep. She was too worried.” 
 
    Rose forced her mind to just gloss over the too-worried part…because the last thing she needed to do at the moment was consider the fact that Kara might actually care about her. Instead, she focused on the fact that Erik had lied to her. “I need to call Kallias. If Erik lied to me, then…Alana’s controlling his mind.” 
 
    Elise frowned worriedly. “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Kara said that Aaron ordered Erik to go after Alana by himself, which, obviously, makes him vulnerable to her telepathic control. Because he was alone with her. No one was there to protect him,” Rose explained. “Kara was worried about him. So, she said that she would find Alana and get Erik away from her.” 
 
    Elise covered her mouth with her hand. “You think Alana has Kara?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Rose admitted, “but…Erik told me that he saw her with you. He lied. That makes me think that Alana commanded him to say that.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Elise whispered. She slid her hand into one of the pockets of her blue jeans and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “She sent me a message.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “She did?” 
 
    “Yes, it didn’t make any sense,” Elise said, her voice rising with anxiety. “That’s why I was coming to ask if you’d seen her. I didn’t understand her text.” 
 
    “She sent you a text message?” Rose asked again. “That’s odd.” 
 
    “She sent it during the day,” Elise explained, “when I was still asleep.” 
 
    “While other vampires were sleeping,” Rose realized, her eyes widening. She leaned forward in her chair. “Read it to me. Maybe I can figure it out.” 
 
    Elise glanced down at the phone in her hand, shrugging her thin, delicate shoulders. “The message just says, ‘The System of Dr. Tarr and Prof. Fether,’” she read aloud, her brows creasing in confusion. “What could that possibly mean?” 
 
    “It’s a story by Edgar Allan Poe,” Rose told her. “The main character visits a mental asylum and finds out that the patients have taken over the asylum. The title refers to the fact that the patients tarred and feathered the doctors.” 
 
    “Oh,” Elise said, her blue-gray eyes shifting up toward Rose. “Hmm.” 
 
    Rose frowned curiously at Elise. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Elise shook her head, her yellow-blonde curls bouncing as she moved. “It just reminded me of something Kara told me once,” she mumbled, staring down at the black, marble floor. “About two hundred years ago, Kara fed from this human, and she couldn’t bring herself to let the woman die. So, she shared her blood with the woman and healed her. Alana had been trying to persuade Kara to come back to her, so Alana went to the human’s home that night and…” Elise sighed sadly, “Well, apparently, she used her telepathy to drive the woman insane. She basically unraveled the woman’s brain from the inside-out. It was terrible, and Kara, of course, blamed herself. They locked the woman up in an asylum. But a few years later, Kara snuck into it to check on the woman. She just wanted to make sure that the woman was all right. But when she got inside, she realized that the doctors were abusing the patients and experimenting on them. The woman also told Kara that one of the doctors had raped her. So, Kara went to Alana and asked for help. Because if there’s anything that Alana hates, it’s…” 
 
    “Abuse,” Rose assumed, remembering how Alana had offered to help her, how Alana had offered to make Rose’s abusers suffer, “especially rape.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Elise said, sighing softly. “Alana agreed to help Kara, so they went to the asylum in the middle of the night. While Kara helped the patients escape, Alana locked up the doctors. Then, just like she’d done to the woman, Alana used her telepathic abilities to torment the doctors and drive them insane.” 
 
    Rose frowned at that. “What happened to the mental asylum?” 
 
    “During that time period, the mentally ill were a taboo subject. People didn’t understand mental illness, and because of that, they were afraid of it. And when so many doctors went insane overnight, it terrified people. They assumed that it had been caused by a contagious disease or a chemical spill,” Elise explained. “They closed the asylum down and quarantined it. Even to this day, people avoid it. Kara took me to see it once. It’s abandoned and…pretty creepy.” 
 
    Rose raised up suddenly, cringing as terrible pain tore through every muscle in her body. “I bet that’s where she is,” she said between clenched teeth. 
 
    Elise rushed to her side, taking her arm as she tried to stand. “Are you sure you’re ready to be on your feet?” Elise asked, her brows creased with worry. 
 
    “I have to be ready,” Rose said, wincing in pain. “Kara needs our help.” 
 
    “Rose,” Elise said, her thin, soft body pressing against Rose’s side as she slung Rose’s arm around her shoulder, supporting some of Rose’s weight. “Kara wouldn’t want you to worsen your injuries. She would want you to stay in bed.” 
 
    “I need to get to my room,” Rose muttered. “I need to get dressed.” 
 
    “Rose,” Elise sighed. “You can barely walk. You should stay in bed.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Rose insisted. “I can’t just stay here, worrying about her.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Elise said suddenly, smiling. “You have feelings for her.” 
 
    Rose froze. “What?” she sputtered. “No, no, no. She’s just a friend.” 
 
    Elise tilted her head to the side, her yellow-blonde curls falling to one side, and her smile widened. “If you say so,” she said skeptically, humoring Rose. 
 
    Rose scowled at her disbelieving tone. “I need to get my clothes.” 
 
    “You’ll need blood, too,” Elise said. “Would you like some of mine?” 
 
    Heat rushed to Rose’s face. “Um…you’re very pretty…” 
 
    “Thank you,” Elise interrupted, her lips curving into an amused smile. 
 
    “And you smell nice,” Rose added awkwardly, “but…” 
 
    “But I’m not Kara,” Elise finished for her, lifting an eyebrow.  
 
    Rose blanched. “Who said I want to feed from Kara?” she sputtered. 
 
    “Or Kallias,” Elise continued, “or anyone else you have feelings for.” 
 
    Rose scowled, considering once again arguing the point that she did not have feelings for Kara, but ultimately, she decided against it. Secretly because she wasn’t sure that was the truth. “The blood bond with Aaron was weird enough.” 
 
    Elise nodded. “Tom uses human blood, stored in blood bags, to spike the alcohol. It won’t taste as good as fresh blood, but it’ll strengthen you a little. While you’re getting ready, I can go and get a blood bag from him, if you want.” 
 
    Rose reached out to brace her hands on the bed as she began to sway on her feet. Yeah, she definitely needed blood. “Will he give you one?” she asked. 
 
    “If I tell him the situation, yes,” Elise assured her. “Tom’s a nice guy.” 
 
    Rose nodded tiredly. “Let’s do that, then.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Rose had her old, bloodstained T-shirt halfway over her head when the scent of sweet pea filled the room. “Elise?” she said worriedly. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Elise asked, her accent soft and thick. 
 
    “Uh,” Rose said awkwardly, blushing. She pulled the T-shirt back down over her torso, covering up her bare skin. “I’m not finished…getting dressed.” 
 
    Elise nodded and waved her hand encouragingly. “Go ahead, cutie.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Believe it or not, modesty is a real thing.” 
 
    Elise giggled at her snarky remark. “The naked body is an art form, and no art should be hidden,” she murmured, “but since it makes you uncomfortable, I will gladly look the other way.” She spun around, facing the opposite direction. 
 
    Rose pulled off her shirt again, clenching her jaw at the agony that burned through her body with every movement. She grimaced as she glanced down at the blood-soaked bandage around her chest and the gruesome scars that marred her torso. “My naked body is a hack-job,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “As your friend,” Elise said with a small smile, “I must tell you that the only thing that is unattractive about you is your highly-unfounded insecurity.” 
 
    Rose felt herself smile at that. “Well, you’re a very nice friend, then.” 
 
    “If you need my help with those clothes, just let me know,” Elise said. “And I’m not saying that to come on to you. I just know you must be in pain.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Elise, feeling another smile pull at her lips. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anytime, sweetie,” Elise said warmly. 
 
    “I tried calling Kallias a few dozen times,” Rose sighed, wincing in pain, as she tugged a clean, black T-shirt over her bandaged skin. “He didn’t answer.” 
 
    “Does he have his phone with him?” Elise asked. 
 
    “I can’t think of a reason he wouldn’t,” Rose mumbled, picking up the black, hooded jacket she’d laid out on the bed. She slid her arms into the jacket. “Not to mention, if he’d left it here, I would have heard it ringing. But I didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Elise said, trying to sound reassuring. “He’s a twenty-five-hundred-year-old telepath, right? I doubt anyone could hurt him.” 
 
    “If only it were that simple,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Elise asked. “Try to rescue Kara?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose said easily. She cringed in pain as she zipped up her jacket. “She sent you that message for a reason. What if…what if Alana hurts her?” 
 
    “Kara told me once that Alana would never kill her,” Elise said, turning to face Rose again. She crossed the space between them and handed Rose the cold blood bag. “She said that Alana loves her too much. Or…thinks she does.” 
 
    Rose ripped open the blood bag with her fangs. “Alana is unstable. Even if she truly loves Kara and Erik, she could still hurt them if she’s provoked.” 
 
    “Eh,” Elise grunted, wincing. “Kara tends to do a lot of provoking.” 
 
    “Not to mention, even if Alana doesn’t hurt Kara physically, you know she will hurt her emotionally,” Rose said worriedly. She leaned against the footboard, exhaling shakily. “I can’t stand the thought of Kara having to endure Alana’s manipulation and abuse. We have to help her. As quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I agree,” Elise said with a smile, “just not quite as fervently as you.” 
 
    Rose offered her a puzzled frown, and then, she lifted the blood bag to her lips and took a hesitant sip of the blood. She immediately coughed and spluttered, blood spilling over her bottom lip. “Ugh!” she groaned. “It’s terrible!” 
 
    “What did you expect? It’s not fresh from the source,” Elise muttered. “And…I just meant that while I do care about Kara, I’m also pretty nervous.” 
 
    Rose continued to grimace at the cold, stale-tasting blood as she sipped at the blood bag. Despite its not-so-delicious taste, she felt stronger with every drop of blood she swallowed. “What? You think I’m not nervous?” she laughed. 
 
    Elise opened one of Kara’s drawers, examining the weapons inside. “You seem quite fearless, actually. It’s as if you have no concern for yourself.” 
 
    “Ugh. You’re starting to sound like Kallias,” Rose teased, offering Elise a good-natured smile afterward. She stepped forward, still sipping the blood, and peered into the drawer. “What are you looking for? Do you need weapons?” 
 
    “I don’t usually carry weapons,” Elise said. “I don’t usually need them.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened at the sheer amount of weapons inside. Every kind of dagger and blade filled the drawer—too many to count. She couldn’t see the bottom of the drawer, only layers upon layers of dangerously-sharp blades. “I think she needs more weapons,” she said dryly. “It looks like she’s running low.” 
 
    Elise giggled at her sarcasm. She closed the drawer with a sigh, but then, her gaze shifted toward the top of the drawer, and her lips curved into a smile. “Ah,” she said as she grabbed the heavy battle-axe. “I’ll take this for protection.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrows at the massive, unconcealable weapon. “You’re choosing a battle-axe as your first weapon ever?” she asked, sipping the blood. 
 
    Elise tried to swing it over her shoulder and nearly took Rose’s head off.  
 
    Rose blinked. “This is one of those what-could-possibly-go-wrong moments.”  
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Where are you two going?” growled a low, thickly-accented voice. 
 
    Rose froze just inside the foyer, her gaze shifting toward the desk. Osiris sat behind the desk, watching her with dark, narrowed eyes. He leaned back in the office chair, his silk, maroon shirt partially unbuttoned, his shiny, black shoes propped up on the edge of the desk. She matched his glare with her own. 
 
    “Come on, Rose,” Elise urged, walking past him. “Just ignore him.” 
 
    Rose attempted to do just that, but Osiris unfolded himself from the chair and placed himself directly in her path. “Get out of my way,” she snarled. 
 
    He leaned in close, until his expensive cologne overwhelmed her senses, and sneered, “Didn’t your mother teach you not to disrespect your elders?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “No. But a few of her boyfriends tried. Do you know what I learned, instead?” she growled. “That I will never cower from men like you.” 
 
    He raised a thick, dark eyebrow. “Men like me?” he repeated. He laughed derisively, clearly trying to intimidate her. “You think you know me?” 
 
    Rose refused to flinch under his dark, murderous gaze. He wanted that, and as the official Queen of Stubbornness, Rose had an obligation to ensure he never got that satisfaction. “I’ve known enough evil people in my lifetime to recognize an evil man when I see one. You think you’re strong because you prey on the weak. But you’re just a coward, hiding behind your age, money, and ego. The only people who respect someone like you are the ones you pay to fake it.” 
 
    Osiris growled and snatched up the front of her hoodie in his hand, dragging her toward him. “You’ll regret that,” he snarled, baring his fangs at her. 
 
    “Not likely,” Rose said, forcing a smile. 
 
    “Let her go,” Elise warned Osiris, “or I’ll call Aaron.” 
 
    Osiris glanced over his shoulder, and his dark skin paled at the sight of Elise. She stood behind him, holding her cellphone in the air, the name Aaron displayed across the screen above his phone number. “Don’t,” he said slowly. 
 
    “This is Strike Two, and you only get one strike with Aaron,” Elise said. 
 
    “She attacked me,” Osiris growled, his eyes wide with frustration. 
 
    “Not this time,” Elise said, “and not last time either, according to Kara.” 
 
    “Kara is a liar,” he snarled between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Yep,” Elise agreed, “and that’s why you shouldn’t have pissed her off.” 
 
    Osiris let go of Rose’s hoodie, dropping her so abruptly that she barely had the time—or the strength, for that matter—to catch herself. Elise was beside her instantly, wrapping her arm around Rose’s waist, preventing her from falling. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Elise asked worriedly. “How is your injury?” 
 
    “She’s injured?” Osiris asked with a sickeningly smug smile. 
 
    Rose tugged at her hoodie to smooth out the fabric he’d bunched up. “I think my lungs are injured after inhaling your cologne,” she muttered. 
 
    His smile faded. 
 
    Elise cast a wary look at Osiris. “Well, now, I see why Kara likes you so much,” she told Rose. “You’re almost as much of a troublemaker as she is.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rose mumbled. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s just go,” Elise said. When she was sure that Rose could hold her own weight, she dropped her arm and stepped away. Her blue-gray eyes narrowed at Osiris as she walked past him. “His job is to watch the cameras, not to question the members of this colony. If he’s smart, he’ll get back to his job.” 
 
    Osiris’s black eyes narrowed murderously. 
 
    Rose followed Elise toward the elevator, resisting the urge to make a derogatory remark about Osiris’s intelligence. But as she walked past him, she felt his hand wrap around her arm and jerk her backward, his front pressed against her back. She cringed as she felt his warm breath falling against her ear. 
 
    “Be careful out there tonight,” he growled in her ear, venomous sarcasm bleeding into his voice. “I would hate for you to die before the fun even starts.” 
 
    Rose jerked her arm out of his grasp, a spark of red flashing in her eyes, and then, she followed Elise into the elevator. She sucked in a deep breath, trying to slow her racing heart as the door slid closed, closing them inside the tiny tomb. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Elise asked, her brows creasing with concern. 
 
    Rose nodded. “He doesn’t scare me,” she said, glancing at the camera, which she knew that he was watching. She fell back against the wall when the tomb shifted into motion. Wincing at the pain, she pulled herself upright again. 
 
    Elise continued to watch her with a frown. “Your necklace is glowing.” 
 
    Rose covered the Stone of the Eklektos with her hand in an attempt to hide its crimson glow. “It always does that. It just glows brighter when I feel afraid or angry or sad,” she explained breathlessly, her pulse skyrocketing. 
 
    Elise stepped toward her. “Rose, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Rose said, forcing a smile. “I’m just…claustrophobic.” 
 
    Elise glanced around the small tomb. “Ohhh…” 
 
    The tomb came to such a rough, abrupt stop that it actually hurt. “You’d think that with as much technology as you have down there, someone would’ve built a safer elevator by now,” Rose complained as she regained her composure. 
 
    Elise used the handle of the battle-axe to shove the slab off of the tomb. “The goal is for no one to think that this is anything more than a cemetery.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are less unpleasant ways to achieve that goal,” Rose said. 
 
    Elise climbed out of the tomb and then offered her hand to Rose. She helped Rose climb out as gently as possible, still concerned about Rose’s injury. 
 
    Rose waited until Elise covered the tomb to ask, “Elise, who can see the surveillance from the cameras in here?” She pointed at one of the cameras in the corner of the mausoleum and lowered her voice. “Can Osiris see us right now?” 
 
    Elise glanced at the camera. “No. The computer in the foyer only has access to the camera in the elevator. This camera is linked to Aaron’s computers.” 
 
    “Do you think Aaron is watching right now?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Elise shrugged. “It’s possible,” she said uncertainly. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have a message for him,” Rose said, glancing at the camera, “and I don’t have time to go back down to the tombs and talk to him directly.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s worth a try,” Elise said. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “How long has Osiris been part of the Tomb of Blood?” Rose asked. 
 
    Elise tilted her head thoughtfully, her blonde curls falling to one side. “Not long,” she said, her brows furrowing. “I think he joined two weeks ago.” 
 
    “So…not long before Alana started all of this?” Rose assumed. 
 
    Elise frowned. “I guess not,” she confirmed. “What is your point?” 
 
    “And how old is Osiris?” Rose asked apprehensively. 
 
    Elise shrugged. “I know that he’s from ancient Egypt. So…pretty old.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip anxiously. “Then, he’s been alive as long as this vampire colony has existed. If he wanted to join, why didn’t he join before now?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t want to,” Elise said. “Osiris is as prejudiced as it gets. Everyone is below him in his eyes, including the vampires in this colony. We’re not as rich as him. We’re not as civilized as him. Etcetera, etcetera, etcetera…” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a billionaire. Why would he want to live in the tombs?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rose said. “He clearly doesn’t. So, why is he here?” 
 
    Elise froze. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” 
 
    “I think Osiris is one of Alana’s spies,” Rose confirmed. 
 
    Elise moved closer and lowered her voice. “What proof do you have?” 
 
    “None,” Rose said, shrugging. “I just have a bad feeling.” 
 
    “He’s an asshole,” Elise said, “but that doesn’t mean that he’s working with Alana. I mean, I haven’t personally met Alana. I’ve only heard stories from Kara. But based on what I know, I think Alana would hate someone like Osiris.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she wouldn’t use him,” Rose pointed out. 
 
    “According to Kara, Alana flies off the handle pretty easily. She just snaps and kills someone,” Elise explained. “Now, Osiris is sexist, homophobic, and prejudiced against people who aren’t as rich as he is. Alana is a woman, bisexual, and a former slave. I don’t see that relationship working out too well.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Good point,” she sighed. 
 
    Elise shrugged. “I just think that Alana would have killed him by now.” 
 
    “I think most people would have,” Rose muttered under her breath. She sighed, fidgeting nervously with the strings that tightened the hood of her jacket. “It’s just…some of the things he’s said… Not to mention, I saw him watching me.” 
 
    “You attacked him, Rose,” Elise reminded her. “He’s probably just waiting for an opportunity to kill you when no one is around to save you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s all?” Rose said sarcastically. “For the record, though, I don’t need anyone to save me. I’m perfectly capable of killing him myself.” 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray eyes widened. “With what? You’re a baby vampire!” 
 
    “Why do we have to use such a condescending term to refer to someone who hasn’t been a vampire long?” Rose complained. “Is age that big of a deal?” 
 
    “It’s basically our only form of hierarchy,” Elise said, shrugging. 
 
    Rose sighed, “I’d kill him with my…ability.” 
 
    Elise lifted an eyebrow curiously. “Which is?” 
 
    Rose smiled. “Nice try.” 
 
    Elise laughed at her. “Why are you all so secretive about it? Kara won’t tell me either,” she complained. “I know everyone else’s abilities. Just not yours.” 
 
    “We should go,” Rose sighed. She glanced at the camera. “I just wanted Aaron to know that I think it would be a good idea to keep an eye on Osiris.” 
 
    “Well, I think we should hurry up and get out of here before Aaron decides to kill me for taking you on a suicide mission,” Elise mumbled. 
 
    Rose followed Elise through the dark, dusty mausoleum. 
 
    “Why do you think Alana would hold Kara prisoner tonight, of all nights?” Elise asked curiously as she opened the heavy door. “I mean, Alana could have done this centuries ago, if it was just to keep Kara from leaving her.” 
 
    Rose eyed an object on the floor that looked disturbingly similar to a human bone. “I don’t know. Maybe Alana had a good reason to do it this time.” 
 
    Elise raised an eyebrow. “A good reason to kidnap someone?” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “Let me rephrase,” she said with a sarcastic smile. “Maybe her reason for holding Kara prisoner is a good reason…for a sociopath.” 
 
    Rose followed Elise outside, into the cold, moonlit cemetery. The frost-covered grass crunched beneath her Converse tennis shoes as they walked through the cemetery, past the broken tombstones and statues, toward the outer fence. When they’d nearly reached the gate, Elise froze, her shoulders stiffening. 
 
    “What is it?” Rose whispered, noticing Elise’s alarmed expression. 
 
    “You don’t smell them?” Elise asked. She shot a pointed look at Rose’s chest, the exact spot where Rose had been staked, and whispered, “Humans.” 
 
    Rose frowned and sniffed at the bitterly cold air, noting the scents of the trees, the crumbling stone, the frozen ground, and…then, yes, two humans. 
 
    “You stay here,” Elise whispered. “I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    Rose reached out and grasped Elise’s hand to stop her, and Elise turned back toward her with a concerned frown. “Don’t kill them,” Rose pleaded, scanning the cemetery with her wide, worried gaze. “They’re just humans.” 
 
    Elise’s brows furrowed in confusion. “Rose,” she said slowly, trying to reason with her. She gestured toward Rose’s chest. “Humans did that to you.” 
 
    “These might not be the same ones,” Rose insisted. 
 
    Elise just stared blankly at her. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I don’t like to kill anyone,” Rose confessed, “but especially not humans.” 
 
    Elise’s frown deepened. “I understand that you’re a nice, compassionate person, but…this is madness,” she said as gently as possible. “You almost died.” 
 
    “Can we at least make sure that it’s them, first?” Rose asked hopefully. 
 
    Elise sighed and opened her mouth to respond. 
 
    A gunshot suddenly echoed through the cemetery—a loud, thunderous sound that startled them and caused sharp, bursting pain to explode in their ears. 
 
    Elise whirled around toward the sound, and her mouth dropped as she found a bullet hovering in mid-air, right in front of her face. “What… How…” 
 
    “Surprise,” Rose said dryly, grimacing. “My power is telekinesis.” 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray eyes widened in shock. “Holy crap. Are you serious?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Rose said sarcastically, allowing the bullet to fall slowly through the air and land safely on the ground. “The bullet’s doing that by itself.” 
 
    Elise continued to gape at her. “No wonder you kept it a secret.” 
 
    The crunch of footsteps caught their attention. Elise and Rose watched as the humans moved through the trees, closer to them. The humans—a young man and an even younger woman—didn’t seem to realize that Elise and Rose could see them, just as they also didn’t seem to realize that they hadn’t simply missed when they’d shot at the vampires. The young woman—barely out of her teens—looked terrified, her brown eyes wide, her skin pale. She followed the slightly older man, who looked strikingly similar to her, as he led the way toward them. Rose frowned as she recognized the scent of the man’s cologne.  
 
    “It’s them,” Rose said reluctantly. 
 
    “Obviously,” Elise muttered. “They just shot at us.” 
 
    “Do we have to kill them?” Rose asked, her brows furrowed. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Elise assured her. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Another gunshot echoed through the cemetery, followed by a second bullet flying through the air toward them. Rose’s eyes flashed—a brief, red spark glowing within them—as she once again stopped the bullet with her mind. 
 
    The man’s brown eyes widened as he actually watched the bullet freeze. 
 
    A shrill, terrified scream suddenly echoed from beside him. 
 
    “Nina!” he said worriedly. He spun around and pointed the gun at Elise. 
 
    Elise held the young, brunette woman against her, one arm draped around the woman, restraining her, her fangs hovering at the woman’s throat. 
 
    “Please, Peter,” the woman cried. “Please, don’t shoot her right now.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Elise said. “You don’t want to accidentally hit your sister.” 
 
    Peter’s brows furrowed. “How did you know that she’s my sister?” 
 
    Elise pressed her nose against the woman’s neck and inhaled. She smiled at him and explained, “You smell too similar to be anything other than siblings.” 
 
    He kept the gun pointed at Elise. “Don’t worry, Nina. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    Nina whimpered. “No, it won’t. Please, Peter. I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “It’s for a greater purpose,” her brother said. “It’s what God wants.” 
 
    Before he could pull the trigger, an unseen force ripped the gun out of his hand. It flew through the air and landed easily in Rose’s hands. He stared, his eyes wide and mouth ajar, as Rose pointed the gun at him, her eyes glowing red. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t pretend to know what God wants,” Rose told him, her nose wrinkling in disgust, “especially when you’re clearly a freaking idiot.” 
 
    “What kind of demon are you?” the man breathed. “Your eyes are red.” 
 
    “Once again with the idiocy,” Rose complained. “Demons are fallen angels, you crazy cultist. I am not a fallen angel. I am a vampire. It’s different.” 
 
    “Are you trying to debate theology with the man who tried to kill us?” Elise asked Rose, tightening her grasp on the woman as she struggled to get free. 
 
    “No, I’m debating common sense,” Rose corrected. 
 
    “You should be dead!” Peter realized, his eyes widening. “I staked you!” 
 
    “I knew I recognized you from somewhere,” Rose muttered. 
 
    A strange whoosh of movement suddenly blurred past them, and then, the human man yelped as he was snatched backward, slamming against someone. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock as she recognized the vampire’s scent. “Aaron?” 
 
    Aaron had Peter’s arms twisted behind his back, restraining the human with a nonchalance that only Aaron could manage. He watched Peter with an expression of bored fascination for a few moments as Peter struggled—and failed—to get free. “We need to talk,” he sneered in the human’s ear, “Assassin.” 
 
    “Peter!” the human woman yelled worriedly. “Please, let him go.” 
 
    “Why do you care about him?” Elise asked her. “He nearly killed you.” 
 
    “If she died, it would be so that I could kill you!” Peter growled at her. 
 
    “Bullets don’t kill vampires,” Elise informed him, “crazy human.” 
 
    “Those do,” Peter said, looking at the gun in Rose’s hand. 
 
    Rose glanced down at the gun, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Peter screamed as Aaron twisted his arms harder, nearly breaking them. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to explain that,” Aaron stated simply. 
 
    “You know, most people ask the question before they do the torturing,” Rose told Aaron, scowling. “At least give him a chance to answer you first.” 
 
    “I won’t answer anything,” Peter sneered. “I’ll die for my cause.” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “That sounds good to me,” he muttered. With no hesitation whatsoever, he buried his fangs in the man’s neck, groaning as blood filled his mouth. He held the man easily as he mercilessly drained him of blood. 
 
    Nina tried to run toward her brother, but Elise held her still. 
 
    Peter struggled—on and off—relaxing against Aaron, then struggling again, as he fought against the euphoric sensations that coursed through his body as Aaron fed from him. “Let me go, you sick freak!” he screamed, flailing. 
 
    Aaron let go of the human, wiping the blood from his face as the man collapsed on the ground, too weak from blood loss to stand. He stepped forward and pressed the bottom of his tennis shoe against the human’s head. “Last chance, human. Tell me everything you know about the Assassins of Light.” 
 
    “No,” Peter said. “You can kill me. They will tell stories of my bravery.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes and crushed the man’s head beneath his shoe. 
 
    Horrified by the gruesome sight, his sister began to scream hysterically. 
 
    Rose cringed. “Was that necessary?” she complained at Aaron. 
 
    “What?” Aaron said, feigning innocence. “He said I could kill him.” 
 
    “You just traumatized his sister,” Rose scolded, gesturing toward the screaming woman in Elise’s arms. “Don’t you have any sense of decency at all?” 
 
    Aaron grimaced in disgust at his shoe and shook his foot, as if that would shake the blood and flesh off of it. “Damn it. He got his brains on my shoe,” he complained. “Does anyone know how to clean brains off of shoes?” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him. “Can’t say I’ve ever tried,” she said dryly. 
 
    Meanwhile, the human woman began to scream louder. 
 
    “I’ll buy you some new shoes!” Elise yelled, clasping her hand over the human’s mouth, cringing at the loud screams. “Just make her stop screaming!” 
 
    Aaron glanced at the human, tilting his head back to shake his curly, black hair out of his face. He stepped over her brother’s corpse as he walked toward her. He stopped in front of her, smiling, as if he didn’t notice her utter terror. “Your screams are hurting our ears, sweetheart. I need you to shut up.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Are you flirting with her or threatening her?” 
 
    The woman immediately stopped screaming, her brown eyes wide. 
 
    “Hmm,” Aaron murmured, surprised. “Uncover her mouth, Elise.” 
 
    Elise reluctantly pulled her hand away, cringing in anticipation. 
 
    But the woman didn’t scream. She just continued to stare at Aaron. 
 
    Aaron tilted his head to the side. “Well, you’re significantly more reasonable than your brother,” he commented. “Maybe I won’t have to kill you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” she said quietly, her lips trembling. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. I never wanted to be part of the Assassins of Light anyway.” 
 
    Aaron raised his eyebrow. “You were forced?” 
 
    “I was born into it. We all are. Generation after generation serves in the order. My brother wanted to, but I didn’t. My parents forced me,” Nina said. 
 
    “So, it really is like a cult,” Rose realized. 
 
    “Generations?” Aaron repeated, his brows furrowing. “But the original Assassins of Light were monks. They were celibate. They didn’t have families.” 
 
    “Yes, but a very terrible vampire killed all of them,” Nina explained. 
 
    Aaron smiled and tapped his chest with his finger. “That would be me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nina squeaked, somehow managing to look even more terrified than she did before. “Well, when they reformed the order, they did it differently.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Aaron muttered. He pointed at the gun in Rose’s hands. “What did your brother mean when he said that those bullets could kill us?” 
 
    Nina swallowed. “They release poisoned blood into your bloodstream.” 
 
    Rose turned the gun over in her hand, her eyes wide. 
 
    Aaron held out his hand. “Give it to me. I’ll dispose of it.” 
 
    Rose walked over to him and carefully placed it into his hand. 
 
    He turned back toward Nina. He tucked a strand of her brown hair behind her ear. Despite her fear, his allure affected her. Aaron chuckled at the heated longing in her wide, brown eyes. “You’ll tell me everything you know?” 
 
    “I promise,” she said, her voice trembling. “Just…don’t kill me.” 
 
    Aaron glanced up at Elise. “Take her down to the tombs. Put her in a cell.” 
 
    “A cell?” Rose repeated incredulously. “You have jail cells down there?” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Aaron said, “You don’t think I should put her in one.” 
 
    “She’s traumatized enough as it is,” Rose said, just as he’d predicted. 
 
    “Do what I said,” he told Elise. “I need to talk to Rose for a minute.” 
 
    Elise offered Rose an apologetic smile, and then, with one hand curled around Nina’s arm, she pulled the human away, back toward the mausoleum. 
 
    Aaron took the gun apart and gently lay each piece on the ground. Then, he turned toward Rose. “I saw you on the cameras. You should be in bed.” 
 
    Rose crossed her arms, wincing a little as that caused the wound in her chest to hurt even worse. “You shouldn’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.” 
 
    Aaron paid her very little attention as he turned and walked over to what was left of the Assassin’s body. He nudged the corpse with his shoe, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “I’m not cleaning that up. I’ll send someone else to do it.” 
 
    “Surprise, surprise,” Rose muttered sarcastically. It was almost comical to watch such a ruthless, brutal vampire get grossed out by something. Well, that is, until she remembered that it was the corpse of the man he’d just murdered that was grossing him out. “You didn’t have to kill him. You could have just…” 
 
    “Let him go? Like you did?” Aaron interrupted, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I know showing mercy is a revolutionary idea,” she said dryly, “but…” 
 
    “My job is to protect the thousands of vampires that are part of this colony,” Aaron snarled, stepping toward her. “I don’t have time for mercy.” 
 
    “Fighting hatred with hatred breeds more hatred,” Rose insisted. “Have you considered the fact that by killing the original Assassins so mercilessly, you may have caused an even stronger organization to form? You fueled their cause.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “The human insulted me.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “And you have to kill everyone who insults you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said, frowning at her, as if the question were absurd. 
 
    Rose crossed her arms. “He was a human.” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “And your point is?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for this,” she muttered. “I have to go.” She spun on her heels and started walking toward the cemetery’s gates. 
 
    Aaron suddenly appeared in front of her, moving too rapidly for her to see. His black eyes narrowed. “The only place you’re going is back to the tombs.” 
 
    “I came to you willingly, Aaron,” Rose snarled. “I’m not your prisoner.” 
 
    “You’re injured,” he reminded her. “You need to be in bed.” 
 
    She flashed a fake smile. “Thanks for the concern, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “You have a hole in your chest, Rose,” Aaron said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Rose glanced down at her shirt, grimacing as she realized that the blood had begun to seep through the bandages and stain her shirt. Again. “I’m out of bed, aren’t I?” she pointed out. “Obviously, I’m doing better than I was yesterday.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “You’re were dying yesterday.” 
 
    She spread out her arms and smiled. “And today, I’m not. Yay.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much,” Aaron muttered. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “Stop pretending to care, okay?” she said bitterly. “We both know you don’t. I’m just a weapon to you, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aaron said harshly, “but you’re of no use to me if you’re dead.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Then, you better hope I survive.” 
 
    He sighed in frustration. “What is so important that you have to leave?” 
 
    “Kara needs my help,” Rose answered. “She’s being held prisoner.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. “That’s it?” he scoffed. “This is Kara we’re talking about. She can sneak in and out of anywhere. It’s what she does. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose said, her voice sharp with sarcasm. She tilted her head to the side. “Tell me something… How do you sneak out of telepathic control?” 
 
    His smile faded. “Alana has her?” 
 
    “Oh! Now, I have your attention!” Rose exclaimed. She smiled bitterly. “You wouldn’t want to lose your best warrior to your enemy, now would you?” 
 
    His jaw tightened. “Fine. Go. But take Erik and Kallias with you.” 
 
    “That was my plan originally,” she sighed, “but I can’t get in touch with them. They’re not answering their phones, and I have no idea where they are.” 
 
    Aaron frowned at that. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, and do you know what else is interesting?” Rose asked sharply. She stepped forward, glaring at him. “Erik lied to me last night. He told me that he’d seen Kara with Elise, but Kara was never with Elise last night. She was with Alana…which also happens to be who Erik was with last night. By your orders.” 
 
    “Erik is in love with Alana,” Aaron said. “Maybe he betrayed us.” 
 
    “Or maybe Alana has taken control of his mind,” Rose snarled, “which is something you knew would happen when you ordered him to go to her alone.” 
 
    He shrugged unapologetically. “It’s a risk that I had to take.” 
 
    “Look, I get it,” Rose said, nodding. She spread out her arms. “This war is just a chess game to you. A power struggle between you and Alana. And all of us are just pawns in your game. You don’t care what happens to us. As long as you win.” Her blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “But you need to start caring.” 
 
    Aaron’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh? And why is that?” 
 
    She stepped closer to him and lowered her voice. “Because if something happens to someone I care about because of you,” she growled, “you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” he asked. He smiled, as if he were amused. He stepped forward, forcing her backward until he had her cornered against the tombs. “I am four thousand years old, Rose. You don’t want to piss me off.” 
 
    Rose leaned back against the wall and smiled at him. “I can rip you into a billion pieces with my mind,” she said. Her blue eyes changed, transforming into that dark red that flashed and swirled. “You don’t want to piss me off.” 
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    “I gave her some wine to calm her nerves. I hope you don’t mind,” Elise told them as she returned. She froze, her jaw dropping. “Rose? Your eyes…” 
 
    “Are red,” Rose finished her sentence. “Yeah, I know. It happens.” 
 
    Aaron just stared at Rose, as if he couldn’t decide how to feel about her threat. On one hand, he seemed intrigued by her glowing, red eyes, but on the other hand, he obviously didn’t enjoy being threatened by a vampire thousands of years younger than him. “After you rescue Kara, have someone report to me.” 
 
    “After?” Rose repeated, surprised. “You’re assuming I’ll be successful?” 
 
    Aaron stepped back, his black eyes gleaming with amusement. “Well, from what I understand, you don’t take well to someone hurting the people you care about. I can only imagine what you’ll do to the person who hurt Kara.” 
 
    Rose’s lips twitched. “Once I save Kara and find Kallias, I’ll come back.” 
 
    “Well, I have a prisoner to question, so I better get started,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Please, don’t traumatize her any worse,” Rose sighed. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes at her. He turned and walked back toward the place where he’d set the two pieces of the gun. He gathered them up gently and glanced at Elise. “Be careful. Both of you,” he demanded. Then, almost as an afterthought, he glared at Rose and growled, “And don’t be a fucking martyr.” 
 
    “Potty mouth,” Rose countered immaturely. 
 
    The bewildered look on Aaron’s face afterward made it all worth it. 
 
    “Good luck with Nina,” Elise said as she moved to stand beside Rose. 
 
    Aaron frowned. “Who is Nina?” 
 
    “The woman you just traumatized,” Rose said with a disapproving look. 
 
    Aaron nodded and turned to head back into the mausoleum. 
 
    “Did you hear what I said about Osiris?” Rose asked before he left. 
 
    He turned back toward her. “Yes.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    “And…thanks for the tip, but decisions of war aren’t based upon the feelings of little girls,” Aaron sneered in the most condescending tone possible. 
 
    Rose glared murderously at the back of his head as he walked up the steps. “Yeah? Well, you’re the one who looks like a college kid!” she countered. 
 
    He didn’t even look back at her as he stepped inside the mausoleum and closed the door behind him. Rose continued to glower long after he was gone. 
 
    “What?” Rose asked when she noticed the way Elise was looking at her. 
 
    Elise shrugged, her eyes wide. “You do realize he could kill you, right?” 
 
    “I realize that,” Rose assured her. “But my mouth doesn’t.” 
 
    Elise just laughed. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Elise tilted her head back, staring up the night sky, her skin bathed in bluish-white moonlight. “You have a strange effect on people,” she commented. 
 
    Rose glanced at her. “What do you mean?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    Elise’s blue-gray gaze shifted toward Rose. “You just…change things,” she said with a curious smile. “Did you know that Aaron never allows anyone to feed from him? Blood bonds give you so much knowledge of someone. You become intimately acquainted with their emotions, and you could even use the blood bond to locate them… There are just so many ways that a vampire could use a blood bond against another vampire. It would make Aaron vulnerable, and he can’t allow that. And yet, he broke that rule to save your life. It’s interesting.” 
 
    The snow crunched and slushed beneath Rose’s feet, soaking the fabric of her Converse tennis shoes, leaving her shivering beneath her thin, hooded jacket. She shoved her hands deeper into the pockets of her hoodie. “There’s more to that than you realize,” she told Elise. “Aaron wants to use my power.” 
 
    Elise swung the battle-axe idly—and dangerously—by her side as they walked, and as they passed by a tree, the axe hit the tree with a booming, echoing thud. Rose jumped, startled by the sound. “Oops,” Elise muttered, tucking a curl behind her ear as she glanced back at the tree she’d so carelessly hit. The tree leaned to the left now, away from them, swaying unsteadily. “Anyway, it’s not just Aaron. Kara has these walls, these…rules, I suppose, that she doesn’t break when it comes to women. She never gets emotionally-involved. Maybe it’s because of Alana, or maybe it’s just because of her reputation of being a total badass. I’m not sure. All I know is that she never gets emotionally-involved. And yet, I watched her the night that you were injured. She paced the floors, wringing her hands, refused to get in bed, and then, spent all day pouring herself into her work. Now, I don’t know about you, but I would call that emotionally-involved.” 
 
    Rose looked away, her heart pounding so hard inside her chest that she briefly worried it might beat right out of that convenient hole in her chest. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating,” she muttered. “Kara and I barely know each other.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that any more than I do,” Elise said, smiling. 
 
    Rose dragged her fingers through her frizzy, red hair. “I just met her.” 
 
    “Some people just have that connection, you know,” Elise said, lifting her shoulders and smiling sweetly, like someone enchanted by a romantic story. 
 
    Rose scowled. “I don’t believe in love at first sight. That’s infatuation.” 
 
    “I didn’t say love at first sight,” Elise said. “I said…a connection.” 
 
    “You don’t believe in monogamy, but you believe in that?” Rose asked. 
 
    Elise shrugged. “I’m a carefree person. Exclusive relationships just don’t suit me,” she giggled. “Who knows? If I ever fall in love, maybe I won’t mind being monogamous, but that hasn’t happened yet. I’m a romantic at heart.” 
 
    “What?” Rose said, surprised. “You mean…you’ve never been in love?” 
 
    Elise lifted an eyebrow. “You make it sound like it happens every day. Who could I have fallen in love with? A human?” she scoffed. “I can’t fall in love with a human. Lafi? Ugh. While I admit that he was kinder to me than he was to others, he was still the worst kind of person. Kara? Well, she’s a nice—and very sexy—friend, but she’s not really the kind of person you fall in love with.” 
 
    “Why not?” Rose objected—a little too aggressively. 
 
    Elise’s eyebrows managed to arch even higher. “You disagree, I take it?” 
 
    Rose blushed as she realized what her objection had implied. “No, I just mean, I can think of many reasons that someone—not me—could love Kara.” 
 
    Elise’s lips twitched in amusement. “Someone,” she repeated. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said, waving her hand dismissively. “Someone.” 
 
    “Like…a friend of a friend?” Elise teased, clearly suppressing laughter. 
 
    Rose scowled. “I’m not in love with her, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Elise giggled as she lifted a tree branch out of the way so that they could duck under it. “Ah, how are you so adorable?” she exclaimed with a playful smile. 
 
    Rose stopped mid-step as she noticed a strange, sweet scent in the midst of all of the normal, woodsy scents. “Elise,” she whispered. “Do you smell…” 
 
    “A vampire,” Elise finished her sentence for her. Her blue-gray eyes widened, and she turned, glancing around the dark, young forest, searching for a sign of movement or an out-of-place shadow. “I don’t recognize the scent.” 
 
    Rose lifted her face to the wind, inhaling the icy, cold air, trying to better discern the scent. “I don’t either,” she whispered. “It smells awfully sweet.” 
 
    “You’re smelling the vampire’s power,” Elise explained. “Power smells sweeter, more appealing. Whoever this vampire is—he’s extremely powerful.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “How do you know it’s a man?” 
 
    “It’s just a guess,” Elise said quietly. “I smelled a hint of aftershave.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “So, do you think we should be concerned?” 
 
    Elise ran her hand through her hair, pushing the blonde curls out of her face. “Well, we’re on the brink of war with a powerful vampire…who has an army of powerful vampires. So, I’d say yes. We should proceed with caution.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she noticed a silhouette in the trees—a tall, slender man in a long coat. “Hey! I see you!” she called out. “Why are you watching us?” 
 
    “That is not proceeding with caution,” Elise muttered. 
 
    The figure began to approach them, moving silently through the trees, until he finally emerged from the shadows. He bent forward at the waist, bowing formally, his long, pale blonde hair falling around his face. “Hello, my Eklektos.” 
 
    “What the hell is an Eklektos?” Elise mumbled, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “Erastos?” Rose asked, her bright blue eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Elise frowned. “I thought you said that you didn’t recognize his scent.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Rose told Elise, not taking her eyes off of Erastos. “I was still human the last time I saw him. I couldn’t smell his blood when I was human.” 
 
    Erastos straightened, his long black coat swaying in the wind. The black clothing contrasted starkly with his ghostly pale skin, his white-blonde hair, and his pale blue eyes. He looked even more inhuman than he did the last time she’d seen him. “The vampire body suits you,” he said in that cold, eerie voice of his. 
 
    Elise leaned toward Rose. “Was that his way of calling you hot?” 
 
    Erastos frowned at Elise. “I doubt she is hot in these temperatures.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Something you should know,” Rose said to Elise. “This guy doesn’t understand metaphors, sarcasm, or colloquial terms. He’s very strange.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Elise muttered, her eyes wide. 
 
    Rose shifted her gaze back toward Erastos. “While I appreciate your extremely creepy habit of randomly popping up in every country I’ve ever been in and making some kind of vague, nonsensical statement before disappearing again,” she said, her voice sharp with sarcasm, “I really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “What?” Elise sputtered. “Is he like some kind of stalker or something?” 
 
    Rose glanced at Elise. “I’m not really sure what he is, honestly.” 
 
    “I told you that I would return when you needed me,” Erastos stated. 
 
    “Great,” Rose said. “Then, come on. You can help us save our friend.” 
 
    “You will not need my help to save Kara Unnarsdóttir,” Erastos stated. 
 
    “How do you know about Kara?” Elise asked worriedly. 
 
    “Brace yourself for a vague answer,” Rose whispered to Elise. 
 
    “I have been given certain knowledge,” Erastos answered. 
 
    “Told you so,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Elise’s brows furrowed. “Er…and who gave you that knowledge?” 
 
    “You’re wasting your time,” Rose informed her. 
 
    “It isn’t important who gave me the knowledge. It is only important that the Eklektos receives certain knowledge from me at certain times,” Erastos said. 
 
    “I’d rather have all the knowledge right now,” Rose complained. 
 
    “I’m so confused,” Elise whimpered. “What on Earth is an Eklektos?” 
 
    “It’s Greek for chosen,” Rose provided. 
 
    Elise frowned. “Chosen for what, exactly?” 
 
    “Being stalked by a creepy, pale guy, apparently,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “I don’t stalk you,” Erastos argued. “I just know everything about you.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him. “Oh. Is that all?” she said dryly. 
 
    “The knowledge that I have about you is for your benefit,” Erastos told her, his voice eerily sterile. “I know what I need to know in order to help you.” 
 
    “But for some reason, you get to decide when I need help,” Rose said. “Personally, I find it a little weird that none of the times I’ve almost died or actually died made the list. I mean, if dying doesn’t qualify as needing help, then what does?” 
 
    “I told you. Your death was necessary,” Erastos said, his pale blue eyes practically glowing in the dark woods. “You had to die in order to become this.” 
 
    Rose frowned suspiciously. “Actually, you said that I had to die in order to save my friends,” she reminded him, “and that my death was unavoidable.” 
 
    “That, too,” Erastos said. His pale blue gaze swept up and down Rose’s body, but it held no heat, only cold interest, like the gaze of someone appraising an expensive item they planned to buy. “A human body is inappropriate for the Eklektos. It is too fragile to host the limitless power that you possess. Your transformation into a vampire was good and necessary. It was meant to happen.” 
 
    “Meant to happen,” Rose repeated, a note of disgust in her voice. 
 
    “You’re beginning to sound as pessimistic as Kallias,” Erastos sighed. 
 
    Rose flashed a sarcastic smile at him. “Must be a side effect of torture.” 
 
    Erastos didn’t flinch—or even react—to that piece of information. 
 
    Rose nodded bitterly as she realized that he’d known that, too. “Was that good? Was that meant to be? The flashbacks—are they meant to be? What about the nightmares I have every night now…about drowning in the darkness?” 
 
    His pale blue eyes widened in surprise. “You dream about her?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Her?” she repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    “Never mind,” Erastos said. He suddenly looked uncomfortable, which was actually the most emotion he’d shown throughout the entire conversation. “To answer your question…yes, everything that has happened was meant to happen. The Eklektos will suffer unimaginably, but it is for a greater purpose.” 
 
    “Funny,” Rose said. “You sound an awful lot like that crazy cultist.” 
 
    “But I am not like Peter Holcomb,” Erastos said, his brows furrowing. “Peter hated vampires. I am a vampire. Therefore, he and I are nothing alike.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Relax, Casper. It was just an observation.” 
 
    That only seemed to confuse him more. “Casper?” 
 
    “Because you look like a ghost,” Rose provided. 
 
    His frown deepened. “You’ve seen ghosts?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Never mind,” she muttered. “Look, I really don’t have time for this tonight. If you really want to help, at least tell me if we’re headed in the right direction. Is Alana holding Kara prisoner at the old asylum?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erastos confirmed. “And she has three vampires guarding Kara.” 
 
    “Now, that is the kind of help I’m talking about,” Rose praised. 
 
    “Uh…” Elise began, still not sure what to think. “Will Alana be there?” 
 
    Erastos didn’t even glance her way. “No. She is making preparations.” 
 
    “Preparations?” Rose repeated, frowning. “Preparations for what?” 
 
    “Many people will die tonight,” Erastos announced. 
 
    Rose blinked. “Ah…okay. Thank you for that very scary statement that doesn’t even remotely answer the question I just asked,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “You should prepare yourself to lose many people,” he warned her. 
 
    “See, I don’t think you understand the idea behind preparing yourself for something. Because every time you use that phrase, it’s something that I couldn’t possibly prepare myself to do. I can’t prepare myself to die. And I most certainly cannot and will not prepare myself to ‘lose many people,’” she snarled, mimicking his low, emotionless voice. “I will prepare myself to fight. I will prepare myself to do everything in my power to save them. But if you want me to prepare myself to lie down and accept their deaths, I have news for you: that’s not who I am.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do to prevent it,” Erastos told her. 
 
    “That won’t stop me from trying,” Rose stated, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Elise stared at Erastos with wide, blue-gray eyes. “Who is going to die?” 
 
    “He won’t tell me,” Rose said bitterly. “He never does.” 
 
    “It would negatively affect your plans for the night,” Erastos explained. 
 
    Rose clasped her hand over her chest and gasped, “Oh, the horror!” 
 
    Erastos tilted his head to the side, his white-blonde hair falling over the side of his black coat. “Is that sarcasm?” he asked curiously. “I sense…hostility.” 
 
    “Aw, yay!” Rose said with fake enthusiasm. “Someone’s a big boy now!” 
 
    Elise giggled. “You’re going to get us killed,” she complained at Rose. 
 
    “My older brother used to say that I was destined to die from ill-timed sarcasm,” Rose said. “The joke’s on him. I died from something totally different.” 
 
    Erastos watched their banter without a hint of interest—or emotion of any kind, for that matter. “Are you wearing the Stone of the Eklektos?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I have another glowing necklace,” Rose said sarcastically. Then, to make sure he understood her sarcasm, she reached into her hoodie and pulled out the heavy, glowing Stone. It responded to her touch, glowing even brighter. 
 
    He reached out and touched the Stone of the Eklektos with his cold, pale fingers, and it instantly stopped glowing. “Good,” he said. “You’ll need it.” 
 
    Elise leaned forward, frowning at the Stone that hung from Rose’s neck, watching as it glowed red against Rose’s skin. “What kind of necklace is that?” 
 
    “The kind that got me killed a month ago,” Rose muttered. 
 
    “There is one more thing you need to know,” Erastos told Rose. 
 
    Rose tucked the Stone of the Eklektos back into her hoodie, the black fabric barely cloaking its crimson glow. “Well, what is it, Snow White?” 
 
    Erastos just frowned for a moment, not seeming to realize that Rose was talking to him. But then, he continued anyway, “You are a walking paradox. You are the intersection of light and darkness. You live by light and draw your power from darkness. You have spent your lifetime burying your darkness, and you continue to do that now. But you must not do that tonight. It weakens you.” 
 
    Rose frowned at the strange advice. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    Erastos stepped forward. “You must surrender to the darkness.” 
 
    An eerie chill ran down Rose’s spine. It was as if her mind were trying to warn her of something. Her recurring nightmare flashed through her mind—the dark abyss. “Surrendering to the darkness sounds like a bad thing,” she said. 
 
    “It only sounds bad because you are afraid of that part of yourself,” Erastos explained. “But you mustn’t be afraid of the darkness. It is your power.” 
 
    Rose chewed on her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Okay, so hypothetically, if I did believe you and try to surrender to the darkness at some unknown point in the future,” she sighed, “what does that even mean? And how would I do it?” 
 
    “You’ll understand when it happens,” he assured her. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “Why did I not see that coming?” 
 
    “Just remember,” Erastos said. “Surrender to the darkness.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll remember your statement that makes no sense,” Rose said. 
 
    “You must go now,” Erastos told her. “We will see each other again.” 
 
    “The next time that something horrible is going to happen,” Rose said. 
 
    He bowed to her, and because of his closeness, his strange, clean scent filled her senses. He smelled as sterile as he looked. “Goodbye, my Eklektos.” 
 
    “Bye, Robotic-Ghost-Guy,” Rose said as he disappeared into the night. 
 
    Elise glanced at Rose with wide, blue-gray eyes once they were alone in the woods again. “I have so many questions. I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Rose grimaced. “Honestly, I don’t have any answers,” she admitted. “That guy is a complete mystery to me, still. I don’t know how he knows what he knows. I don’t even know if I should trust him. But so far, he’s been right.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Elise sighed. “Who do you think is going to die?” 
 
    Rose felt the adrenaline pulsing through her bloodstream. “No one.” 
 
    “But you just said he’s always right,” Elise said slowly, frowning. 
 
    “Maybe he is,” Rose said, shrugging. A red spark flashed briefly in her eyes, so briefly that Elise thought she might have imagined it. “I don’t know for sure if he’s always right. What I do know is that I will not let anything happen to the people I care about. I will do whatever I have to do in order to protect them.” 
 
    “Even surrendering to the darkness?” Elise asked. “Whatever that means…” 
 
    “Even surrendering to the darkness,” Rose confirmed. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Here it is,” Elise announced, gesturing toward the ominous building. 
 
    Rose stopped at the old, rusted gate that had once closed off the mental asylum. It opened onto an overgrown lawn, now filled with trees and weeds, and at the end of that lawn, a creepy, three-story, stone building set, covered in vines, beneath a bright, full moon. “Oh. It looks so cozy,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Elise grimaced. “I can’t imagine that it’ll look any less scary inside.” 
 
    “Do you think Kara is in there?” Rose asked curiously. 
 
    Elise shrugged. “We’re too far away to distinguish her scent from the others,” she sighed. “I guess we won’t know for sure until one of us is inside.” 
 
    Rose frowned as she noticed a dark silhouette in front of the building’s double-door entrance. She watched as the shadowy form—a masculine form, she thought—moved away from the doors, as if he were trying to get a better look at them. “There’s a vampire guarding the entrance,” she whispered to Elise. 
 
    Elise turned toward her. “I have an idea,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Rose continued to watch the guard. He tilted his head to the side, watching them curiously. For a moment, he just stared at them. Then, he began to approach. Hesitantly. “He sees us,” she whispered. “He’s coming this way.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Elise said, and then, before Rose could figure out what Elise had planned, Elise wrapped her arms around Rose’s neck and kissed her. 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Um…Elise?” she mumbled against Elise’s lips. “What are you doing?” She felt Elise’s lips curve into a smile against her own. 
 
    “Just…trust me,” Elise whispered, her breath warm against Rose’s lips. 
 
    Rose glanced over Elise’s shoulder, at the vampire approaching them, and then, nodded reluctantly. With her small, slender arms wrapped around Rose’s neck, Elise drew Rose closer and kissed her a second time. Except…Rose didn’t pull away this time. The kiss felt nice, actually, Rose thought. Elise’s lips were soft, and she tasted sweet, like fruit and vampire blood. Rather than leave her arms hanging awkwardly at her sides, Rose lifted her hands to press against the side of Elise’s face, Elise’s soft, yellow-blonde curls brushing her wrists. 
 
    The vampire stopped, just inside the gate, watching them with puzzled, brown eyes. He cleared his throat. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?” 
 
    Elise pulled back and glanced at him. “Oh. I’m sorry,” she giggled. “I didn’t realize anyone was here. We were just looking for a place to be alone.” 
 
    The man frowned suspiciously at them. “Well, this isn’t the place.” 
 
    Elise pointed her thumb over her shoulder, at the asylum. “I heard this place was abandoned years ago,” she said with a sweet smile. She leaned toward him and whispered, “You see, my girlfriend has this thing for creepy places.” 
 
    “Why do I have to be the one with the weird fetish?” Rose complained. 
 
    Elise elbowed her so hard that Rose wondered if Elise had broken one of her ribs. As Rose coughed and rubbed her side, Elise continued to talk to the vampire. “Have you ever heard the story of this place? It’s such a creepy story.” 
 
    “No,” the man said impatiently. “Now, I must insist that you leave.” 
 
    Elise began to play with the man’s tie, untying it and then retying it in a neater knot. “I could tell you the story,” she said flirtatiously, “if you want.” 
 
    Rose realized—a little late—that she probably should have warned Elise beforehand that she was a terrible liar. She looked up at the purplish-blue sky, pretending to be suddenly interested in the bright, full, yellow-orange moon. 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow at Elise. “I’m busy, actually.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Elise asked. “Because you look like you haven’t fed.” 
 
    He licked his lips. “I haven’t had a night off in a while,” he explained. 
 
    “Well,” she said, smiling at him. “I think you’re very attractive, and I think it’s just terrible that you’re here all alone with no one to feed from.” She shrugged. “Maybe, if you’re nice enough, you could have some of my blood.” 
 
    His brown eyes widened. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Elise was practically batting her eyelashes at him. “Of course.” 
 
    He glanced at Rose with a frown. “But what about your girlfriend?” he asked quietly, as if he thought Rose couldn’t hear him. “Won’t she get jealous?” 
 
    Rose faked a smile. “It’s fine. I wanted to look at the moon anyway.” 
 
    Elise frowned at Rose, her lips twitching, as if she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or not. When the man shot a questioning look at her, Elise just shrugged. “I know. She’s weird, but I think it’s cute that she’s weird. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Not really,” the man said, his brows furrowing in confusion. 
 
    Rose scowled. “So, I guess I’ll just…be over here, looking at the moon.” 
 
    Elise gave her a look that clearly conveyed, “Stop doing the moon lie. It’s awkward and terrible,” but Rose just shrugged, not understanding her whatsoever. 
 
    “Okay. Yeah, I guess,” the man said to Elise, a surprised smile pulling at his lips. “I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt anything if I fed…as long as I don’t leave.” 
 
    “All right,” Elise said, smiling. She pulled at his tie playfully, flirtatiously, turning him to face away from Rose. “Then, let’s get started, handsome.” 
 
    Rose grimaced as he kissed Elise, wondering how long she would have to stay before he was distracted enough not to notice the sound of her footsteps. 
 
    When he sank his fangs into Elise’s neck, somehow, between the moans and making out, Elise managed to give Rose a thumbs-up behind the guy’s head. 
 
    Rose moved as quickly and as quietly as she possibly could, circling behind the building, hoping to find another entrance, not visible from the front. The overgrown vines, bushes, and weeds were difficult to navigate through, but as Rose trailed her fingers along the back of the building—just praying that none of these vines were poison ivy—her hand suddenly ran across something metal. 
 
    She sighed in relief as she wrapped her hand around it.  
 
    It was a doorknob. A back entrance—exactly what she’d hoped for. 
 
    Rose turned and glanced back at the overgrown weeds, bushes, and trees, scanning for any sign that someone was watching her. The sound of frost-covered branches crackling startled her, but upon further inspection, Rose found an owl in one of the trees behind the alley, watching her with large, beady eyes. She tilted her head to the side, puzzled by how the owl seemed to acknowledge her and accept her, as if they were kin. It was as if the owl could tell that there was something wild and animalistic inside of her as well. She waved awkwardly at the owl. Then, she inhaled a deep, calming breath of air, and opened the door. 
 
    She jerked the doorknob as forcefully as she could, breaking the lock with one loud click. Then, she stepped into the building and eased the door closed behind her. She coughed as she inhaled the thick, dust-filled air of the building. 
 
    Papers scattered the floor of the room she’d entered, and dust dispersed up into the air as she walked through the room. The back entrance seemed to have opened into a file storage room. Boxes of medical records filled the shelves around her, many of them tipped over, their old, yellowed papers spilled out into the floor. She crept as quietly as possible through the room, toward the door. 
 
    She slipped out of the room and into the dark, dusty hallway. Medical equipment scattered the dark hallway—a tipped-over wheelchair, a discarded stretcher, a rusty scalpel… Rose scowled at the scalpel, not even wanting to think about why there would be a scalpel in the floor of a mental asylum. But while she was staring at it, she forgot to watch where she was going and consequently walked directly into something large and solid. She looked up, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Who the hell are you, and how did you get in here?” he growled. 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip nervously at she stared at the tall man standing in front of her, blocking the stairwell. “Um…the owl gave me permission?” 
 
    He stared blankly at her. “The owl?” he repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “It’s a type of bird,” she provided. 
 
    “I know what a damn owl is,” he growled, his green eyes narrowing. 
 
    “You asked,” Rose muttered, glancing around the dark hallway, trying to think of a way around the vampire. “So…my name is Rose. What is yours?” 
 
    He raked his hand through his curly, reddish-brown hair, sighing out in frustration. “Lady, I don’t know who you are or why the hell you’re talking about owls, but you are not supposed to be here. Now, if you don’t give me a good reason for why you’re in here, I will have no choice but to kill you,” he warned. 
 
    “That’s a long name,” Rose said dryly. 
 
    He stared at her with wide, green eyes. “You’re incredibly annoying.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can say all of that in one breath,” she continued, frowning at the rusted fire alarm beside the stairs. “Do you have a nickname?” 
 
    “My name is Kirk,” he growled. “Now, tell me why you are here.” 
 
    Rose glanced up at him. “You should cover your ears, Kirk.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, his brows furrowing. “Why?” 
 
    “Because of this,” she said as she reached out and slammed the fire alarm down. She quickly covered her ears with her hands to muffle the shrill, ear-shattering bells, but it didn’t help as much as she’d hoped. With her sensitive hearing, the sound still caused unbearable pain to burst through her ears, splitting through her head, and causing her to cry out in agony and fall to her knees. 
 
    But with her hands over her ears, she recovered much quicker than Kirk, who collapsed in the fetal position, his arms over his head, blood beginning to ooze from his ears. She slid around him and ran down the stairwell, down to the basement, assuming that was where they kept Kara. The upper floors had windows, so if Alana had kept Kara there during the day, they would have had no choice but to keep her in the basement. She took two steps at a time, nearly falling down the last few. By the time she reached the last step, the alarms ceased. 
 
    “Crap,” Rose said, realizing that Kirk must have turned them off and wouldn’t be far behind her. She lifted her face and inhaled deeply. She smelled dust, the scent of some kind of cologne, alcohol, two unfamiliar vampires, and then…violets. Violets and leather. Rose opened her eyes and followed that scent. 
 
    The rooms in the basement contained much stranger and much more sinister equipment than the rooms on the upper floors. Rose grimaced as she passed a room with electro-shock therapy equipment and other experimental equipment. Rose had nearly reached the end of the hall when she heard Kara. 
 
    “Rose?” Kara said, staring at Rose with wide, cornflower-blue eyes. She stood just inside the last room, almost straddling the threshold of the room…but not quite. She wore the same leather pants and thin, black shirt that she’d worn before she’d left the Tomb of Blood the night before, except now, there were tears all throughout her shirt and pants, revealing small sections of healed skin. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose breathed, taking another step toward her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Kara glanced past her. “Get out your dagger. Quickly,” she warned. 
 
    Rose pulled the silver dagger from the sheath attached to her waistband and spun around, just in time to stab the vampire racing toward her. Her dagger slid right into the stomach of a short, tattooed woman with spiky, black hair. 
 
    The vampire froze, her cold, dark gaze shifting down toward the dagger in her stomach. She jerked it out without hesitating, causing blood to spill out over her body, staining her gray tank top and brown, cargo pants. She jerked Rose against her, her hand clutching Rose’s long, red hair, and pressed Rose’s silver dagger against her throat. “You’re not supposed to be here,” she growled. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate, Rose,” Kara said. “You have instincts. Use them.” 
 
    Something about Kara’s voice, coaxing her on, seemed to give her the slight boost of confidence that she needed. Rose moved as swiftly as she could, grasping the dagger in the woman’s hand at the exact same time that she stomped on the woman’s foot. Catching the woman off-guard, she twisted, jerking the dagger out of the woman’s grasp. She turned and tried to run toward Kara. 
 
    But after only a few steps, the woman caught her again, jerking her backward with so much force that she collapsed on the floor. The woman turned toward her, and then, she pulled out her gun and pressed it against Rose’s head. 
 
    Rose stiffened, staring up at the woman warily. She knew that the bullet itself wouldn’t kill her, but it would leave her unconscious until she fed, which would allow either one of the vampires the perfect opportunity to kill her. 
 
    The woman cried out suddenly, her gun hitting the floor with a loud crash. At first, Rose didn’t know what had happened, but then, the woman fell face-first onto the floor. Rose scrambled out of the way, gaping as she saw the five small scalpels stuck in the back of the woman’s head. Rose glanced up at Kara, her eyes widening, as she found Kara grinning at her. “You did that?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “They didn’t have quite the same feel as my throwing knives, but what can I say? When you have good aim, you have good aim.” 
 
    Rose laughed and reached out to grab her blood-soaked dagger. 
 
    “Careful,” Kara said as her hand neared the woman. “She’s still awake.” 
 
    Rose glanced worriedly at the vampire, climbing unsteadily to her feet, watching with a grimace as the vampire slowly lifted her shaky hand to jerk one of the scalpels out of her head. She kept her gaze on the vampire as she moved. 
 
    “You have to kill her before she regains her strength,” Kara warned. 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily and took a step toward the vampire, cringing as the vampire pulled another scalpel out of her head. Rose flipped the woman over with her foot, wincing as the woman cried out in pain. She hesitated before kneeling to grab her dagger, which was a mistake, because as she did, the vampire wrapped her arms around Rose’s legs and jerked her legs out from under her. 
 
    Rose whimpered as she hit the floor face-first, unable to catch herself. She felt warm blood spilling out of her nose, over her lips, as she tried to climb onto her hands and knees. The injury in her chest ached worse than ever before. 
 
    “Rose, you have to hurry,” Kara told her in a quiet, shaky voice. She sounded so worried, Rose thought. “I think Kirk called Alana. Please, get up.” 
 
    Rose cried out as her arms slid out from beneath her. The pain felt so severe that she could barely think. She felt the vampire try to grasp her arm. 
 
    “She’s still injured. You can do this,” Kara assured her. “Just get up.” 
 
    Rose pulled away before the vampire could get a good grasp on her arm, and then, she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to think past the pain as much as possible. Then, somehow, she stood, the dagger trembling in her hand. 
 
    “Need…blood,” the vampire growled, crawling toward Rose. 
 
    Rose wiped her hand across her nose, trying to wipe away some of the blood, and then, she once again flipped the vampire over, onto her back. 
 
    Rose jumped on top of the vampire, straddling her hips, and quickly pressed the blade of the dagger against the vampire’s throat. Blood pooled around the vampire’s sleek, black hair, and her dark eyes stared up at Rose tiredly. The vampire seemed too weak and disoriented from the head injury to fight back, and as Rose stared down at the injured vampire, one hand clutching the handle of the dagger and the other clutching the blade, she hesitated. She only needed to press down, and the blade would slice through the vampire’s neck, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t kill the vampire, and she was running out of time. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Kara said from the doorway. “Then, press down.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. She wished that she had more time or that there was another way. But she knew that she had to hurry. She knew that she had to save Kara…quickly…before Kirk made it downstairs…and also before Alana found them. She closed her eyes and pushed down on the blade. She turned her face away, cringing, as the vampire’s warm blood sprayed across her face and neck. When she reopened her eyes, the vampire was dead. Decapitated. 
 
    “Rose!” Kara screamed out suddenly. “Move! Now!” 
 
    Rose heard the rush of movement coming toward her, and thanks to Kara’s warning, she rolled off of the decapitated vampire just in time to dodge Kirk’s attack. She scrambled to her feet and stepped back, bracing herself for another attack as he returned to his feet. He growled ferociously at her and then launched himself toward her. She tried to dodge his body, but he moved too rapidly. His hands grasped her shoulder and jerked her backward as she tried to move. He slammed her against the wall, his chest heaving as he wrapped his hands around her throat. Still clutching the blood-soaked silver dagger, Rose jabbed the dagger into his side, between his ribs, the only place that she could reach in the position he held her in. He groaned in pain, staggering backward as blood poured from his side, soaking into his green shirt. She watched him warily. 
 
    Kirk jerked the dagger out of his side and tossed it aside. The dagger hit the floor with a clang and then slid across the floor, away from them. He pressed his hand over the bleeding wound. “I really don’t like you,” he growled. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Kara said to Rose. “Kirk doesn’t like me much either.” 
 
    He looked at Kara, his green eyes narrowing. “I called Alana while I was upstairs. I told her what you’ve done. She’s on her way here…to kill your friend.” 
 
    Kara just smiled. “You should really keep your eye on your opponent.” 
 
    He frowned. “What?” he mumbled, but before he could even finish the word, he cried out as Rose stabbed him again—shoving her dagger into his heart. 
 
    Rose stumbled backward as he shoved her away from him, barely able to catch her balance before she fell. She watched him as he stepped toward her. 
 
    “Rose, come here,” Kara called. “Come into this room with me.” 
 
    Rose glanced back and forth between Kara—in the room just to her right—and Kirk—in front of her, staggering toward her, a little unsteady because of his injuries. As soon as she began to move toward Kara, Kirk leapt at her. 
 
    Kara jerked Rose into the room with her, snatching Rose out of Kirk’s path less than a second before his hands would have wrapped around her. Rose felt all of the oxygen rush out of her lungs as her back slammed into the wall, the drywall caving in from the speed and force of her body. Kara slammed into her, her hands tightly clutching Rose’s shoulders. Their bodies pressed together, Kara’s muscular form pressing hard against Rose’s curves. Both Rose and Kara panted for breath, their chests heaving, their erratic heartbeats racing rapidly against their chests, as they stared at each other. Kara’s piercing, blue gaze shifted lower, lingering on Rose’s soft, full lips, darkening with desire. Rose swallowed. 
 
    The sound of a chair crashing against the stone floor drew their attention, and Kara stepped back and spun toward the door. Kirk stood in the doorway, panting, blood spilling from the corners of his mouth. His green eyes looked wild and crazed, and he had his fangs bared, causing him to look even less human than before. His gaze darted back and forth from Kara to Rose, as if he were trying to figure out how to kill them both. Blood soaked his green shirt, pouring from his chest and side, large, red droplets splattering onto the stone floor. 
 
    A cocky smirk tugged at Kara’s lips. “You should have known better than to come in here with me…especially after I kicked your ass last night.” 
 
    Kirk stared at Kara, a hint of anxiety flashing in his manic, green eyes. He rolled his shoulders back, preparing to attack. “You have no weapons.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Kara argued, smiling. “I have my body.” 
 
    Kirk lunged at her, and she spun out of his way, causing him to slam into the medical exam table in the center of the room. The table collapsed under his weight, the rusted metal bending and breaking with a thunderous crash that echoed throughout the entire asylum. Kara waited for him to stand and turn back toward her, her body bending just slightly at the knees, into an almost unnoticeable crouch. When he lunged at her a second time, she leapt forward as well. As his hands wrapped around her throat, she latched onto him, wrapping her long, muscular legs around his waist. She flipped them backward, causing him to land on the tile floor. His body slammed against the floor with so much force that a sickening crunch echoed through the room. Kara landed on her feet, lowered into a crouch behind him, and then, she rose gracefully to her full height, pushing her sleek, blue-and-black hair out of her face, as if the fight were over. 
 
    Kirk lay there, paralyzed, groaning in pain, as he watched Kara approach him. Kara flipped him onto his stomach with her foot and pressed the bottom of her boot into his back, holding him still, as she grabbed a handful of his reddish-brown hair. She pressed down on his back with her foot as she snatched his head backward with her hand, and an eerie, screeching cry escaped his lips as she ripped his head from his body with her bare hand. Blood sprayed from his ripped-open neck, splattering the dusty, stone medical room, and pooling beneath his body. Then, Kara straightened and tossed the severed head aside. 
 
    Rose leaned against the wall, still panting for breath, as she watched the gruesome fight begin and end within a matter of seconds, happening faster than any human could have even seen. She watched as Kara turned around to look at her. Kara wiped her blood-soaked hands on her leather pants, and then, she crossed the room, worry flashing in her light blue eyes, as she approached Rose. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kara breathed as soon as she reached Rose, her soft, warm hands trailing up Rose’s arms, her fingers brushing against Rose’s neck as she tilted Rose’s face to the side so that she could examine Rose’s face and neck, looking for injuries. She swept her gaze down Rose’s body. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Rose shivered at the sensation of Kara’s fingers sliding over her skin. The bruises from the fight hadn’t healed yet, and her skin felt tender and sore, even beneath Kara’s gentle touch. And yet, even so, the soft sensation of Kara’s fingertips brushing over Rose’s skin raised chill bumps and caused her skin to tingle pleasantly. “I’m fine,” she said in a strained voice. “I’m healing already.”  
 
    Kara stared at Rose, her brows furrowing. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Elise got your message,” Rose explained. “We came to help you.” 
 
    Kara lifted her hand and cupped the side of Rose’s face affectionately. “You’re injured, Rose. Why would you come here and risk what little health you have regained?” she sighed. “And why in Odin’s name would you come alone?” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, instinctually leaning into Kara’s soft, gentle touch. “I’m not alone,” she assured her. “Elise is outside…um…distracting the guard.” 
 
    The edges of Kara’s lips quirked up in amusement. “Distracting, hmm?” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose at the awkward subject, her lips twitching. “She, uh, seemed to think it was the best way to keep him occupied while I snuck in.” 
 
    “You could have gotten yourself killed,” Kara sighed, concern burning in her icy blue eyes. “I think your bravery is beautiful, Rose, but…those vampires were older and more experienced than you are. You’re lucky to have survived.” 
 
    “I couldn’t let Elise come by herself,” Rose tried to explain. 
 
    “You could have at least brought Kallias and Erik,” Kara insisted. 
 
    “I tried,” Rose sighed. “I couldn’t get in touch with them. I called Kallias, but he won’t answer his phone. And Kara…Erik lied to me about you.” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with worry. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Last night, I was,” Rose paused, somewhat reluctant to admit how she’d felt. “I was…worried…when you didn’t come back to the room before sunrise. But then, Erik told me that he had seen you with Elise. He lied to me.” 
 
    A surprised smile tugged at Kara’s lips. “You were worried about me?” 
 
    Rose lifted her hand to cover Kara’s hand. “Of course,” she whispered. 
 
    Kara’s lips parted in surprise, and she found herself intertwining her fingers with Rose’s. “Alana messed with Erik’s mind. That’s why he lied to you.” 
 
    Rose bit her lip nervously. “Erik is with Kallias right now. You don’t think that Alana would…” she trailed off. “Do you think Kallias is in danger?” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I think that Alana would force Erik to kill his best friend, just to screw with his mind worse than she already has,” Kara sighed sadly, “the answer is yes. That’s exactly the kind of thing that Alana would do.” 
 
    Rose turned to leave. “We have to find Kallias. We have to save him.” 
 
    Kara sighed as she watched Rose head toward the door, “I can’t leave.” 
 
    Rose froze at the door. Then, she turned slowly to face Kara again, her brows furrowing in confusion. “Of course you can. All of the guards are gone.” 
 
    Kara exhaled slowly, sadness flashing in her icy blue eyes. “The guards weren’t out there to keep me in, Rose. They were there to keep everyone else out.” 
 
    A cold wave of dread washed over Rose, a chill that seeped into her skin, piercing down to her bones. “What are you talking about?” she breathed. 
 
    “I never meant for you to get that message, Rose,” Kara explained. She slowly took a step forward, a fearful, pleading look burning in her eyes. “I sent it to Elise. I hoped it would be enough to get her here so that I could warn her.” 
 
    Rose swallowed nervously. “Warn her about what?” 
 
    Kara sighed, “Alana plans to attack the Tomb of Blood tonight.” 
 
    Rose’s heart began to race. “You have to warn Aaron.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Kara said. “If I warn Aaron, the deal is off.” 
 
    The sense of dread that had already been twisting at Rose’s stomach suddenly intensified. Rose stared at Kara, noticing the way Kara’s shoulders slumped with shame, noticing the sadness that flashed in her light blue eyes, noticing the hesitant, pleading look on Kara’s face as she spoke. “What deal?” 
 
    “I agreed to help Alana,” Kara confessed, “in exchange for something.” 
 
    “You made a deal with Alana?” Rose breathed in disbelief. “Kara…” 
 
    Kara normally hid her emotions so well, but in the moment, intense, visible pain flashed in Kara’s eyes, her face contorting, as if she’d been slapped. “You’re disappointed in me,” she realized. “I tried to tell you, Rose. I’m evil.” 
 
    “No,” Rose argued. “No. I refuse to believe that. You’re not evil.” 
 
    Her face softened with sadness. “I knew that Erik would be fine. Alana would never hurt him. Despite all of her faults, for whatever reason, she actually does care about Erik and me to a certain extent. She’ll hurt us. She’ll manipulate us. She’ll use us. But she’ll never kill us. So, I knew that, tonight, she would have him out of the way when she attacked. But you…” Kara sighed. “You’re injured. I assumed you’d be there when she attacked, and…she would have killed you.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Kara?” Rose asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “I asked her to spare you,” Kara admitted. “That was the deal.” 
 
    “You agreed to help her destroy the Tomb of Blood in exchange for…me?” Rose asked incredulously. “You agreed to help her destroy your home, kill all of the vampires that you care about, start a war between vampires and humans, just to save one life? What the heck, Kara? Why would you do that?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “I swore to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you swore to do!” Rose snapped. “This is insane!” 
 
    “There was no way for me to save everyone,” Kara said. “She would have kept me locked in here until it was over. So, I did the only thing I could.” 
 
    “Why me?” Rose asked quietly. “Out of everyone, why would you ask her to spare me? Why not Aaron? Or Elise? Is this really about that stupid oath?” 
 
    Kara looked away, her face contorting with pain. “Don’t ask me that.” 
 
    “Why not?” Rose asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Kara shifted her gaze back toward Rose, her cornflower-blue eyes flashing with an emotion that Rose couldn’t identify. “Don’t ask me to admit how I feel about you when I know you’ll never admit how you feel about me.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “I…I don’t understand,” she stammered. 
 
    “I couldn’t let you die, Rose,” Kara sighed. “I care about Elise. I wanted to warn her and save her, too, if possible, but…it’s different with you. It’s deeper than that. Even if I lose everything that matters to me, I can’t let Alana hurt you.” 
 
    Rose’s frown deepened. “You care that much? After such a short time?” 
 
    Kara just stared at her for a moment. “You’re not an ordinary woman, Rose,” she said quietly. For a moment, she seemed so serious, her words full of unspoken meaning. But then, she raked her fingers back through her long, blue-and-black hair, and offered Rose a hesitant, almost nervous smile. “Same rules don’t apply.” Then, that smile faded, and she stepped forward, closing the space between them. She lifted her hands to push Rose’s thick, auburn hair out of her face, her palms cradling the sides of Rose’s face affectionately. Rose’s bright blue eyes were still wide with shock, her soft, full lips parted in surprise. Kara sighed, “You have to leave. If Alana finds you here, she’ll assume that I broke the deal, and she’ll kill you, just to spite me. Go. Find Kallias. Save him. I’ll warn Elise.” 
 
    Rose shook her head stubbornly. “I’m not leaving you here.” 
 
    “You have to,” Kara insisted. “I can’t leave. At all. Alana commanded me not to leave this room. I physically cannot step through that doorway.” 
 
    “I came here to save you, and I’m not leaving until I do,” Rose told her. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Rose. Just…” Kara trailed off, her nostrils flaring as a familiar scent drew her attention. On the floor, above them, a door creaked open, and the soft tapping of high-heeled shoes echoed throughout the building as someone stepped into the hallway. Kara’s light blue eyes widened in alarm, and then, Kara stepped between Rose and the door, shoving Rose behind her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rose asked, frowning at Kara’s protective behavior. The heels clicked against the stairs now as the vampire descended the stairway. Rose vaguely recognized the vampire’s sweet, perfumed scent. “Who is it?” 
 
    Kara watched the door anxiously, shielding Rose’s body with her own. “Alana,” she answered, just as the beautiful vampire appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Alana leaned against the doorframe, her bare shoulder and her silk-clad hip pressed against the cold, metal doorframe. She wore a thin, lavender dress that molded to every slight curve of her body—a beautiful, formal dress that looked more like prom attire than apocalyptic-battle attire. She tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over her bare shoulder. “Hello, darling.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    22 
 
   
 
  

 Negotiating with a Sociopath 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kara stared warily at her gorgeous ex-girlfriend. “You look nice.” 
 
    A wicked smile curled at the edges of Alana’s lips. “Nice try,” she said in that soft, seductive voice of hers, “but you’ll have to try harder than that, if you want me to look over the dismembered bodies scattered all over the floor.” 
 
    Kara shrugged one shoulder. “You never said that I couldn’t kill them.” 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow. “And am I supposed to believe that the cute little redhead hiding behind you had nothing to do with why you killed them?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding,” Rose corrected. “And why do you keep calling me little? Technically, you’re smaller than I am. You’re shorter and skinnier than me.” 
 
    Alana’s perfectly-sculpted eyebrows managed to lift even higher. She pushed away from the doorframe and entered the room, her heels clicking against the tile floor with each step. She gracefully stepped over Kirk’s headless body, as if she stepped over corpses while wearing high heels all of the time. She tried to veer around Kara, but Kara quickly stepped to the side, keeping herself between Alana and Rose. Kara’s icy blue eyes flashed dangerously as she stared Alana down, daring her to try something. Alana just smiled. “Step aside, Kara.” 
 
    “You promised me that you wouldn’t touch her,” Kara reminded her. 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, a patronizing smile curling at her lips. “The deal, as I remember it, was that you would cooperate peacefully, as long as I didn’t harm your new girlfriend when I attacked the Tomb of Blood,” she explained. She swept her hand out, gesturing toward the carnage that covered the room, and her smile deepened. “I wouldn’t call this ‘peacefully.’ Would you?” 
 
    Kara glanced around. “I don’t know. It looks pretty peaceful to me.” 
 
    “Uh, actually, I’m not her girlfriend,” Rose interjected awkwardly. 
 
    Alana ignored Rose’s correction. “And she isn’t lying in bed, wounded, at the Tomb of Blood, as you said she would be, either,” she told Kara, pointing a long, slender finger at Rose. “It seems to me that the deal is already broken.” 
 
    “Well, I’m still wounded, technically,” Rose corrected. “Just not in bed.” 
 
    “The deal isn’t broken,” Kara said in a pleading tone. “Not yet.” 
 
    Rose scowled at Kara. “Um, yes, it is. It’s absolutely broken.”  
 
    Kara glanced back at Rose, her eyes widening. “Rose, please…” 
 
    “No,” Rose interrupted. “I’m not letting you do something like that, just to protect me. The Tomb of Blood is your home, Kara. You have to protect it.” 
 
    “She’ll kill you,” Kara said quietly, “and it’s not worth it.” 
 
    “Of course it’s worth it,” Rose argued. “There are hundreds, maybe even thousands, of vampires in the Tomb of Blood. I’m just one person, one person that you haven’t even known for that long. Do you honestly think you could live with yourself if you did something that horrible, just to protect me?” 
 
    Sadness flashed in Kara’s icy blue eyes. “I’ve done many horrible things.” 
 
    The anguish and guilt that Rose heard in Kara’s voice tore at her heart. Rose’s voice softened with sympathy as she tried again, rephrasing the question, “Do you honestly think that I could live with myself, if I let you do this?” 
 
    Kara’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “You would have never known.” 
 
    “But now, I do know,” Rose said, “and I refuse to let you do it.” 
 
    “Wow, this is so interesting,” Alana said dryly, twirling a lock of pale-blonde hair around her finger, “especially the part where you both seem to think that this is up for discussion. You do remember that I’m a telepath, don’t you?” 
 
    Rose scowled at Alana. “She’s not helping you.” 
 
    “And I still won’t let you hurt Rose,” Kara added, her voice a low growl. 
 
    Alana giggled, “Oh?” She stepped forward, closing the space between her and Kara, her silky, lavender dress brushing against Kara’s leather-clad legs. She reached up and brushed Kara’s blue-and-black hair out of her face, affectionately tucking the lock of hair behind Kara’s ear. “Tell me, love. How do you plan to stop me? I already commanded you not to fight me, remember?” 
 
    Kara straightened, her intense, blue eyes flashing with a dangerous, animalistic rage, as she glared down at Alana. “Of course you did,” she growled, her words vibrating through her teeth. “Because you’re a coward, Alana. You always have been. You know that you can’t handle me in an actual battle. I’m a warrior, and you’re what? A pretty face? You have no real skills. You’re nothing.” 
 
    A sickening crack echoed through the room as Alana slapped Kara. The force of the slap sent Kara sideways, and for a moment, Kara just stood there, her face tilted down, blood pouring down her face and pooling into her hand as she reached up to touch her shattered, bloody nose. Then, as Kara watched the blood pour into her hands, she began to laugh. It was a strange, almost maniacal laugh that escaped her lips, and it made for a strange, terrifying sight: a dangerous, blood-covered vampire, laughing as blood poured down her face. 
 
    Rose gasped in shock, immediately moving to Kara’s side and lifting her hands to cradle Kara’s broken face. “Oh my goodness. Kara, are you okay?” 
 
    Kara continued to laugh wildly, “Never better.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me like that!” Alana growled at Kara. “You’re wrong!” 
 
    Kara spun toward her, wild, feral anger burning in her intense, blue eyes. “Prove it,” she challenged. “Retract the command. Allow me to attack you.” 
 
    “You’re just trying to get under my skin,” Alana realized. 
 
    Kara laughed again and wiped the blood from her face with the back of her hand. “Ah, baby,” she laughed. “Can’t you see? I’m already under your skin.” 
 
    “I’m not going to retract the command,” Alana declared. 
 
    Kara stepped toward Alana and leaned in close, until her blood-coated face was only inches from Alana’s face. “Because you’re a coward,” she growled. 
 
    Rose cringed as another crack echoed through the room. She looked up, horrified to find that Alana had slapped Kara again. Another layer of blood covered Kara’s face, pouring from her nose and lips, coating her chin and neck. 
 
    “Stop insulting me!” Alana screamed at Kara. 
 
    Kara raised her head to meet Alana’s gaze, her movements slower and weaker because of her painful injuries. The skin of her face had begun to turn purplish-red in several places, and one of her eyes looked swollen. And yet, her swollen, bleeding lips curved into a weak smile. “I’m only speaking the truth.” 
 
    Alana lifted her hand again, but Rose quickly jumped between Kara and Alana before Alana could hit her again. Alana froze, frowning curiously at Rose. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said, worry bleeding into her voice. “Stay out of her way.” 
 
    “No,” Rose snarled, turning to scowl at Kara. “I can’t just stand there while she slaps you over and over like that. If you can even call that a slap…” 
 
    Kara wiped her face with the back of her hand. “I’m fine. This will heal.” 
 
    “You’re not her girlfriend, huh?” Alana murmured in Rose’s ear. Rose turned back toward Alana, swallowing uneasily as she realized how close Alana stood to her. A seductive smile curved at Alana’s lips. “You could’ve fooled me.” 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. “I never said that I didn’t care about her.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Alana laughed. “You must care an awful lot to step between her and me. I doubt any of her real girlfriends even cared that much about her.” 
 
    “I assume you’re including yourself in that statement,” Kara said bitterly. 
 
    Alana’s smile faded, and her dark blue eyes shifted past Rose, toward Kara. “Why do you say things like that?” she asked in a quiet, pained tone. “Why can’t you understand? I do care about you. Why do you think I’m protecting you?” 
 
    “Because you want me alive!” Kara snapped. “That’s all. You’re the cat, and I’m the mouse. If I die, I’m no longer fun to play with. So, you keep me alive while you torment me for your own amusement. You don’t care if I’m happy. As a matter of fact, you enjoy making me miserable. You want to take everything away from me, so that I only have you…because you think that if I have no one else, I’ll need you. But I won’t, Alana. I never needed you. I never needed anyone.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Alana said quietly. “You do need me. You’ll see. After tonight, you’ll see that you need me. When you have no one else, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, because that totally worked the last two billion times you tried it,” Rose muttered sarcastically. “There’s a difference between ambition and insanity, you know.” She smiled at Alana. “I’ll give you a hint: you…are insane.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue gaze shifted back toward Rose, and for a moment, she just stared at Rose, as if she were considering how to react to Rose’s sarcasm. Then, with an expression that looked almost like a mixture of boredom and fascination, she wrapped one hand around Rose’s throat, her perfectly-painted fingernails digging into Rose’s skin as she squeezed Rose’s airway shut. 
 
    “Alana, stop,” Kara pleaded. She darted around Rose, to Alana’s side. Placing her hands on each side of Alana’s face, she gently turned Alana’s face toward her. She leaned in close, like a lover, her hands on Alana’s face, her lips brushing Alana’s lips. “Alana, please,” she whispered. “Don’t hurt her. Please.” 
 
    Alana’s gaze darted down toward Kara’s swollen lips, which were still stained crimson with dried blood. She leaned in, as if she were going to kiss Kara. “You said that you didn’t need me, and now, you’re asking me for something.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kara lied. “I do need you.” She tilted her face forward and kissed Alana, wincing as the pressure of the kiss burned her swollen lips. 
 
    Alana moaned softly against Kara’s lips, and as she leaned into the kiss, she released Rose and moved her hands to Kara’s face, her fingers lightly brushing Kara’s neck and jaw. Then, after only a moment, she pulled back, reluctantly ending the kiss. She watched as Kara’s light blue eyes darted toward Rose and softened with relief. “You’re a convincing liar, Kara,” Alana sighed, “and I want to believe you. But I’m a telepath. I can see your thoughts. I know that you don’t mean that, no matter how much I wish you did. You’re lying.” 
 
    Kara stared at Alana. “Yeah. I am,” she admitted. 
 
    “You just wanted me to stop hurting your new girlfriend,” Alana added. 
 
    Kara glanced nervously at Rose. Rose stood behind Alana, rubbing at the bruises and scratch marks on her neck, as she watched them. “You knew that,” Kara realized, shifting her gaze back to Alana, “and you still let her go?” 
 
    Alana shrugged, a cold look in her dark blue eyes. “For now.” 
 
    Rose winced as her fingers brushed one of the raw, bleeding scratch marks on her neck. “You have really long fingernails,” she complained at Alana. 
 
    Alana smiled at her. “I had a manicure last night.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose muttered, still rubbing her neck. “How nice.” 
 
    Alana stepped forward. Her small, perfectly soft hand wrapped around Rose’s wrist and pulled Rose’s hand away from her neck. She turned Rose’s hand over in her palm, tilting her head, her pale blonde hair falling over her shoulder, as she examined Rose’s short, uneven fingernails. “Ah, these look terrible. Would you like me to schedule you an appointment with my nail technician?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Uh…not really,” she said as she pulled her hand out of Alana’s. “But if you’re taking requests, I’d love it if you didn’t choke me again.” 
 
    Alana smiled. “Of course. I’ll hurt you in a different way next time.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Thanks. That’s very sweet of you,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “What is it about you, Rose Foster, that gets under everyone’s skin?” Alana asked curiously, as she began to circle Rose, like a predator circling its prey. “Why is everyone so willing to risk their lives for you? First, your boyfriend. Then, Kara. Even Erik cares about you, and he has no romantic feelings toward you whatsoever. I admit: you do smell amazing, but it must be more than that.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rose said. “I don’t want anyone to risk their life for me.” 
 
    “And yet, they do. Why?” Alana questioned her. She stopped in front of Rose, a seductive smile curling at her lips. “I must admit: even I am intrigued by you. Your mind is…different. You don’t think like normal people do.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “I can’t tell whether that was a compliment or an insult.” 
 
    “A bit of both,” Alana said, her smile deepening. She stepped closer to Rose, leaning in so close that the soft scent of perfumed lotion seemed to surround Rose, clinging to Alana’s perfectly soft skin. Her breath warmed Rose’s face as she whispered, “What is it about you? What makes you so different?” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily at Alana’s closeness. She offered Alana a nervous smile. “My charming habit of pissing people off with ill-timed sarcasm?” 
 
    Alana’s smile faded. “No,” she said irritably. “That’s not it.” 
 
    “She cares,” Kara said suddenly. Both Rose and Alana turned to look at Kara, stunned by the raw honesty in her answer. Kara stared at Rose as she spoke, and when Rose met her gaze, her breath caught in her throat. There was a certain softness in Kara’s icy blue eyes, a vulnerability that wasn’t usually there. Kara continued to watch Rose, her head tilted, her blue-and-black hair spilling over her shoulders, as she explained, “That is what’s different about Rose. She cares. She has no reason to care, and yet, she does anyway. She believes in you and shows you kindness, and she expects nothing in return.” She finally tore her gaze from Rose. As her gaze shifted from Rose to Alana, the softness and vulnerability vanished, replaced by a hardened anger that caused her light blue eyes to flash. She smiled bitterly at Alana. “Basically, she’s the opposite of you.” 
 
    Alana offered Kara an equally malicious smile. She stepped toward Kara, her heels clicking against the tile floor. Much like she’d done before, she invaded Kara’s space, her silky, lavender dress flattening against her body as she leaned against Kara. She tilted her face toward Kara’s, as if she were going to kiss her again, her breath tickling Kara’s lips. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were in love,” she said with a patronizing smile. She moved her hand to press against Kara’s face, an action that almost looked affectionate…until Rose noticed the way Kara’s jaw tightened as Alana touched her and the way Kara’s fair skin reddened beneath Alana’s fingernails, as if Alana were digging her fingernails into Kara’s skin. “But Kara Unnarsdóttir doesn’t fall in love, does she?” Alana sneered, pulling Kara closer. “Love never works out well for her.” 
 
    “No,” Kara snarled between clenched teeth. “It doesn’t.” 
 
    Rose smelled the blood before she saw it, small trickles of warm, sweet-smelling blood dripping from Kara’s face, from the tiny crescent-shaped cuts left by Alana’s fingernails. “Stop it,” she gasped in horror. “Alana, you’re hurting her!” 
 
    “Especially when I fell in love with you,” Kara added, spitting the words in Alana’s face. “Falling in love with you was the worst mistake I ever made.” 
 
    Alana’s brows furrowed. “Why would you say something like that?” 
 
    “Uh…maybe because you’re hurting her!” Rose yelled, her eyes wide. 
 
    Kara leaned into Alana, as if the pain didn’t bother her at all. “You’re a manipulative, abusive bitch who has done nothing but use me and ruin my life.” 
 
    Alana grabbed a handful of Kara’s sleek, black-and-blue hair and twisted, earning a growled cry from Kara’s lips. “What did you just call me?” 
 
    “I can’t watch this,” Rose breathed, her stomach lurching with nausea at the thought of the pain that Kara must have been feeling. She gripped the handle of her silver dagger and attacked Alana from behind. She placed the blade of the dagger against Alana’s throat and demanded breathlessly, “Let go of her.” 
 
    Alana immediately released Kara. Despite her attempt to hide her pain, Kara gasped in relief the moment Alana’s hands left her. She wiped the blood from her face with her fingers and glanced up at Rose and Alana, her brows creasing in worry. Alana leaned back against Rose, wiggling her back sensually against Rose’s front. She tilted her head back, looking up at Rose. “Ooh, you’re being so aggressive, Rose,” she cooed. “I like a girl that can be aggressive.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. Stunned by Alana’s flirtatious behavior and the sensation of Alana’s soft, thin body rubbing against hers, Rose stumbled back reflexively, releasing Alana. She watched warily as Alana turned toward her. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara called breathlessly. “Rose, look at me.” 
 
    Still confused by what had just happened, Rose slowly shifted her gaze past Alana, finding Kara standing behind her. Rose stared at Kara for a moment, watching the tiny streams of blood that flowed from her face, down her neck, soaking into the thin, black fabric of her shirt. Despite the mass amount of blood that covered the room, the soft, sweet scent of Kara’s blood stood out to Rose, calling out to her hunger. She licked her lips hungrily as she stared at the blood. 
 
    “Don’t let her do that to you,” Kara advised, her cornflower-blue eyes flashing with concern. “This is what she does. She manipulates you. She says and does whatever she has to in order to throw you off. She’s trying to get to you.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Rose said, drawing out the word. “It’s kind of working.” 
 
    “You just have to focus,” Kara told her. “Don’t let her get to you.” 
 
    Rose suddenly felt Alana’s breath on her ear, sending chills down her neck. “Are you going to fight me, Rose?” Alana taunted, her soft, accented voice lilting seductively in Rose’s ear. The front of her body pressed against Rose’s side, her silky, lavender dress soft against Rose’s skin. “You remember what happened last time, don’t you? Your boyfriend had to come to your rescue.” She lowered her voice to a whisper, “But no one is coming to save you this time.” 
 
    An icy wave of dread washed over Rose. “What have you done?” 
 
    Alana smiled. “Nothing. Yet.” 
 
    Rose could feel her heart racing, stabbing rapidly inside of her chest, like tattoo needles, and fear chilled her veins. She knew, as she watched Alana’s smile deepen, that Alana had noticed the change in her pulse and could probably smell the fear-induced adrenaline that filled her bloodstream. “You can’t hurt Kallias.” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “Maybe not. But I’m pretty sure Erik can.” 
 
    Rose stared at Alana, aghast at the sick, horrific plan. “Alana,” she reasoned. “If you force Erik to kill his best friend, he will never forgive you.” 
 
    “Aww,” Alana cooed. “That’s adorable. You think I care.” 
 
    “You do,” Rose argued. It had been a statement, not a question, and the certainty behind the statement stunned Alana so much that her smile actually slipped. Rose continued, “You don’t know how to love. You only know how to treat people how they treated you. You use them, and you hurt them. But that doesn’t stop you from wanting to be loved. That’s why you need Erik and Kara. That’s why you can’t let them go. They’re the only people who ever loved you.” 
 
    Alana stared at Rose, her dark blue eyes wider than Rose had ever seen them. Her brows creased, and her fingers twitched at her sides, as if Rose’s observation sparked some kind of anxiety in her, as if she weren’t used to having someone read her so easily. “What would you know about love?” she growled quietly, anger flashing in her dark blue eyes. “No one ever loved you either.” 
 
    Rose shrugged sadly. “Kallias loves me.” 
 
    Alana stepped closer, her heels clicking harshly against the stone floor with her much-too-aggressive steps. A bitter, malicious smile curled at her lips. “One person. That’s all. And he’s loved you for a total of…what? One month?” she sneered. “Do you really think that makes you some kind of expert on love?” 
 
    “I never said that I was an expert on anything,” Rose corrected. “But it doesn’t matter who loves me or how long they’ve loved me. You don’t have to be loved to love someone. Your actions aren’t dependent on anyone else’s.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself,” Alana scoffed, rolling her eyes. “You sound so pure and light.” She moved even closer to Rose than before, until the front of her body pressed against the front of Rose’s body, until her breath warmed Rose’s face. “But I’ve been in your mind,” Alana whispered. “I’ve seen your darkness. I know the truth about you, Rose. You’re as screwed up as I am. Maybe more.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uncomfortably. “I never said that I wasn’t.” 
 
    “You pretend to be good and pure,” Alana continued, “but you’re dark.” 
 
    “We all are,” Rose stated. “We all have to fight with our own darkness every single day of our lives. But that darkness doesn’t define who you are. You do. All that matters is who wins on each given day: you or the darkness.” 
 
    “And when you lose?” Alana asked. “What happens then, Rose?” 
 
    Rose didn’t answer that question. Instead, she changed the subject. “Retract your command,” she pleaded with Alana. “Let Kara leave the building.” 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the plea. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    Rose chewed on her lip nervously. “What do you want in exchange for Kara’s freedom?” she asked. “You made a deal with Kara. Make one with me.” 
 
    “What?” Kara gasped, her eyes widening in shock. “Rose, you can’t.” 
 
    Alana smiled and stepped forward. She curled her hands around Rose’s hips and pulled her closer, tilting her face up toward Rose’s, as if she were going to kiss her. And then, with her lips nearly touching Rose’s, she whispered, “You.” 
 
    “No,” Kara snarled at Alana. “Absolutely not. You can’t do that to her.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “You want me? Why would you want me?” 
 
    “Your power, of course,” Alana laughed. “Do you have any idea what I could do with the kind of power that you have? Together, we’d be unstoppable.” 
 
    “I won’t let you use her like that,” Kara tried to tell Alana. 
 
    Alana shot an irritated glare at Kara. “Hush now, darling. We’re talking.” 
 
    Rose scowled. She hesitantly removed Alana’s hands from her hips. “You don’t understand,” she sighed. “I have very little control over my power.” 
 
    “I could teach you,” Alana offered. “I’d show you how to control it.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “If it were that simple, Kallias would have shown me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alana said, raising her eyebrow. “Do you honestly think that Kallias has taught you everything he knows? You don’t think he hides things from you, still? When you first met him, he didn’t even want to tell you about your power. He lied to you. To protect you. You think he wouldn’t do that now?” 
 
    “She’s using your insecurities against you, Rose,” Kara warned. 
 
    “Why would he do that now?” Rose asked Alana, humoring her. “When I was human, using my telekinetic abilities could have killed me. It did kill me, actually. Right or wrong, that decision at least made sense. But why would he lie about this? Why wouldn’t Kallias want me to be able to control my power?” 
 
    “Because he’s afraid of losing you,” Alana said simply. 
 
    Rose felt sick to her stomach, all of the sudden. Something inside of her seemed to recognize what Alana was saying was true. “But he wouldn’t lose me.” 
 
    “He could,” Alana said. “If you lose yourself to the power, like I did.” 
 
    Rose’s brows furrowed. “But…I would never do that.” 
 
    Kara moved closer to Rose, trying to pull Rose’s attention away from Alana. “Listen to me, Rose. She’s manipulating you, and you’re letting her do it.” 
 
    Rose looked at her. “But is she lying? You’d know if she was, wouldn’t you? You always know when people are lying. Do you think she’s being honest?” 
 
    Kara looked conflicted. “That’s not the point,” she muttered, frowning. 
 
    “Just tell me,” Rose pleaded. “Do you think Alana is telling the truth?” 
 
    Kara sighed. “Yes,” she said reluctantly. “But you can’t think about that right now. She’s trying to confuse you, sow distrust, and make you insecure.” 
 
    “You see, Rose, one of the keys to controlling your power is giving up control,” Alana explained with an amused smile. “Surrendering to the darkness.” 
 
    Rose glanced at Alana, her eyes widening in alarm. “What did you say?” 
 
    Alana’s smile deepened. “Ah, you’ve heard that before, haven’t you?” 
 
    Rose just stared at Alana, her heart racing, as she tried to figure out how Alana could know that phrase. Perhaps she’d just seen it in Rose’s memories, but that seemed unlikely. Kallias had told her that sorting through subconscious thoughts, like memories, was extremely difficult while the person was conscious. 
 
    “So, what will it be?” Alana asked. “Will you help me? Will you give up yourself in exchange for Kara’s freedom? I’ll retract my command, if you do.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said pleadingly. “No. Rose, please, don’t do this.” 
 
    Rose glanced at her, her brows furrowing. It stunned Rose to see Kara so transparent about her emotions. She suddenly seemed so unlike the playful, enigmatic vampire Rose had come to know over the past several days. Moved by Kara’s pained expression, Rose placed her hand on Kara’s arm, squeezing it comfortingly. She shifted her bright, azure gaze back toward Alana. “I can’t. You’d use me to hurt others, and I can’t allow that. Choose something else.” 
 
    “Are we bartering, Rose?” Alana said, her dark blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “I must say: this is foreign for me. I’m used to getting what I want.” 
 
    “You must want something else,” Rose said, shrugging. “What is it?” 
 
    Alana tilted her head thoughtfully. “Your blood. I want your blood.” 
 
    Rose blinked in surprise. “That’s it? And you would let Kara go?” 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened. “Rose, if you let her feed from you, she might drain you and kill you. And even if she doesn’t, you’d have a blood bond with her. She would use it to manipulate you. Trust me. I know from experience.” 
 
    “Give me your blood, and Kara is free to leave,” Alana told Rose. 
 
    Rose didn’t hesitate. She extended her wrist toward Alana. “Deal.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said. “She won’t let me fight her, Rose. I can’t protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to protect me,” Rose sighed. “You’ve done enough of that. It’s what got you into this situation. Now, it’s my turn to protect you.” 
 
    Kara placed both of her hands on Rose’s face, turning Rose’s face toward her, meeting Rose’s gaze with her own. “Please, don’t. If she kills you…” 
 
    “If she kills me,” Rose interrupted, “you’ll save the Tomb of Blood.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said. “This isn’t worth the risk. I’m not worth the risk.” 
 
    Rose covered Kara’s hands with her own. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “Would you two stop?” Alana pouted. “You’re making me jealous.” 
 
    Kara dropped her hands to her sides. “I kept your deal, Alana. You commanded me not to tell anyone where I was. How could I have broken it?” 
 
    “You found a loophole. You sent a message with a hint in it that they deciphered,” Alana said. “You don’t get to escape the consequences of your actions, just because you’re clever. You broke our deal. So, I made a new deal.” 
 
    “If you hurt her,” Kara growled, “I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Alana sighed sadly, “I remember when you used to be like that for me.” 
 
    Kara looked away, her aggressive stance melting into a sad, broken one. “I still am. I’d still kill someone for hurting you. But I won’t let you hurt her.” 
 
    Alana smiled, then, slowly, maliciously. She stepped closer to Kara and hissed, “Then, I guess you’d better find another one of your clever loopholes.” 
 
    Kara stepped back, her pulse skyrocketing, as she tried to think of a way to save Rose. She watched in horror as Alana returned to Rose, licking her lips. 
 
    Rose waited, her hand still extended toward Alana. “Go ahead. Feed.” 
 
    Alana glanced down at Rose’s wrist, as if she found it repulsive. “Oh, darling, I don’t feed from the wrist. The blood flow is so annoyingly slow.” 
 
    Rose dropped her hand. “Then, where do you feed from? The neck?” 
 
    Alana moved closer and then completely stunned Rose by moving her hand between them and dragging her fingernail up Rose’s jean-clad thigh. She smiled as Rose gasped at the sensation. “The femoral artery is quite pleasant.” 
 
    Rose grabbed Alana’s wrist to stop her. “You’re not biting my thigh.” 
 
    Alana’s smile deepened, and she leaned closer, until her breath fell on Rose’s lips. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like a woman’s head between your legs?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Are you ever going to stop trying to seduce me?” 
 
    Alana giggled. She pulled her hand out of Rose’s grasp and stepped back. “Fine. Since you insist on being such a killjoy, I’ll feed from your neck.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “I appreciate your sacrifice,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Alana swept her hand out, gesturing toward the floor. “Lie down.” 
 
    Rose glanced down at the floor with a frown. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “You’re taller than me,” Alana sighed. “Feeding from you neck would feel awkward if we’re standing. It will be more comfortable if you’re lying down.” 
 
    “You can’t make the princess uncomfortable,” Kara explained to Rose. 
 
    Alana narrowed her eyes at Kara. “No one asked for your input, love.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes in frustration. “Fine. Whatever,” she grunted. 
 
    Alana watched with an amused smile as Rose lay down on the dusty, stone floor. Then, she stepped forward, placing one foot on each side of Rose’s hips, tugging up her tight, lavender dress so that she could spread her legs wider. Then, as Rose stared up at her apprehensively, she lowered herself over Rose, comfortably straddling Rose’s hips. Her thin, silky dress rode up around her waist, leaving her thighs bare against Rose’s hips. Concerned that Rose might try to fight after she started feeding, she pinned Rose’s hands to the floor with her own. She leaned over Rose, her pale blond hair falling around her face, her eyes darkening.  
 
    Kara crouched down beside them, her leather pants stretching tight around her muscular thighs. “Alana,” she tried again. “Please…don’t do this.” 
 
    “Oh, relax,” Alana scoffed. Her smile deepened. “She’ll love this.” 
 
    Rose watched Alana with a resigned expression, even as her heart raced frantically against her chest and fear-induced adrenaline rushed through her veins. A sinking ball of dread weighed down her stomach as she watched Alana’s eyes darken with hunger and her tongue slide hungrily over her razor-sharp fangs. “I don’t think that love is the right word to use. Endure would be more appropriate,” Rose corrected, “since, you know, I don’t actually want you to feed from me.” 
 
    “But why not?” Alana asked. “It’s the most pleasant way to die.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Yeah…I’m even less excited about the dying part.” 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Kara continued to plead, her cornflower-blue eyes flashing with anxiety as they darted back and forth between Rose and Alana. “Alana, leave her out of this. Please. Let her go, and I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Rose said, scowling at Kara. “No, you won’t. I won’t let you.” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “We already made that deal, Kara. You broke it.” 
 
    “Not yet. I haven’t broken it yet,” Kara argued. “Please. Just let her go.” 
 
    Alana stared at Kara for a moment, her brows furrowing, as if she couldn’t understand Kara’s change in attitude. “I have never seen you like this.” 
 
    Kara swallowed. “I swore to protect her. I can’t let you hurt her.” 
 
    “Liar,” Alana hissed. “It’s more than that. I can see it in your thoughts.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Kara said, her eyes narrowing, “I can’t let you hurt her.” 
 
    Alana leaned toward Kara, her hands still tightly gripping Rose’s wrists. Her dark blue eyes sparkled with amusement as she said, “You can’t stop me.” 
 
    Rose gasped as Alana’s fangs suddenly sank into her neck, ripping into the skin, piercing into the artery that pulsed frantically inside her neck. Alana had moved so rapidly that Rose had never noticed her move, but now, Alana’s entire body pressed against her, lying on top of her, Alana’s mouth at her neck, Alana’s pale blonde hair draped around her neck and chest, Alana’s breasts and stomach against hers, Alana’s bare thighs wrapped tightly around her hips. Rose tried to stay in control of her mind, but she could already feel her control slipping, the endorphins flooding into her bloodstream, flooding her with desire and pleasure. 
 
    Alana pulled back, blood dripping from her plump, bloodstained lips, overflowing from the corners of her mouth. “Wow,” she breathed, her dark blue eyes wide with wonder. “Kara, you must taste her!” She licked her blood-soaked lips. “She is absolutely delicious! I have never tasted blood this powerful!” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Kara growled, a dangerous edge to her voice. Her icy blue eyes flashed with rage. “I prefer to feed from women who actually want it.” 
 
    Alana sighed and glanced irritably at Kara. “You’re ruining the mood.” 
 
    Kara leaned back on her heels, exhaling shakily, as the sweet, powerful scent of Rose’s blood filled her senses, igniting an intense, fiery hunger inside of her. “She doesn’t really want this, Alana,” she continued, desperately trying to reason with Alana. “You manipulated her into making this decision. Don’t you understand what you’re doing? You’re violating her will, just like people violated yours. Is this what you’ve become? Have you really become what you hated?” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “Stop being so melodramatic. She’s enjoying it.” 
 
    “No. I’m not,” Rose managed to say, despite the waves of euphoric dizziness that flooded her body. It was true that, physically, she felt great. But her mind was still hers. She still knew what was happening. “I want you to stop.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue eyes shifted back toward Rose, and a cruel smile curled at her lips. “Aww. Don’t you wish you were me?” she taunted. “I always get what I want. And unfortunately for you, what I want right now is to taste you again.” 
 
    Rose whimpered as Alana’s fangs sank into her neck again, ripping through the partially healed bite wound, tearing open the skin again. Alana’s mouth felt hot against Rose’s neck as she sucked at the wound, draining the blood from Rose’s body. As the electric-hot desire and mind-numbing pleasure coursed through Rose’s veins, she quickly began to lose the will to fight. She knew, intellectually, that once Alana finished draining her of blood, she’d be powerless, and Alana would most likely kill her. And yet, she couldn’t fight. 
 
    Kara raised herself to her full height, then, and took a step backward, as if she were preparing for something. Her light blue eyes flashed with fear, and her chest rose and fell quickly, in time with her fast, shallow breathing. “You’re such a coward,” she breathed slowly, almost reluctantly, as if she needed time to consider what she was doing. Hesitancy bled into her voice, and regret burned in her eyes. “You know that she can’t fight against you. That’s the only reason you’re doing this. You would never pick a fight with someone who actually stood a chance against you. That’s why you commanded me not to fight you. You know I would beat you in a fair fight. Because I’m the only one of us with actual skills. Because I’m the only one of us who was anything before becoming a vampire. I was a warrior, and you were nothing but a slave. You are nothing without your telepathic abilities, Alana, just like you were nothing when you were human.” 
 
    The only warning that preceded the attack was a harsh, shrieking, animalistic growl that echoed through the room, vibrating against Rose’s throat as Alana suddenly froze. Within less than a second, Alana unfurled her body from around Rose’s body and launched herself at Kara. Kara’s body slammed into the wall with so much speed and force that the block wall caved in, causing concrete and dirt to crumble to the floor, creating a cloud of gray dust that floated around them. An agonized scream escaped Kara’s lips as Alana held her against the wall with one hand and shoved the other hand into Kara’s stomach. Kara’s head fell back against the caved-in wall, and blood spilled from her mouth as she choked on her own blood, her entire body shaking and convulsing. 
 
    “You called me a slave,” Alana breathed. “You called me nothing.” 
 
    Waves of dizziness washed over Kara as she felt the warm blood spilling over her body, soaking her leather pants. She strained to see Alana through her blurred, shadowy vision, regret twisting at her chest as she saw the pain in Alana’s expression. “I’m a Viking,” she said weakly. “No one plays dirty as well as I do.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue eyes glistened with unshed tears, and the look of betrayal was so clear in her expression that Kara recognized it, even through her clouded vision. “You hurt me,” Alana mumbled. “Why would you hurt me?” 
 
    “I had no choice,” Kara said regretfully, still trembling from the pain. 
 
    “I hate you!” Alana cried, squeezing her hand into a fist. Another strangled cry escaped Kara’s lips as Alana twisted at her insides. Alana jerked her hand out of Kara stomach and moved her blood-soaked hand to Kara’s chest, her fingernails digging into Kara’s skin. She growled, “I’ll kill you for that.” 
 
    Kara convulsed from the agony of her injuries. She shook, as if she were freezing to death. Still, despite the pain, she nodded weakly. “I know. Go ahead.” 
 
    Kara closed her eyes, accepting her fate, as she felt the shredding pain of Alana’s fingernails clawing through her skin, and then, suddenly, nothing held her against the wall anymore, and her weak, injured body slid to the floor, blood continuing to pour from her injuries, pooling around her on the cold, stone floor. She opened her eyes, attempting to figure out what had happened, attempting to think past the disorientation that blurred her thoughts and whirled around her mind. Something felt different. It was as if the atmosphere itself had changed, as if it had become electrically-charged, crackling and dancing around her. For a moment, she thought she’d died already, or lost consciousness, at the very least, but as she squinted at the shadowy forms around her, she found herself staring across the room, into two glowing, red eyes. “Rose?” she breathed, confused. 
 
    Alana screamed in frustration as she tried to move. An invisible force held her against the wall, her arms pinned at her sides, and no matter how hard she fought against it, she couldn’t move a single muscle. Her dark blue eyes widened in shock as she noticed Rose standing in the center of the room. Rose stared at her, blood drying to the fair skin of her neck, soaking the thick fabric of her black hoodie. Her eyes were no longer their usual azure color. They glowed crimson now, the red haze within her eyes shifting and dancing like fire. “How are you even standing? I drank so much of your blood. Moments ago, you couldn’t even control your abilities, and now, you can do this? What are you?” 
 
    “The power of the Eklektos is never weak,” Rose said in a strange, emotionless voice, as if she were reading from a book, “only unpredictable.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Alana asked bewilderedly. 
 
    Rose took a step forward, her head tilting to the side, her strange, blood-red eyes dancing and swirling, giving her a terrifying, monstrous appearance. “It means,” she said in that eerie, disturbing voice of hers, “that I can kill you right now. Easily. And I will…if you don’t release Kara from your control.” 
 
    Alana pulled at her arms, desperately trying to move, but nothing happened. It was as if she were paralyzed. “Are you insane?” she growled. 
 
    “No,” Rose said, frowning, “not according to the definition of insanity.” 
 
    “For someone who tastes so amazing, you’re very weird,” Alana sighed. 
 
    “Retract your command,” Rose demanded. “Allow Kara to leave.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you, Rose,” Alana laughed, “even though your eyes do look pretty horrifying right now.” She cringed. “Have you tried contacts?” 
 
    Rose’s eyes flashed a darker red. “I will kill you, Alana…if I have to.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” Alana said. “I don’t think you’re capable of it.” 
 
    “You’ve seen inside my mind. You know exactly what I’m capable of,” Rose told her, a hint of sadness bleeding into her previously emotionless tone. 
 
    Alana’s smile faded, and the challenging spark that had sparkled in her dark blue eyes vanished, replaced by just a hint of fear. That fear intensified as the walls suddenly began to shake, as if an earthquake were shaking the entire building. The walls groaned as they trembled and shook, and large pieces of plaster and stone fell from the upper stories of the building, crashing into the floor. Alana looked back at Rose, her eyes widening. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You commanded Kara not to leave the room, right?” Rose asked, tilting her head. “So, what happens when there is no longer a room here?” 
 
    Alana cringed as a huge piece of plaster fell from the ceiling, right in front of her, barely missing her before it slammed against the floor with a loud crash, breaking into several pieces. “You’re going to kill us all!” she screamed. 
 
    “No, I won’t,” Rose said, watching Alana with those creepy, red eyes of hers. “Don’t you think, if I can collapse the building, that I can also control where it falls? I will protect Kara. I won’t make any promises for you, though.” 
 
    Alana stared at Rose, stunned by what was happening. She screamed as a massive piece of the ceiling collapsed, hitting the floor with a thunderous crash that sounded almost like an explosion. “Okay!” she gasped, her voice cracking with fear as two more pieces of plaster fell from the ceiling. “Okay! I’ll do it!” 
 
    “Retract the command,” Rose insisted, lifting her eyebrows expectantly. 
 
    “Kara,” Alana said without taking her eyes off of Rose, “you’re released from my control. You can…leave now, if you want. I retract the command.” 
 
    As soon as she said the words, the building suddenly stilled, partially collapsed but still standing, for the most part. The invisible force that had held Alana against the wall released her, and she fell forward, crumbling onto her knees as she hit the floor. Her dark blue eyes shifted up, meeting Rose’s strange, crimson gaze. And then, in a rapid blur of movement, Alana fled from the room. 
 
    Rose glanced around the room, double-checking to see that Alana had indeed left. The room looked as if it had been destroyed by some type of natural disaster, a tornado or an earthquake, perhaps—the walls caved in, most of the ceiling lying in pieces on the bloodstained, stone floor, the medical table broken and collapsed onto the ground, medical tools and supplies scattered across the debris-and-blood-covered floor. Her glowing, crimson gaze continued to shift around the room until it landed on Kara. Blood covered most of Kara’s skin, staining the bruised skin of her face, her neck, soaking into her clothes, and pouring from the gaping wound in her stomach. Yet, Kara’s piercing blue eyes remained open, watching Rose. “Kara,” Rose breathed, her face paling in horror. 
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    Rose collapsed on her knees in front of Kara, her eyes widening at the sheer amount of blood that coated Kara’s body. Blood poured profusely from the huge, gaping hole in Kara’s abdomen, soaking her tank top, her leather pants, and the stone floor beneath her. The scent of her blood permeated the room, overwhelming Rose’s senses, causing that violent, unbearable hunger to burn throughout her body. It smelled so sweet, so warm, so enticing, so delicious. 
 
    Rose fought to stay in control of her hunger. “Kara,” she said again. 
 
    Kara reached out with her blood-coated hand and touched Rose’s face, her finger brushing just below Rose’s eye, leaving a smudge of blood on her skin. “Your eyes,” she rasped, her voice weak and breathless. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Rose closed her eyes, as if she could force them to change back to blue. “It happens when my power awakens,” she answered, reopening her eyes. The dark red haze danced violently, like flames within her eyes. She swallowed uneasily. “It usually happens when I’m feeling some kind of…extreme emotion.” 
 
    Kara continued to stare at Rose. “Like hunger? Or desire?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Or anger. Or fear. Or…pain.” 
 
    Kara brushed her thumb across Rose’s cheek affectionately, her touch as soft and gentle as the brush of a feather. “What upset you?” she murmured. 
 
    Rose might have laughed at the absurdity of the question, if it weren’t for the pain and anger that surged through her at the memory. She leaned forward and, as gently as possible, covered Kara’s wound with her palm. “She was going to kill you,” she said, watching as blood seeped between her fingers. 
 
    “I know,” Kara said, her head tilting to the side. Despite the pain that she was so obviously feeling, a small smile tugged at her lips. “The only person who can manipulate better than Alana is me. Alana is pretty level-headed most of the time.” She laughed weakly. “Well, for a sociopath, anyway. There are only a few insults that will cause her to lose control. I happen to know what they are.” 
 
    “Those things you said,” Rose sighed. “They actually hurt her.” 
 
    “Sometimes I hate her, but even then, I don’t want to see her in pain,” Kara admitted. “But it was the only way. I had to push her to her breaking point.” 
 
    “You knew that she’d kill you for that,” Rose breathed, “didn’t you?” 
 
    “She would have killed you, Rose,” Kara said, her voice weak and strained from the pain. “After she finished draining you of blood, when you could no longer fight or even move, she would’ve ripped out your heart. I couldn’t stop her. Not physically. Provoking her into attacking me was the only way.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Rose asked. “Why would you risk your life?” 
 
    “I swore to protect you,” Kara said. Her light blue eyes softened with affection. “Besides, you risked your life for me. Why would I not do the same?” 
 
    As Rose took her hand off of Kara’s stomach, it took every bit of her self-control to resist the urge to lick the blood off of her palm. She took a deep, ragged breath and then pulled her hair to one side, draping the messy, auburn waves over her left shoulder, exposing the right side of her neck. She watched as Kara’s light blue eyes darkened hungrily. “You need blood,” Rose told her. 
 
    Kara’s eyes widened. “Rose,” she breathed, her voice full of longing. 
 
    Rose noticed the warring emotions on Kara’s face. “Don’t even think about refusing,” she said as Kara attempted to do exactly that. “You need it.” 
 
    “No. You don’t have much time. Alana will return with reinforcements. You need to get out of here,” Kara argued. “Just…leave me here. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Rose accused. “You will die if I leave you.” 
 
    Kara sighed, “I swore to protect you, Rose.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you swore to do,” Rose said. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    Kara laughed weakly, “You’re so stubborn.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” Rose agreed. “And when I leave here, I am going to save Kallias and Erik, and then, I’m going to do whatever it takes to stop Alana.” 
 
    Kara’s brows creased with worry. “You’ll get yourself killed.” 
 
    “And there will be nothing you can do to stop it,” Rose said, “because you’ll be dead. It’s too bad that you’re not willing to let me save you so that you could help me. I imagine it would be easier to keep your oath if you were alive.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Someone has learned how to play dirty.” 
 
    Rose flashed a cute, sassy smile at her. “I learned from the best.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I’m too injured to move,” Kara sighed, a mischievous smile curling at her lips. “If you want me to feed, you’ll have to come closer.” 
 
    Rose lifted her eyebrow skeptically, her lips twitching in amusement. She scooted forward until her knees rested between Kara’s legs, moving as close as she possibly could to the wounded vampire. Well…as close as she could get without actually straddling Kara’s lap, of course. “Are you happy now?” 
 
    Kara shook her head slowly, a seductive smile curving at her lips. She lifted her hand and curled her forefinger back toward her, beckoning Rose closer. 
 
    Rose pursed her lips. Then, without hesitating, she climbed onto Kara, bracing her knees on each side of Kara’s hips. Her pants felt wet and sticky as the blood on the floor soaked into her jeans. She braced her hands against the wall as she leaned into Kara, feeling Kara’s cool, blood-soaked front pressing against hers, leaning so close that their faces almost touched. She raised both eyebrows and, in the sassiest tone possible, asked, “Is this close enough for you?” 
 
    Kara spread her hands over Rose’s thighs, and then, she tilted her head forward, her breath falling against Rose’s lips as she whispered, “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Rose swallowed hard as a wave of hunger and desire poured through her, pooling in her gut like lava. “Just…hurry up and feed,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Kara leaned forward and nuzzled her face in the crook of Rose’s neck, her lips warm and soft against the sensitive skin. She inhaled deeply, breathing in Rose’s sweet and powerful scent. “You smell so good,” she moaned. 
 
    Rose inhaled sharply at the sensation of Kara’s lips and breath, warm and wet, against her neck. She squeezed her hands into fists against the wall as she felt Kara’s tongue tracing the pulsing artery in her neck. “I said…hurry. Hurry is a two-syllable word that means,” she paused in the middle of her sentence, gasping as Kara sucked at a particularly sensitive spot on her neck, “to do something quickly. Which is pretty much the opposite of what you’re doing.” 
 
    Kara laughed softly, her voice vibrating against Rose’s skin. Kara moved her hand along Rose’s thigh, trailing her fingers inward, toward the center of her legs, as she murmured, “You know, this would be much more pleasant if we…” 
 
    Her eyes widening in surprise, Rose caught Kara’s hand before it reached the center of her pants. She leaned back on her knees and gave Kara what could only be described as a half-glare-half-smile. “Just feed,” she laughed. 
 
    Kara flashed a flirty smile at Rose, her light blue eyes sparkling with amusement, and then, taking Rose completely by surprise, she interlaced her fingers into Rose’s hair and tugged Rose’s head forward. She trailed her tongue from the curve of Rose’s neck to the skin just below her ear, smiling as she succeeded in drawing a low and breathless moan from Rose’s lips. She whispered, “As you wish,” in Rose’s ear and then sank her fangs into her neck. 
 
    Rose dug her fingernails into the back of Kara’s shoulders as Kara’s fangs tore through her skin. The pain subsided almost immediately, replaced by an intense, all-consuming wave of pleasure that traveled through her veins like electricity, burning its way through her body, setting every nerve ending alive. Kara’s fingers clutched Rose’s hair as she fed, and her other hand clutched Rose’s hip, her fingers digging into the sensitive skin around Rose’s hipbone. With Kara holding her so close, Rose found her face buried in Kara’s hair, the soft, sensual, floral scent of Kara’s shampoo overwhelming her senses, mixing with the enticing scent of blood that filled the room. She moaned softly into Kara’s hair. 
 
    Kara groaned as Rose’s blood filled her mouth and overflowed from the corners, trailing down Rose’s shoulder in two red streams, soaking into the fabric of her hoodie. The taste—so sweet and so full of power—overwhelmed Kara’s senses. She could already feel the blood making its way through her body, healing her, strengthening her. Her mind slipped beneath the waves of pleasure, hunger, and longing, surrendering and drowning in deep, primal need. She needed Rose’s blood, every drop of it, and more than that, she needed Rose. In every sense. 
 
    Rose couldn’t think, not while the powerful, mind-numbing, scorching-hot longing burned through her veins like lava, melting away her thoughts, leaving only desire…only need. Rose pushed aside Kara’s sleek, blue-and-black hair and pressed her lips against Kara’s skin, kissing her neck, her shoulder, and her ear, repeatedly and breathlessly, conveying the desperation they both felt. 
 
    And then, suddenly, Kara’s lips were on hers, the blood sharing flowing seamlessly into kissing, as if it were just meant to happen that way. Rose moaned as she felt Kara’s soft, warm lips against hers, still wet with blood. Her hands cupped Kara’s face as she leaned into the kiss, tasting the blood on Kara’s lips. 
 
    Kara clutched Rose’s hair tightly as she deepened the kiss, slipping her tongue into Rose’s mouth, feeling Rose’s tongue slide softly against hers. Their bodies moved together fluidly, as if they were in tune with each other, rocking slightly, their curves pressing together, jeans sliding against leather. Rose tasted of spearmint toothpaste, and she smelled of blood, vanilla, honey, and lust. Kara groaned against Rose’s lips and slid her hand up Rose’s body, feeling the soft, sensual curves beneath her palm. Her fangs nipped lightly at Rose’s bottom lip. 
 
    A soft cry-like moan escaped Rose’s lips as Kara licked the small drops of blood that surfaced on Rose’s bottom lip. Her heart raced against her chest, and her lungs burned from the lack of oxygen as they continued to kiss without even stopping to breathe. Her body felt overheated, and the desire burned through her body, pooling in her gut, a deep need throbbing painfully between her legs. Rose felt as if her body would explode if this tension didn’t find release. 
 
    Kara sensed that need, and she slid her hand between them, pressing her fingers against the center of Rose’s jeans, applying pressure to the place that Rose needed it most. Rose gasped and moaned against her lips, rocking her body instinctually against Kara’s hand. Kara’s lips curved into a smile against Rose’s. 
 
    Rose’s hands slid down around Kara’s neck, down to Kara’s chest. She moaned softly as she felt the slight curve of Kara’s breast against her hand. Then, as she felt Kara’s fingers at the zipper of her jeans, the full realization of what she was doing seemed to flood her mind all at once. She pulled back suddenly, her eyes widening in shock. “Oh my goodness,” she gasped. “What am I doing?” 
 
    Kara opened her eyes, the normally light blue eyes now dark with lust. Her lips stilled against Rose’s, but she didn’t pull back. “You’re kissing me.” 
 
    Rose almost moaned as she felt Kara’s words vibrating against her lips. The urge to kiss Kara again felt so intense that it physically hurt. She leaned back, panting as she tried to pull a little bit of soothing oxygen into her sore lungs. She pressed her fingers against her own lips, noticing how sensitive and bruised they felt, physical proof of that intense, mind-blowing kiss. Heat rushed to her face as she noticed the way Kara was watching her. “I said…just feed,” she muttered. 
 
    Kara’s blood-stained lips tilted upward into a seductive smile. “Oops?” 
 
    Rose scrambled off of Kara as quickly as possible. Too quickly, it turned out. A wave of disorienting weakness washed over her as she stood, and she fell backward. Kara caught her before she could hit the floor. Rose stared up at her, blinking in shock, as she realized that Kara was standing already, as if she’d never been injured, her arm beneath Rose’s back, holding her, as if they’d been dancing. 
 
    Kara gracefully lifted her back to her feet. She pulled her silky, blue-and-black hair to one side, exposing her neck. “Here. You need blood,” she offered.  
 
    “No,” Rose said quickly, swaying a little on her feet. “I can’t.” 
 
    Kara frowned. “Rose, Alana fed from you, and then, I fed from you, too.” Her voice caught as she said that, and her eyes darkened hungrily, as if she wanted to do it again. She swallowed. “You’re lucky you haven’t passed out yet.” 
 
    Rose felt a wave of drowsiness sweep over her, and she had to grasp Kara’s arms just to keep herself from falling forward. “I’m fine,” she lied. 
 
    Kara snorted, “I think you might be the worst liar I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Kallias and Erik need our help,” Rose said, her stomach turning with guilt as she said Kallias’s name. “When Alana bit me, it severed Kallias’s bond with me, but I still have my bond with him, right? As long as I don’t feed?” 
 
    Kara nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, but Rose, you need…” 
 
    “I need to find him,” Rose interrupted, “which means I can’t feed.” 
 
    Kara sighed, “I don’t like seeing you suffer.” 
 
    Rose stared at her, stunned that Kara would admit something like that. 
 
    But then, Kara’s eyes lightened, and her lips twitched upward at the edges, as if that serious confession had never happened. She stepped forward, a seductive smile curving at her lips. “I really enjoyed kissing you. Let’s do it again.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Rose squeaked, scrambling backward out of Kara’s reach. 
 
    Kara stepped forward, her boots thudding against the stone floor. She tilted her head, her blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “You kissed Elise.” 
 
    “W-what?” Rose sputtered, her cheeks reddening with embarrassment. She took another step back, desperate to keep as much space between them as possible, especially with the taste of Kara’s kiss still lingering in her mouth. 
 
    Kara didn’t take the hint. Instead, she pursued Rose in slow, deliberate steps. Her lips curved into an amused smile. “I tasted her on your lips.” 
 
    Rose was positive that her face would burst into flames at any moment. She took another step back, squeaking in surprise as her back hit the wall. “It was nothing, really. She just wanted to trick the guard outside. That’s all.” 
 
    Kara grinned. “Still, she’s a good kisser, isn’t she?” She took another step toward Rose, and her blood-soaked leather pants squeaked quietly as they pressed against Rose’s blue jeans. Her icy blue eyes darkened as Rose’s soft curves pressed against her. She lifted her hand and brushed her fingers over Rose’s jaw, watching as Rose’s eyes fluttered closed. “But not as good as you.” 
 
    Rose barely suppressed a moan as she felt Kara’s lips brush against hers, and her entire body ached to lean into it, to let it happen again, to feel the heat of Kara’s lips against hers, to taste the sweetness of Kara’s mouth. Just for a moment. Just one more time. “I can’t,” she said breathlessly. The desire burned so intensely inside of her that she could barely pull air into her lungs. She tilted her head back against the wall and grasped Kara’s wrist to stop her. “I…I can’t.” 
 
    Kara’s breath fell against Rose’s face as she spoke, and Rose could smell her own blood on Kara’s lips. “What can’t you do?” Kara whispered seductively. 
 
    “I can’t kiss you again. Ever,” Rose said. The words hurt as they came out of her mouth, and they just felt…wrong. “The kiss was a mistake. I’m sorry.” 
 
    To Rose’s surprise, instead of seeming disappointed, Kara actually smiled, as if Rose had said exactly what she wanted to hear. “Ah, so, kissing Elise was nothing, but kissing me,” she paused, her eyes sparkling, “that was a mistake?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Wait…you’re happy that I called our kiss a mistake?” 
 
    “A mistake isn’t nothing,” Kara murmured. “A mistake is something.” 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily, suddenly at a loss for words. 
 
    The sound of a door opening echoed through the empty building. Rose froze and looked up toward the ceiling as she heard the footsteps clicking softly on the floor above her. Rose felt her heart hammering against her chest, and she didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until she was absolutely sure that it wasn’t Alana. 
 
    “It’s Elise,” Kara said, her brows furrowing, “and…she’s bleeding.” 
 
    Rose shifted nervously. She glanced around at the partially-collapsed room, scowling at the lack of comfortable furniture. “Where did you sleep?” 
 
    Kara trailed her fingertips up and down Rose’s arm, staring longingly at Rose, as if she were in some kind of trance. “The floor,” she answered easily. 
 
    Rose tried to ignore the tingling desire that spread across her skin as Kara touched her. She frowned. “Alana didn’t give you anything to sleep on?” 
 
    “That surprises you?” Kara asked with a raised eyebrow. “She’s cruel.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she loves you,” Rose reminded her. 
 
    “Alana doesn’t know what love is,” Kara said dismissively. 
 
    Rose shuddered as Kara’s fingertips trailed up her neck, raising chills on her skin. “Why do you keep touching me?” she asked, frowning at Kara’s hand. 
 
    Kara blinked in surprise. “Oh. Sorry,” she mumbled. Her light blue eyes darkened with desire. “It’s the blood bond. I just…” she trailed off, and then, as if her hand had a mind of its own, she continued her path up Rose’s neck, to Rose’s face. She cupped Rose’s face with her palm, her fingers brushing against Rose’s jawline, her touch as gentle and soothing as the softest silk. “I just can’t stop touching you,” she finished. Her words came out breathless and almost inaudible, as if it hurt to say them. She tilted her head back, her eyes fluttering closed, as if some kind of intense feeling were traveling through her. Rose knew enough from her own experience with blood bonds to know exactly what Kara was feeling, and a painful wave of desire traveled through her own body at the realization. Kara opened her eyes again, pinning Rose with her intense, light blue gaze. “This is such a strong blood bond,” she growled, leaning closer to Rose. 
 
    “It is?” Rose asked breathlessly. She noticed a drop of her blood at the corner of Kara’s lips, and she lifted her hand to wipe it away with her thumb. 
 
    But before she could pull her hand away, Kara caught her wrist. Her gaze flickered briefly toward the drop of blood, and then, she dipped her head, her gaze sliding up to meet Rose’s, and licked the blood from Rose’s thumb. 
 
    Rose’s mouth fell open, and her bright, azure eyes widened. 
 
    Kara’s lips lifted into an amused smirk. “I can feel what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “Please, don’t remind me of that,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Whoa,” Elise exclaimed suddenly as she stepped into the room with them, glancing around at the debris with wide, blue-gray eyes. “What on Earth happened down here? It looks like this building was hit by an earthquake.” 
 
    “A very sexy earthquake,” Kara added playfully, grinning at Rose. 
 
    “Thanks. I love being compared to a natural disaster,” Rose muttered. 
 
    Elise seemed to suddenly notice the way they were standing—so close that they were practically embracing. “Ohhh,” she said meaningfully, an excited smile curving at the edges of her lips. “Should I…uh…step out for a minute?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said, stepping away from Kara so abruptly that she fell. 
 
    Fortunately, Kara caught her before she hit the floor, casually sweeping her arm around Rose, as if she caught falling women all of the time. Kara smiled at Elise—her fangs glistening in her mouth. “Rose kissed me,” she bragged. 
 
    “Yay!” Elise exclaimed, clapping her hands excitedly. 
 
    With a sullen glare, Rose straightened and extracted Kara’s arms from around her. “No, that’s not what happened. You kissed me,” she argued. 
 
    Elise laughed, “You do realize that kissing involves two people, right?” 
 
    Kara smirked at Rose. “And you were very involved.” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard of don’t-kiss-and-tell?” Rose hissed at Kara. 
 
    “No. It sounds like a fun game, though,” Kara said. She stepped closer to Rose, a wicked grin curving at her lips. “Do I get to kiss you again, if I play?” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “In case you’ve forgotten, Alana just tried to kill us,” she sassed. “Not to mention, we have to save Kallias, the Tomb of Blood, and—at this rate—probably the entire freaking world. So, instead of sitting here talking about who kissed whom, maybe we should leave before Alana returns.” 
 
    Kara’s smile widened. “You’re so sexy.” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. 
 
    Elise frowned. “Wait…why do we have to save the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    “That’s why I sent you that message,” Kara sighed, glancing at Elise. “I needed to warn you that Alana is planning to attack the Tomb of Blood tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Elise gasped, her eyes wide. “We have to warn Aaron.” 
 
    “And we have to help him defend the colony,” Kara agreed. 
 
    Rose’s nostrils flared at the sweet, warm scent of Elise’s blood, and her gaze shifted toward Elise and down to the gruesome wound in Elise’s ankle. “Oh my word. What happened to you?” she asked, her eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Elise glanced down at her ankle. “Oh. That was me, actually,” she said, wincing. She held up the battle-axe that she’d taken from Kara’s room, revealing that it was coated in her blood. “It turns out that I don’t know how to use this.” 
 
    Kara chuckled, “Give me that.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Elise said, handing over the battle-axe to Kara.  
 
    Kara slung it over her shoulder casually, as if she carried around massive battle-axes all of the time, and tilted her head toward the dagger on the floor. “Take Kirk’s dagger. He’s dead. He doesn’t need it anymore,” she told Elise. 
 
    Elise picked up the dagger, wrinkling her nose at the corpse beside it. 
 
    Kara returned to Rose, prowling like the animalistic predator she was. She leaned in close, until the scent of blood, leather, and violets filled Rose’s senses, and her lips brushed against Rose’s ear as she whispered, “Lead the way, sexy.” 
 
    Rose shuddered involuntarily. “Stop doing that,” she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose shuddered as she felt Kara’s breath on her neck. “Uh…Kara?” 
 
    “Yes, love?” Kara murmured in her ear, inhaling deeply. 
 
    “You’re…sniffing me again,” Rose informed her, her cheeks flushing. 
 
    Kara straightened, her icy blue eyes widening, as she seemed to suddenly snap out of her daze. “Fy faen,” she cursed under her breath. “It was an accident.” 
 
    Elise watched them both with an amused smile as they walked. “That must be an awfully powerful blood bond. I’ve never seen you so affected.” 
 
    Kara dragged her hand through her hair. “It is,” she growled, veering away from Rose as they came to an opening in the trees, hoping that a little distance would help. “Out of all of the bonds I’ve had, this one is the strongest.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kara glanced at her, suddenly, her cornflower-blue eyes wide with alarm, her face a shade or two paler than usual. She looked like a doctor who had just realized her patient had cancer, except without the practiced poker face…which seemed strange to Rose because Rose was pretty positive that Kara’s poker face was more practiced than anyone’s. Kara forced a smile. “It’s just a coincidence.” 
 
    Elise veered closer to Rose and linked her arm through Rose’s arm. “Our dear friend, Kara, is lying,” she whispered. “It’s not a coincidence at all.” 
 
    “I’m your dear friend, but you’re snitching on me?” Kara complained. 
 
    Elise giggled at Kara. “The strength of a blood bond is based on your emotional connection with the person. The first time Kara and I shared blood, we’d just met, and I could barely feel the bond. But after we became friends, it was more intense. Every time I feed from her, it is stronger than the last time.” 
 
    Rose considered that. “Is that why my blood bond with Aaron felt so much weaker than my blood bond with Kallias?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Elise nodded. “That’s exactly why.” 
 
    “Elise reads too many romance novels,” Kara muttered. 
 
    “Says the woman with a secret poetry collection,” Elise teased. 
 
    A faint smile tugged at Kara’s lips. “When I was human, legends and poetry were our only form of storytelling,” she said defensively. “It’s nostalgia.” 
 
    Rose laughed at her defensiveness. “I’d love to see this collection.”  
 
    Kara smiled at Rose, her eyes darkening. “I’d love to show it to you.” 
 
    Elise glanced back and forth between them, her eyebrows lifting. “You two are going to suck up all the oxygen in this city with all of that sexual tension.” 
 
    Rose blushed. “There’s no sexual tension,” she muttered. 
 
    Elise exchanged a look with Kara. “You’re going to have to teach her how to lie. She’s terrible—talking about moons and no sexual tension,” she scoffed. 
 
    Kara laughed, “She is in need of my instruction, isn’t she?” 
 
    Rose suddenly gasped and reached out, pressing her hand against the trunk of the closest tree to steady herself, as overwhelming emotions rushed through her. Icy fear rushed through her veins, sending a horrifying chill down her spine, sending her heart into overdrive. Her chest felt tight. Her lungs refused to inflate and deflate. She pressed her back against the tree, gasping for breath. 
 
    Kara appeared in front of her immediately. “Rose…are you all right?” 
 
    Rose trembled involuntarily, her teeth chattering. “It’s… It’s…” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Kara whispered soothingly, lifting her hands to smooth Rose’s messy, auburn hair. “I know. I feel it, too. It’s your blood bond with Kallias.” 
 
    A spark of red flashed in Rose’s wide, terrified eyes. “Oh… Oh, no.” 
 
    “It’s Erik,” Kara explained. “He’s projecting fear, and you’re feeling it.” 
 
    “I have to find Kallias. He needs me,” Rose mumbled. “He needs me.” 
 
    “Use your blood bond to find him,” Elise suggested. 
 
    Rose glanced past Kara. Elise stood just a few feet from them, watching them with a concerned frown. “But I…I don’t know how,” she stammered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kara whispered, tracing the softness of Rose’s cheeks with her thumbs. “I’ll teach you how. We’ll find him, and we’ll save him. I promise.” 
 
    Rose nodded slowly, her heart pounding rapidly against her chest. 
 
    “You are connected to him,” Kara explained slowly, “and if you focus, you can feel that connection. Between his soul and yours. You can feel it here.” She rested her palm over Rose’s heart, her eyes fluttering closed as her own blood bond responded to Rose’s pulse against her skin. She leaned into Rose, exhaling shakily. “Just feel the connection for a moment. It’s like a rope, always present between you, always drawing you together. Feel it. And then…follow it.” 
 
    Rose did exactly that. Determined to save Kallias before Erik hurt him, she ran with such speed that it was as if she’d vanished right before their eyes. 
 
    Kara offered Elise an apologetic look. “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I need to feed anyway,” Elise said, holding out her bloody ankle for emphasis. “Go on. She needs you. I’ll meet you back here.” 
 
    Kara nodded. She closed her eyes, feeling the deep connection between Rose and herself, and then, just as she’d just advised Rose to do, she followed it. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to kill me,” Erik said as he tilted his head back against the pavement, increasing the distance between the blade of the dagger and his throat. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Kallias muttered distractedly, staring intensely at Erik as he tried to break into his mind. “I can break Alana’s control over you.” 
 
    Erik’s lips curved into a dark, taunting smirk. “I don’t think you can.” 
 
    “I can,” Kallias insisted indignantly. “I just need to concentrate.” 
 
    “But that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Erik said. “I’m not going to let you.” 
 
    Before Kallias could respond to that, as his brows furrowed, Erik shifted beneath him and touched Kallias’s arm. He touched it so lightly that, at first, Kallias hardly noticed it. Then, Erik used his empathic abilities to project fear. 
 
    Kallias fell back instinctually, releasing the dagger and Erik, as his body reacted to the cold, fear-induced adrenaline coursing through his bloodstream. Every muscle in his body tensed. His light brown eyes widened. His heart raced. 
 
    Erik grabbed the dagger as he raised up, and without even pausing, he shoved the blade of the dagger into Kallias’s stomach, watching as blood oozed around the blade. His green gaze shifted up, toward Kallias. “You know where this is leading,” he said desperately, as Kallias grasped his wrist and twisted it, forcing Erik to release the dagger he’d recently plunged into Kallias’s stomach. Erik grunted in pain as Kallias twisted his arm tighter and then pressed the tip of the dagger against Erik’s neck. “I won’t be able to stop until I’ve killed you.” 
 
    “I already told you,” Kallias panted, the pain bleeding into his voice. “I can break her control over you. I just need a few moments…to concentrate.” 
 
    “Can you concentrate?” Erik asked. “With that injury? It must hurt.” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at him. “Would you shut up for a minute?” 
 
    “I want you to kill me,” Erik pleaded, all of the humor fading from his expression, replaced by anxiety and fear. “The longer you wait, the more likely I am to succeed. And Kallias, if I kill you…I won’t be able to live with myself.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Kallias muttered. “Now, shut up so I can focus.” 
 
    “I can’t fight it. I want to kill you, but at the same time, I know I don’t, really,” Erik continued, frowning. “Does that make sense?” He sighed, “I can’t believe Alana would do something like this to me. This is a new low for her.” 
 
    Kallias glared at Erik. “You can’t believe it?” he repeated incredulously. “Erik, she is insane. She has done nothing but manipulate you and hurt you since you met her, and you’re surprised that she’s done it again? You want to know what surprises me? The fact that you keep letting her do this. You went to her last night, knowing that this could happen, and you didn’t even try to kill her.” 
 
    “She would have stopped me, if I’d tried,” Erik muttered dismissively. 
 
    “Then, why did you go to her? Why did you lie about it?” Kallias asked. 
 
    Pain flashed in Erik’s bright green eyes. “Because…I love her.” 
 
    Kallias growled at that. “She makes you miserable!” 
 
    Erik’s expression seemed to harden. “Rose makes you miserable.” 
 
    Kallias froze. “That’s not true,” he insisted. “Rose makes me happy.” 
 
    “She did,” Erik agreed, “before she died. But something has changed between you two. I can feel it whenever I’m around you. You’re always angry now. You’re always scared. She makes you miserable, but you still love her.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” Kallias muttered indignantly, “or miserable.” 
 
    “It’s really the same, isn’t it?” Erik said, his voice sharp. “Rose and I are in love with selfish telepaths, but we feel too sorry for you to stop loving you.” 
 
    Kallias raised an eyebrow. “Did Alana command you to insult me, too?” 
 
    “No,” Erik snarled, his eyes flashing. “I’m doing that on my own.” 
 
     Kallias nodded in understanding. “You think I’ll kill you if you insult me enough?” he asked bitterly. “You know me better than that. Have you forgotten all of those years that I spent teaching you how to resist blood? Have you forgotten the things you said to me? If I didn’t give up on you then, I won’t now.” 
 
    “Damn it, Kallias,” Erik muttered as he suddenly grasped Kallias’s forearm and projected tormenting emotions once again. Kallias yelled out, and as the emotions temporarily blinded his mind, Erik wrestled the dagger out of his hand and jammed it up into Kallias’s chest. Erik stared at his own hand, his bright green eyes wide with horror, as blood poured around the blade, soaking Kallias’s black, button-down shirt. “You should have killed me,” he breathed. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gone to see Alana last night,” Kallias said hoarsely. 
 
    Erik fought the command with all of his strength, but he couldn’t stop it. His mind and body were determined to kill Kallias, despite his own reluctance. 
 
    Kallias just watched him, too injured to keep fighting, waiting to die. 
 
    “Kallias!” Rose screamed, her voice echoing through the alley. 
 
    And just as Erik’s hand began to shift up, slicing further into Kallias’s chest—an action that would have most likely killed him, an unseen force threw Erik across the alley, his back slamming against the brick wall of the nearby bar. 
 
    The ground seemed to quake beneath their feet as Rose stepped into the alley with them, and Rose’s long, auburn hair swayed around her face, as if it were being blown by a strong wind. She watched Erik with those unnerving, inhuman eyes—the blood-red haze flickering and dancing, like fire, within them.  
 
    Erik winced in pain. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I am so happy you’re here. Never have I been so happy to see those creepy, red eyes of yours.” 
 
    “Explain,” Rose said in that strange, cold voice. 
 
    “Alana commanded me to kill him,” Erik said breathlessly. 
 
    “Did you know,” Rose asked, “when you lied to me last night?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t even know what I was saying,” Erik said. “I swear.” 
 
    Rose turned toward Kallias, her eyes flashing a darker red, as she noticed the blood pouring from his chest. “Kallias, are you okay?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    He leaned drowsily against the wall behind him. “For now,” he said hoarsely, blood trickling from the corners of his lips. “But I have to break Alana’s control over Erik, and I’m not in any shape to do it right now. I need to feed.” 
 
    As a wave of relief rushed through her, the red fire within her eyes began to fade, her eyes returning to their usual bright blue color. She walked over to him and sank to her knees in front of him. “Of course. You can feed from me.” 
 
    “No! Rose! Don’t!” Erik yelled. He felt his fingers twitch, and his eyes widened in horror as he realized that he was beginning to regain mobility. “You have to kill me, Rose. I can’t fight it. As soon as I can move again, I’ll kill one of you, and you can’t let that happen. Please, don’t let that happen. I’d rather die.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at him, frowning. “I could never kill you, Erik.” 
 
    “Not even to save the person you love?” Erik asked. “Listen to me. As soon as he begins to feed from you, you’ll lose your concentration. I will be free.” 
 
    “Then, we’ll just have to hurry,” Rose sighed. “I can’t kill you, Erik.” 
 
    “If I kill Kallias, it’ll be your fault,” Erik snarled. “Do you want that?” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Leave her alone, Erik,” Kallias rasped, barely able to speak at all. His light brown gaze shifted back toward Rose. “I’ll take just enough to heal myself.” 
 
    Rose nodded and shifted forward. She straddled his legs and pulled her hair to the side, exposing her neck to his gaze. She watched as his light brown eyes darkened with hunger, and then, she looped her arms around his neck and pressed her body against his, feeling his warm, wet blood as it soaked her clothes. 
 
    She moaned softly as he leaned forward and pressed his face against her neck, inhaling her sweet, powerful scent, the scent that called out to the most animalistic part of him. Then, she gasped as he sank his fangs deep into her neck. 
 
    She instantly lost focus, and the force that restrained Erik faltered. 
 
    Erik raced toward her, grabbing her by the arm and jerking her away from Kallias. He threw her on the pavement, and then, he climbed on top of her to restrain her. He shoved her head back against the pavement. She groaned in pain as blood poured from the back of her head—its scent sweet and appealing. 
 
    Erik felt something heavy and sharp press into his neck, and he froze, his bright green eyes widening in shock as he realized that someone had pressed a battle-axe against his throat. It wasn’t hard for him to guess whom. “Kara?” 
 
    “Get off of Rose. Right now. Then, step back. Slowly,” Kara demanded. 
 
    Erik sucked in his breath sharply as the cold blade pressed into his skin. “You have to kill me,” he said as he climbed off of Rose. “It’s the only way.” 
 
    “No, it’s not, you idiot,” Kara muttered, rolling her eyes at him. “Alana would have made a provision in the command. She would never allow you to get yourself killed. So, if I keep this battle-axe against your neck and stay out of your reach, you’ll have no choice but to do exactly what I tell you to do.” 
 
    Erik stepped back, toward Kara, listening to the sound of her boots as she also stepped back, slowly leading him away from Rose and Kallias. “Where are you leading me?” he asked curiously as she continued to force him backward. 
 
    “Away from Rose and Kallias,” Kara said, “so that Kallias can feed.” 
 
    Erik swallowed uneasily at the sharpness of the blade. “And then?” 
 
    “Then,” Kara said, forcing him to take another step back, “we’ll talk.” 
 
    “I need you to kill me, Kara,” Erik tried again. “Do it for Rose. If she gets in my way—and I know she will—I’ll kill her. I know you care about her.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” Kara said irritably. 
 
    “Of course I do,” Erik argued. “I can feel your emotions.” 
 
    “This is not me admitting that I feel…any way about her, but,” she paused, sighing, “but I can assure you: I would never let you kill her. If I have no other choice, I will kill you. For the next few moments, at least, I have a blood bond with Rose. You’re lucky I didn’t kill you a moment ago…on pure instinct.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “Really? You’re bound to her? Ah, I do smell it in your blood, now that I think about it. Then, I suppose congratulations are in order?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I didn’t have sex with her, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Erik teased. “Even you can’t get into Rose’s pants.” 
 
    Kara shifted around him and shoved him against the wall, moving so swiftly and fluidly that he barely registered what she was doing until afterward. She kept the blade of the battle-axe pressed against his neck as she moved in front of him. “When Aaron told you to go to Alana, you should have said no.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik sighed, regret burning in his bright green eyes. 
 
    “You could’ve come to me,” Kara said. “I would’ve argued your case.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik said again. “The thing is…I wanted to see her.” 
 
    “I know you did,” Kara sighed, “but she used that against you.” 
 
    He tilted his head back against the wall, his face contorting with pain. “You must think I’m so stupid,” he muttered. “You never fall for her bullshit.” 
 
    “I never thought you were stupid, Erik,” Kara told him, “just naïve.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill Alana,” Erik confessed. “I want to save her.” 
 
    “You think I haven’t tried?” Kara asked. “She doesn’t want to be saved.” 
 
    “You understand, then,” he realized, frowning, “why I went to her?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kara sighed. “Why do you think I tried to rescue you?” 
 
    “I heard the fighting,” Erik said, his frown deepening as he tried to remember the events from the previous night, “but Alana told me to ignore it.” 
 
    Kara glanced over her shoulder, her brows creasing with concern, as she noticed how weak Rose’s pulse sounded. She opened her mouth to warn Kallias that he was draining Rose, but before she could, Erik grabbed the blade of her battle-axe, allowing it to slice into the palm of his hand, as he jerked it out of her hand. She jumped out of the way as he tried to swing the heavy weapon at her, sidestepping him easily as he swung it at her again. A smug smirk tugged at her lips as she danced around him, dodging him every time he tried to attack her. 
 
    Erik stopped and rolled his eyes. “Would you just be still for a minute?” 
 
    Kara tossed her head back and laughed. “What? Like this?” she taunted as she stood in front of him, spreading her arms out. “Go ahead. Swing at me.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. But, unable to fight the urge to kill anyone who got in his way, he swung the battle-axe again. Just as the blade nearly crashed against the top of Kara’s head, she pivoted on her feet, causing it to narrowly miss her. As she twisted, she grabbed the handle of the battle-axe and wrenched it out of Erik’s hand. Erik staggered, and then, he tried to run toward Kallias. 
 
    Kara pulled the battle-axe back over her shoulder and then swung it around, allowing the weight of the blade to twist her body. Erik cried out as the blade caught him between his ribs. She jerked the battle-axe out of his side, blood dripping from the blade, as he collapsed on the pavement, bleeding profusely. 
 
    “Damn it, Kara!” Erik screamed. “You didn’t have to cut me in half!” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Oh, stop whining. It’s practically a paper-cut.” 
 
    Erik’s eyes widened, and he glanced down at his side, groaning as he saw the gaping split between his ribs. “Paper-cut? You call that a paper-cut?!” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “You should never take a woman’s axe, Erik.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and screamed at the sky, “It fucking hurts!” 
 
    “You’re such a crybaby,” Kara teased, watching him with a smile. 
 
    Erik opened his eyes and glared at her. “I hate you sometimes.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Kallias said, suddenly standing beside Kara. 
 
    “He stole my weapon,” Kara said defensively, “so I had to hurt him.” 
 
    Kallias considered that for a moment. “I can understand that.” 
 
    “I hate you both!” Erik yelled, covering his split-open side with his hand. 
 
    “You should be able to break Alana’s command now,” Kara told Kallias. “I doubt he’ll try to kill you in this state. And if he does, he won’t succeed.” 
 
    Kallias nodded and knelt beside Erik. He stared intensely at Erik as he used his telepathic abilities to break into Erik’s mind. “You don’t want to kill me,” he said slowly as he took control of Erik’s mind. “Alana commanded you to kill me, but that command is broken now. Alana’s control over you is broken.” 
 
    Erik stared at him, a dazed look in his eyes. “Yes,” he mumbled. 
 
    Kallias smiled. “I told you I could fix it without killing you.” 
 
    Erik blinked as his mind cleared. “Yeah,” he sighed. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said suddenly, “you shouldn’t be on your feet right now.” 
 
    Rose staggered toward them. “I’m just trying to…” she trailed off as her eyes slid closed. She swayed dangerously. “Uh-oh,” she said as she fell backward. 
 
    Kallias caught her as she collapsed, her body hanging limply in his arms, her eyelids fluttering, as if she were fighting to stay conscious. “Rose?” he said, startled by her sudden fainting spell. “What’s wrong? Have you been injured?” 
 
    Kara watched them, her blood-soaked battle-axe hanging at her side. “She needs blood,” she told Kallias. “She barely has any blood left in her body.” 
 
    Kallias glanced at Kara, his brows furrowing. “But I didn’t take much.” 
 
    Kara sighed. “Alana fed from her. Then, I fed from her. Then, you fed from her,” she explained, a hint of remorse in her voice. “Her body hasn’t had time to replenish that much blood, especially not with that injury of hers. I offered her my blood since she gave me hers, but she didn’t want to break her bond with you. She was afraid that she wouldn’t be able to find you without it.” 
 
    Kallias just stared at Kara. “You…and…Alana…fed from her?” 
 
    Erik pulled himself up into a more upright position, wincing as blood poured more freely from his side. He stared up at Kara with wide, green eyes. “What did we miss? Did you guys have some kind of threesome or something?” 
 
    Kara slowly turned toward him. Her nose wrinkled as she stared blankly at him. “What the hell goes on in that head of yours?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    Erik winced again—whether that was because of his painful injury or because of the question, Kara wasn’t sure. “I’d rather not say,” he muttered. 
 
    “Why did she let Alana feed from her?” Kallias managed to say, finally. 
 
    Kara glanced back at him and sighed, “She was trying to save me.” 
 
    “By letting Alana feed from her?” Erik asked. “How does that work?” 
 
    Kallias narrowed his eyes at her. “Then, you caused this.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “She needs blood,” she said between clenched teeth. “If that’s too much of a problem for you, she is welcome to take mine.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem for me,” Kallias snarled, his light brown eyes flashing with anger and possessiveness. “I just don’t like that you put her in danger.” 
 
    Pain flashed across Kara’s face. “I would have never done it by choice.” 
 
    As Kallias realized how deeply his accusation affected Kara, the anger seemed to rush out of him, deflating, all at once. He looked down at Rose, his brows furrowing, as he noticed the blue tint in her skin. He adjusted her in his arms. “I don’t understand why she didn’t tell me about this before I fed from her.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes fluttered open, just barely, enough for him to notice the dullness of her usually bright blue eyes. “If I had,” she rasped, her voice barely louder than a whisper, “you wouldn’t have fed from me. You needed the blood.” 
 
    “Rose,” Kallias breathed. “I didn’t realize you were still conscious.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Little bit,” she grunted, her eyes fluttering closed again. 
 
    “Erik needs blood, too,” Kara said. “He has a little cut on his side.” 
 
    Erik glared up at her. “Little?!” he squeaked. “My insides are falling out!” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes. “Stop exaggerating. You’re such a crybaby.” 
 
    “So, give him some blood,” Kallias told Kara, waving dismissively. 
 
    Kara grimaced. “I’m not any more attracted to men than you are.” 
 
    “I can do it,” a familiar voice said, a French accent coloring her words. 
 
    Kara turned and glanced toward the end of the alley, her lips curving into a surprised smile. “Elise,” she said warmly. “How did you find us?” 
 
    Elise raised an eyebrow and swept her hand out, gesturing toward the puddles of blood on the pavement. “I smelled all of the blood,” she laughed. 
 
    “Ah,” Kara said, nodding. “And your ankle has already healed?” 
 
    Elise glanced down at her bloodstained jeans. “Yep, I’ve fed already.” 
 
    “Then, we should hurry,” Kara sighed. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Kallias looked up, frowning at her. “Running out of time for what?” 
 
    Kara dragged her hand through her black-and-blue hair. “To save the Tomb of Blood,” she said anxiously. “Alana plans to attack the colony tonight.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Kallias asked curiously. 
 
    “To start a war between humans and vampires,” Kara said, “obviously.” 
 
    “How would attacking the Tomb of Blood accomplish that?” Kallias asked curiously, his frown deepening. “That’s just vampires killing vampires.” 
 
    “No one will know that,” Rose said hoarsely, startling him as she once again spoke so suddenly. “If Alana wins, then she can say that humans did it.” 
 
    “She’s barely awake, and she still can’t keep her mouth shut,” Erik said. 
 
    “You think that Alana wants to make it look like humans destroyed the Tomb of Blood?” Kallias asked Rose, his brows furrowing. “Would that work?” 
 
    “I think it would,” Kara said. “When vampires hear that an entire colony was destroyed, they’ll immediately think of the Cathedral of the Dead massacre.” 
 
    “The what?” Elise asked. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t alive then,” Kara amended, “but Kallias and Erik remember it, I’m sure. The Cathedral of the Dead was once a vampire colony.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” Elise asked curiously. 
 
    “In the 1700s, thanks to a few careless vampires, humans became very paranoid about us. They tried to hunt us down and kill us,” Kara explained. 
 
    “Similar to the witch trials,” Rose added helpfully. 
 
    “Seriously, Rose, just pass out already,” Erik complained. 
 
    Kara continued, “Most of them were idiots. They couldn’t tell a rotten corpse from a vampire. But there was an order of monks called the Assassins of Light. They knew things about us. They knew how to find us and kill us…” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Elise said, nodding. “Rose and I ran into two of them earlier.” 
 
    Kallias’s eyes widened. “Again?” he growled. He glanced down at Rose, his eyes narrowing at her. “How many times did you almost get killed tonight?” 
 
    “Only a few,” Rose mumbled drowsily. 
 
    “I can’t leave you alone for one minute,” Kallias complained. 
 
    “It was more than a minute,” Rose corrected. 
 
    Kara watched them with an amused smile before returning her icy blue gaze to Elise. “Well, these newer Assassins of Light seem to be a bit different than their ancient counterparts, but yes, it seems to be the same organization,” she explained. “Somehow, the Assassins discovered the location of a vampire colony under the guise of a Cathedral, and they set the Cathedral on fire.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Elise breathed. “Were there vampires inside?” 
 
    “All of them were inside,” Kara said. “It was the middle of the day.” 
 
    “Most vampires wanted war afterward,” Erik added. 
 
    Kara nodded. “But Aaron didn’t want that. So, he asked me to hunt them down, find out their names, their hideouts, their schedules. I did, and then, he killed every last one of them. He destroyed them before a war could begin.” 
 
    “So, if the Tomb of the Blood is destroyed,” Elise began worriedly. 
 
    “There will most certainly be war,” Kara finished, confirming her fear. “Aaron barely managed to stop it last time. This time, we won’t be as lucky.” 
 
    “Then, you’re right,” Kallias said suddenly. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    Elise nodded and walked over to Erik, her shoes clicking against the pavement. She knelt in front of him, her blue-gray gaze shifting toward the massive, jagged gash between his ribs. She grimaced. “Ugh. That looks terrible.” 
 
    “Kara did it,” Erik muttered indignantly. 
 
    “Well,” Elise said, smiling, “how do you feel about feeding from me?” 
 
    Erik swept his gaze up and down her thin, delicate figure, blatantly checking her out. “I feel like…I’ve died and gone to heaven,” he said flirtatiously. 
 
    Elise giggled, her yellow-blonde curls bouncing as she laughed. “You Vikings are all the same with your charming words and insatiable appetites,” she said, shaking her head. “Although…I didn’t think Vikings believed in heaven.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Valhalla,” he amended, “but it’s…similar.” 
 
    “But with more fighting and food,” Kara interjected. 
 
    “And beautiful women,” Erik added. 
 
    “The Valkyries,” Kara agreed. 
 
    Elise laughed at them. “Eh…sounds fun, I guess,” she said, frowning. 
 
    Kallias cleared his throat, bringing their attention back to the matter at hand. “I’ll take Rose somewhere private so that she can feed,” he said, cradling Rose’s body in his arms so that he could carry her. “We can meet back here.” 
 
    Kara nodded in agreement. “We just need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose opened her eyes as Kallias lay her on the cold, dusty floor of a dark room. “Where are we?” she asked hoarsely, too weak to look around at the room. 
 
    He stood above her as he removed his leather jacket and tossed it aside. “It looks like it used to be a dress shop,” he said as he noticed the old, yellowing dresses that still hung on the racks. “But I don’t think it’s been used in years.” 
 
    “This is a horrible feeling,” Rose admitted. “I feel so helpless.” 
 
    Kallias scowled. “That’s why you should never let anyone drain you.” 
 
    “You needed my blood in order to stop Erik,” she reminded him. 
 
    That seemed to make him angrier. He practically ripped his black shirt off of himself, most likely tearing off a few buttons in the process. “Why do you give away your blood so freely?” he asked irritably. “Your blood is…valuable.” 
 
    “And valuable things aren’t supposed to be given?” Rose asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” he growled as he knelt down beside her. 
 
    “If you only give away the things that aren’t valuable to you, then you’re not generous,” Rose said. “You’re just a greedy person, trying to look generous.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, his brown eyes narrowed in frustration. “Sometimes I think your morals are more important to you than I am,” he said. 
 
    She blinked in shock. “That’s harsh.” 
 
    He raked his fingers through his hair. “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    “Oh. How romantic,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Kallias froze and looked down at her, his brows creasing with worry. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant…because we have to hurry.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose said, smiling to hide the pain that flashed across her face. 
 
    He watched her for another moment, his brows knitted with concern. Then, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to raise up in her current state, he lifted her in his arms and placed her in his lap. She leaned heavily against his shoulder, her breath coming faster and shallower as she inhaled his powerful, sweet scent. 
 
    Rose felt a surge of energy rushing through her, despite the weakness that still plagued her body. Her instincts came rushing to the surface, and she tilted her face up, inhaling deeply as she pressed her face against his neck. He smelled like leather, aftershave, peppermint, and…blood. His blood called out to the blood bond she shared with him, pulling her closer, like a magnetic force. 
 
    Kallias groaned softly as she kissed his neck. Her kiss was so soft, so affectionate. Then, with no other warning, she sank her fangs into his neck. He exhaled shakily as she began to feed from him, her mouth warm against his neck. The blood felt warm as it poured over his skin, down his neck and over his shoulder. An intense, disorienting wave of euphoria washed over his mind, leaving his head spinning and his blood buzzing with lust and hunger. He clasped his hands around her soft hips, dragging her closer, pulling her body against his. 
 
    As the blood restored her strength, Rose began to move against him, her hands sliding up his neck, her fingers interlacing in his long, light brown hair. She moaned breathlessly at the taste of his blood—sweet, powerful, intoxicating. 
 
    Kallias moved his hands beneath the hem of her T-shirt, sliding his palms over her soft stomach, up to her softer breasts. She moaned as his hands found their way beneath her bra, her skin bare against his hands. She rocked forward, pressing her breasts more into his hands, her hips grinding against his. 
 
    Rose pulled her mouth away from his neck, seeking out his lips with her own. Her blood-soaked lips met his lips in a desperate, hungry kiss, his groans muffled by her lips, as they continued to move against each other. She slid her hands down his muscular, roughly scarred chest, down to the button of his jeans. 
 
    He grasped her wrists in one hand and leaned back, gazing into her wild, crimson-red eyes. “I hate myself for saying this, but…we don’t have time.” 
 
    Rose just stared at him, her brows furrowing. “Time?” she mumbled. 
 
    His lips quirked up in amusement. “Sex takes time, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Sex?” she repeated, her frown deepening. Then, she looked down at her hands, and her face flushed scarlet. “Oh! Oh, wow, I didn’t mean to… I…” 
 
    “Relax,” he snorted, sliding her off of him. “I know how it feels.” 
 
    Rose dragged her hand through her disheveled, auburn hair and exhaled slowly, trying to regain her composure. She watched, her blush deepening, as Kallias stood and picked up his shirt from the floor. “I don’t know what happens to me when I feed. The emotions get so intense, and I just…” she trailed off. 
 
    “I know, Rose,” Kallias laughed. “It’s normal. It happens to all of us.” 
 
    She sighed. “How is it that we never have any actual time alone?” 
 
    “Because you’re always trying to save the world,” Kallias muttered. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at him. “And you’re not?” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder. “You are my world.” 
 
    Rose clasped her hand over her chest, her eyes widening dramatically. “Holy freaking cow!” she gasped. “Did you actually just say something sweet?” 
 
    He smiled. “Does it get me out of the doghouse for what I said earlier?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose so.” 
 
    Kallias found a pile of discarded scraps of fabric—most likely left over after the last dress was made, and he picked it up, using it to wipe the blood from his neck and shoulder. When he noticed Rose standing and straightening her clothes, he tossed a scrap of fabric at her. “Don’t forget the blood on your face.” 
 
    Rose grimaced and wiped the cloth across her mouth. “How do some vampires feed without making such a mess?” she sighed as she cleaned her face. 
 
    “Practice,” Kallias said simply. “Young vampires are always messier.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose at him. “What about Emma?” 
 
    Kallias laughed at that. “Emma is just…unique.” 
 
    “Unique,” Rose repeated with a smile. “That’s a good word for her.” 
 
    Kallias returned the smile. “You miss her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Emma and Geoff,” Rose agreed. “I hope they’re doing okay.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re doing great. Better than us anyway,” he muttered as he slid his arms into his leather jacket. “We’ll see them soon enough. Provided we survive the night, of course. As soon as this is over, we’ll head back to America.” 
 
    Rose’s smile faded. The thought of saying goodbye to Kara so soon felt like a dagger slicing through her chest. She didn’t understand why she felt so strongly about it. She hadn’t known Kara long, but saying goodbye felt wrong. 
 
    Kallias zipped up his jacket. “Okay,” he sighed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Kallias?” she said as he started to leave. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    His light brown gaze shifted toward her. His lips twitched. “You know, a lot has changed about you in the last month or so, but there is one thing that hasn’t and probably never will. You’re always asking that question,” he chuckled. 
 
    Rose smiled weakly. “Insatiable curiosity is a pretty steady trait of mine.” 
 
    His smile faded as something about her tone or expression seemed to alarm him. He turned toward her, his brows creasing with concern. “What is it?” 
 
    She sighed heavily, “Alana said something to me tonight.” 
 
    “You can’t listen to anything Alana says,” Kallias reminded her. 
 
    “I know,” Rose said slowly, “but I can’t help it. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since she said it. So, I’m just going to ask you.” She fidgeted nervously. “You wouldn’t happen to be hiding anything from me, would you?” 
 
    He scowled. “You’re the one who hides things from people, Rose.” 
 
    “I don’t…” she trailed off, her eyes narrowing. “You know what? I’m not even going to argue about this again…until you’re willing to actually talk.” 
 
    Kallias shrugged tiredly. “What could I possibly hide from you?” 
 
    “How to control my power,” Rose answered. 
 
    Kallias flinched. It was barely noticeable, but Rose still saw it. “You have so much power,” he said evasively. “You have too much to ever fully control.” 
 
    “It’s not a difficult question, Kallias,” Rose said sharply, her bright blue eyes narrowing at him. “Have you taught me everything you know? Yes or no?” 
 
    Kallias looked away. “I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    “By manipulating me?” Rose asked incredulously. 
 
    Kallias glanced at her, frowning. “No. That’s not what I’m doing.” 
 
    Rose ran her hand through her long, red hair, grimacing as she found an entire section of hair matted with blood. “Kallias,” she sighed in frustration, “You’re making it harder and harder for me to argue with people when they say that all telepaths are controlling. I don’t believe that, obviously. I know that you’re different from Alana. But here lately, you’ve been doing a lot of Alana-like stuff.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I’m nothing like Alana.” 
 
    “Then, stop doing this,” Rose said. “Communicate with me. We can work through our problems together. Don’t manipulate me. Don’t control me.” 
 
    “I watched you die, Rose,” Kallias growled in frustration. 
 
    “I know,” she said simply…calmly. “I’m sorry for your pain, and I’m sorry that I hid my decision from you. But I’m not sorry that I saved your life.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Kallias snarled. “You should be.” 
 
    “We’re never going to agree on this,” Rose informed him, “but that’s okay. We don’t have to agree on everything. We just have to love each other.” 
 
    “I do love you,” he said, his brows furrowing. 
 
    “And…we can’t manipulate each other or lie to each other,” she added. 
 
    “Well,” Kallias said, shrugging angrily, “we’ve both broken that rule.” 
 
    “I know,” Rose sighed. She lifted her shoulders sadly. “But I am trying.” 
 
    “And I’m not?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like you are,” Rose admitted. 
 
    “Well, I am,” he snarled, clearly offended by her doubt. 
 
    “Teach me to control my power,” she said, “like you said you would.” 
 
    “Rose,” he sighed, “your power is dark. I’ve seen it. We all have. And it’s practically unlimited. Power corrupts. Isn’t that how the saying goes? We all have to fight with that, to not let it change us. Can you imagine how much harder you will have to fight than the rest of us? I’m trying to protect you from that.” 
 
    “It feels like you’re trying to keep me dependent on you,” Rose stated. 
 
    His brows furrowed. “That’s not what I’m doing at all.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to protect me,” she said. “I can fight my own battles.” 
 
    Kallias looked away, his face contorting with pain. “I don’t think you understand. Protectiveness is as much part of me as kindness is part of you.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I can accept that. I just can’t accept all of the dishonesty and manipulation. You don’t have to resort to that. You can just…talk to me.” 
 
    “What good would that do?” Kallias asked bitterly. 
 
    “A lot of good!” Rose said, exasperated with trying to explain something that seemed so simple to her. “Relationships can’t last without communication.” 
 
    “We’re immortal, Rose,” Kallias said in a tired voice. “Do you honestly think our relationship is going to last forever? It’ll end eventually anyway.” 
 
    Rose stared at him, her mind reeling, her emotions somewhere between angry and hurt, on the verge of either tears or murder. “You’re a jerk sometimes.” 
 
    “Wake up, sweetheart,” Kallias snarled. “I’m a jerk all of the time.” 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted their glaring contest. 
 
    “Yes?” Kallias called out, as if the knock hadn’t interrupted anything. 
 
    The door creaked open to reveal Elise. She leaned in the doorway, and she seemed to be giggling at something that Kara had said. She shifted toward them, her blue-gray eyes sparkling. “If you’re ready, we should probably leave.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Kallias said in that cold, impassive tone. 
 
    Kara shifted to the side, so that she could see around Elise. As soon as she spotted Rose, her smile faded, almost as if she just knew what had happened. 
 
    Elise stepped aside so that Kallias could leave. Kara, on the other hand, didn’t move, purposely standing in his way as he tried to leave the small room. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Rose?” Kara asked, still standing in his way. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Kallias growled, narrowing his eyes at her. 
 
    Kara glared at him. “I didn’t ask you, did I? I asked Rose.” 
 
    “It is fine, Kara,” Rose said, frowning at Kara’s strange behavior. She waved her hand encouragingly, her eyebrows lifting. “You can let him leave.” 
 
    Kara immediately stepped aside, as if she had been specifically waiting for Rose’s permission. She bent at the waist, bowing, and swept out her arm—a kind of medieval, chauvinistic gesture that was clearly meant to taunt Kallias. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and brushed past her. 
 
    Rose sighed at Kara. “That was mature,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    Kara straightened, offering Rose a cocky smirk. “I thought it was fun.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes, suppressing a smile, as she walked toward the door. 
 
    Kara held the door open for her. Then, as Rose started to step past her, Kara reached out and touched Rose’s arm. “Are you all right? Truly?” 
 
    Rose frowned at her, surprised by her sincere concern. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Kara sighed, “I’m sorry if I offend you, but…I know that you’re lying.” 
 
    Rose nodded tiredly. “I will be fine. At the moment, I’m…frustrated.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “I can kick his ass for you, if you want.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “I don’t want,” she assured her. 
 
    “I didn’t figure you would,” Kara laughed, “but the offer stands.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but laugh. “You are terrible!” she scolded. 
 
    Kara fell into step beside Rose as they rounded the building, heading toward the alley, where the others waited for them. She nudged Rose playfully with her shoulder, earning an amused smile from Rose. “Ah, there it is.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “There what is?” 
 
    “That gorgeous smile of yours,” Kara murmured. 
 
    Rose let out a short, surprised laugh. She looked down, watching her shoes, her disheveled, auburn hair falling around her face, hiding her blushing cheeks. “I should probably warn you,” she said. “Flattery doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “It’s not flattery if it’s true,” Kara countered. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow, her lips curving in amusement. She laughed. “I’m beginning to understand how you get so many women into your bed.” 
 
    Kara glanced at Rose, her icy blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “Is that your way of saying that you want to be in my bed?” she asked with a wicked grin. 
 
    Rose stopped so abruptly that she nearly tripped over her own feet. She looked at Kara, her eyes wide with mortified horror. “No! No,” she sputtered, her words spilling out in a jumbled rush. “That’s not my way. I mean…I don’t have a way. I don’t say things like that. But if I did, that wouldn’t be my way.” 
 
    Kara continued to tease, “So, you don’t say it…but you do think it?” 
 
    Rose felt heat rush to her face. “What? Uh, that’s…” she stammered. 
 
    Kallias suddenly cleared his throat, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    Rose glanced up, her face turning an even brighter shade of red as she realized that Kallias, Erik, and Elise were watching them. “Oh…uh…hey.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “Weirdo.” 
 
    “We should go,” Kallias said. If their little argument had bothered him at all, he hid it well. “If we want to make it there before Alana’s army, that is.” 
 
    “If they’re not already there,” Kara muttered under her breath. 
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 Surrender to the Darkness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron wiped the blood from his mouth as he stepped out of the cell. He closed the heavy, metal door, locking the unconscious woman in the room. 
 
    “Someone has been a naughty boy,” said a familiar, seductive voice. 
 
    Aaron froze at the sound of that voice—a voice that he hadn’t heard in centuries. His dark eyes widened as he saw her, and the phone fell out of his hand, hitting the floor with a loud clack. She leaned against the wall across from the cells, watching him with that seductive smile curving at the edges of her lips. Aaron breathed out a long string of words that she didn’t even vaguely recognize. 
 
    “I don’t know what that meant, but it didn’t sound classy,” Alana said. 
 
    Aaron glanced around, as if he were expecting someone else to be with her. “Who let you in?” he asked Alana, his eyes wider than she’d ever seen them. 
 
    “Osiris,” Alana answered, her smile widening. “He’s been on my side all along. Apparently, war is quite profitable for immoral, rich people like him.” 
 
    Aaron let out a frustrated sigh. “Damn it,” he grumbled. 
 
    Alana giggled and stepped forward. Her heels clicked against the marble floor as she approached him, as she pressed her blood-soaked body against him. “The funny part is,” she murmured, tracing the V-neck collar of his T-shirt with her fingernail, “you’re more upset that Rose was right and you were wrong than you are that Osiris betrayed you.” She poked out her bottom lip and, in the most condescending tone possible, said, “Poor, little Aaron doesn’t like to be wrong.” 
 
    “I was only feeling casually homicidal before you showed up,” Aaron said. “Now, I’m fantasizing about ripping you apart and bathing in your blood.” 
 
    “Such a violent person,” she said, tapping him on the nose. “Bad boy!” 
 
    He exhaled shakily, his dark eyes wide and murderous. 
 
    Alana smiled. “You must really want to kill me right now,” she mused. 
 
    He grasped her wrists and leaned in close. “That doesn’t even scratch the surface of what I want to do to you,” he snarled between clenched teeth. 
 
    Alana tossed her head back and laughed, clearly enjoying herself, despite Aaron’s enraged threat. She smiled and whispered, “Then, why haven’t you?” 
 
    Aaron immediately released her wrists, his dark eyes widening in shock. 
 
    “Come on, Aaron. Don’t be such a tease!” Alana cooed. “Kill me.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he breathed, horrified by the realization. “I can’t do it.” 
 
    Her smile widened—so wide that her razor-sharp fangs were visible. “Of course you can’t,” she giggled, casually running her fingers through his thick, black hair. She pulled playfully at the curls. “Because I’m already in your head.” 
 
    Aaron winced as she tugged harshly at his hair, but he made no move to stop her. It would’ve hurt his pride too much to do that. “When?” he sighed. 
 
    Alana shrugged. “It’s easy to take control of someone’s mind when they’re feeding or having sex. Your will becomes so weak during those activities.” 
 
    He glanced back at the door of the cell, at the room where he’d left the human unconscious and drained of blood. Well, she was human. Not anymore. He returned his gaze to Alana. “Then, you’d already done it before I saw you?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I couldn’t give you the chance to stop me.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Stop you from doing what?” 
 
    “Destroying the Tomb of Blood,” she said proudly, practically bragging. 
 
    A hint of fear flashed in his dark eyes. “No. You can’t do that.” 
 
    “Aww,” Alana cooed, looping her arms around his neck. She giggled, “If only everyone knew about your soft spot. I’m almost embarrassed for you.” 
 
    “Alana, the Tomb of Blood is like a sanctuary for vampires. It’s a place where they’re supposed to feel free and safe. If you kill them here…” Aaron paused, shaking his head. “Do you realize the kind of fear this will provoke?” 
 
    Alana raised her eyebrow. “The kind of fear that results in war?” 
 
    Aaron raked his fingers through his hair and exhaled shakily. It amused Alana to see Aaron anxious about something—Aaron, the perpetually bored, self-assured vampire. “What do you want?” he sighed. “Do you want me to hand you every rapist and slave trader in the world? Because I can. I have the resources to find them, to track them down. I’ll deliver them to you. You can make them suffer as much as you want. I’ll give you whatever you want. Just don’t do this.” 
 
    Alana just smiled. “It’s so funny to see you this way. What would people think?” she laughed. She plucked at a piece of fuzz on his shirt—completely ignoring the fact that his shirt was already ruined with blood. “Even if I believed that you really could deliver every single one of them to me, I would still say no.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, exasperated. “Why isn’t that enough for you?” 
 
    “It takes great destruction to bring about great change,” Alana said. 
 
    “You’re insane,” he growled. “There is nothing sane about your plan.” 
 
    Alana just smiled, as if she knew something that he didn’t. “You know,” she began, “I heard an interesting story recently…about someone named Lilith.” 
 
    Aaron stiffened. He recovered quickly, but it was too late. Alana had already noticed his reaction. “Everyone’s heard that story. It’s ancient folklore.” 
 
    “Ah, but have they heard about the part you played in it?” Alana asked. 
 
    Aaron’s dark skin looked at least three shades paler than usual. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lilith is just a woman from an old Jewish tale.” 
 
    “Ah. Is that so?” Alana said with a patronizing smile. She leaned in close and whispered, “I’m curious, Aaron. Why did they call you the Son of Lilith?” 
 
    Aaron felt sick, all of the sudden. “Who told you this?” he asked quietly. “Everyone who could possibly know that story is dead. I killed all of them.” 
 
    Alana giggled, “Ah…it’s so much fun to watch the powerful squirm.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Whatever you heard,” he growled. “It’s not true.” 
 
    “Why don’t I tell the story first? Before you discount it,” she began. She smiled. “So, there was this vampire named Lilith, and this man fell for her…” 
 
    “I never loved that sick, psychotic bitch,” Aaron snarled. 
 
    Alana tossed her head back and laughed, clapping her hands in delight. “Good boy! Now, you’re playing along!” she praised. “I knew you could do it!” 
 
    Aaron just stared at her. “I hope you die a painful, gruesome death.” 
 
    “Now that we’re on the same page,” Alana continued, as if he’d never said anything, “let me tell the real story. There was once a young, ambitious man who wanted much more than his lot in life, so he made a deal with a vampire.” 
 
    His jaw tightened, as if he were in pain. “Alana, stop.” 
 
    “But I’m not even to the good part yet,” she objected, smiling as she saw the emotions beginning to betray themselves in his eyes. “Anyway, it turned out that the price of that deal was greater than he was willing to pay. Because while he was capable of doing many terrible things, he couldn’t leave his family.” 
 
    “I get it,” he growled. “You know what happened. Now, shut up.” 
 
    “She warned him that if he betrayed her, he’d lose everything,” she continued, watching him with an amused smile, “but his newfound power made him arrogant, and he didn’t believe her. He didn’t believe she could take anything from him…until he came home and found his wife and children ripped apart.” 
 
    “I would do anything for the opportunity to kill you right now,” he said. 
 
    Alana giggled, “Literally ripped apart. Torn into little, bitty pieces.” 
 
    The growl that echoed from Aaron’s throat at that moment was so loud and feral that the walls of the room seemed to shake. “You’re an evil, little bitch!” 
 
    “I’m not the one who gave up his own children for power,” she laughed. 
 
    Aaron shoved her back against the wall, and one of his hands hovered near her throat, trembling. But he couldn’t do it. No matter how hard he tried. Her telepathic command prevented him from killing her. “I should have left you in that barn,” he snarled. “I should have left you to freeze or starve to death.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’d suffered much worse than that already. It wouldn’t have bothered me much,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Now, if you’re finished, I have a story to tell. So, after our power-hungry, little boy got his children killed, he decided to keep his end of the bargain, after all. He went to the vampire, and he slept with her. And then, he let her turn him into a vampire. And together, they traveled the world for over a thousand years. And then, he…killed her.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t spare the details now,” he snarled. “I drained her, and then, while she couldn’t defend herself, I ripped her apart, just like she did to them.” 
 
    Alana nodded, her dark blue eyes sparkling with amusement. She tugged at his bloodstained T-shirt, pulling him closer to her. “I have one question about that story, my sweet, little Aaron. Why did you wait a thousand years to kill her?” 
 
    “I waited until the perfect moment for my vengeance,” Aaron growled. 
 
    Alana leaned in, brushing her lips against his, and whispered, “So did I.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Rose glanced over her shoulder, frowning as she noticed that Kara had fallen back behind the rest of the group. Kara kept an unusually slow pace—especially for a vampire—and she seemed lost in thought, her cornflower-blue gaze on the ground, watching the frost and snow crunch beneath her boots. 
 
    Rose slowed her own pace until she fell into step beside Kara, behind everyone else. Kara’s piercing, blue gaze immediately shifted toward Rose, as if she were intensely aware of her closeness. “How are you feeling?” Rose asked. 
 
    Kara watched her. “I should be asking you that,” she murmured. “You’re the one who suffered a terrible injury and then put herself through hell tonight.” 
 
    Rose tilted her head, her wavy, auburn hair falling over her shoulder, as she offered Kara a skeptical smile. “The woman you love kidnapped you, locked you away in an abandoned asylum, and then, tonight, she tried to kill you.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Just a typical night in our dysfunctional relationship.” 
 
    “She tried to kill you,” Rose said. “There’s nothing typical about that.” 
 
    Kara sighed and nodded. She shifted the battle-axe to her other shoulder. “Believe it or not, I’m actually…relieved. It felt a little like…closure. A relationship is pretty much over when one of you tries to murder the other.” 
 
    “It’s not over until Alana’s dead, and you know it,” Erik said suddenly. 
 
    His abrupt statement took everyone by surprise. 
 
    Kallias glanced back at them. “Oh, are we still doing that?” he asked, his voice thick with sarcasm. “I thought we had abandoned that plan. Because there’s been an awful lot of not killing Alana going on these last few nights.” 
 
    Erik scowled at him. “You’re an asshole sometimes.” 
 
    “You tried to kill me tonight,” Kallias countered. “You’re the asshole.” 
 
    Rose smiled at Kara and waved her hand toward Kallias and Erik. “And here you have a relationship that survives attempted murder,” she quipped. 
 
    Kara chuckled, “They’re soulmates.” 
 
    “But aren’t they both straight?” Elise asked, clearly not catching on. 
 
    Kara offered her an indulgent smile. “That’s the joke.” 
 
    Kallias just rolled his eyes. “You all make dumbass decisions, nearly get killed, and then, you use the calm before the apocalyptic storm to make jokes.” 
 
    “That’s his way of saying that he’s glad we all survived,” Rose provided. 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “That’s not what I was saying at all.” 
 
    As they passed the part of the forest where Rose and Elise had run into Erastos earlier, Rose paused and stared into the dark woods, half-expecting to find Erastos still standing in the shadows, watching them with those strange, pale blue eyes of his. But what she noticed, instead, was a small, folded piece of paper, lying on the icy forest floor, leaning against the base of a birch tree, the white paper barely visible against the pale bark of the tree. She took a step toward it. 
 
    Kallias stopped and looked back at her. “Rose? Where are you going?” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “Just go on ahead. I’ll catch up.” 
 
    Kallias exchanged a frown with Kara. Neither one of them seemed eager to leave Rose behind. Erik and Elise, on the other hand, went on ahead of them. 
 
    Rose jumped, startled, as a twig snapped beneath her shoe. She shook her head at her nervousness and continued further into the woods. She knelt in front of the thin birch tree and picked up the piece of paper. She unfolded the letter and frowned at the neat handwriting that was scrawled across the page: 
 
      
 
    My Eklektos, 
 
      
 
    I must leave until I am needed again. You know all I can tell you for now. By now, you will have rescued the people you love, and you will be headed back to the Tomb of Blood. A difficult battle awaits within the tombs, but before that happens, an event that is perhaps even more significant must take place. If you are under the delusion that you understand what you are, you will soon realize that you are wrong. The mystery of what it means to be the Eklektos is one that you must unravel yourself, and tonight, you will learn a deeper, darker depth to your power. You must not fear it. You must not fight it. You must surrender to the Darkness. 
 
      
 
    Your servant, 
 
    Erastos 
 
      
 
    Rose blinked at the letter. “My servant?” she repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    Just as she started to slide the paper into the front pocket of her jeans, she noticed another note scrawled on the back of the paper. She quickly read it: 
 
      
 
    P.S. - Turn around. You need your weapon. Seriously, look behind you. Now. 
 
      
 
    At that exact moment, her senses registered his presence, and she spun around, crumpling the letter in one hand as she extended the silver dagger with the other. Attempting to attack her from behind, Osiris nearly ran directly into her blade, but he stopped just in time, his cold, black eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    He raised his hands slowly in a show of surrender. “I’m impressed,” he said in the coldest, most disdainful tone possible. “You’re faster than I thought.” 
 
    Rose stepped forward, pressing the tip of her dagger against his throat. “Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the entrance to the Tomb of Blood?” 
 
    “I stepped out for a minute,” Osiris said. “I needed some air.” 
 
    “It’s convenient, don’t you think?” Rose asked. “That you just happened to need some air around the same time that Alana was planning to attack?” 
 
    If she’d been human, she probably wouldn’t have even been able to see Osiris, standing in the shadows of the woods, his dark features and clothing blending into the shadows. But she wasn’t human. She could see perfectly well in the darkness, which meant she could see that cruel smile that curled at his lips. 
 
    “I’m afraid that I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he lied. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I saw you watching me, you know,” she informed him, “in the hallway…a few nights ago. Were you spying on me for Alana?” 
 
    “No,” Osiris said. “I did that just so I could see the fear in your eyes.” 
 
    Rose sliced his throat with her dagger, but his hands moved faster than hers. He grasped her wrist and twisted, forcing her arms behind her back, shoving her against the tree. Rose winced as the bark of the tree pressed painfully against her face. The scent of his blood filled the air, and Rose noticed that her dagger, which now lay in the muddy snow, near her shoes, was coated in blood. 
 
    “You picked a very bad person to pick a fight with,” Osiris growled. 
 
    “Yeah, I meant to,” Rose muttered. “I’m not a big fan of bad people.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not supposed to kill you,” Osiris sneered in her ear as his hands bruised her arms. “But what Alana doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” 
 
    “She’s a telepath, you idiot,” Rose said irritably. “She will know.” 
 
    He lowered his head and grazed his fangs against her neck. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, for goodness sakes, could everyone just stop trying to feed from me tonight? I’m not a vending machine,” she said as she flung him off of her with her telekinetic abilities and knelt to pick up her dagger. 
 
    By the time she spun around, preparing to fight him again, she found him already restrained by Kallias and Kara. Kallias held him with his arms twisted behind his back, and Kara stood in front of Osiris with the edge of her battle-axe against his throat. Rose scowled at them. “So, you two can work together.” 
 
    Kara laughed, “I can work with anyone…if I want.” 
 
    “Release me,” Osiris growled at Kallias, pulling at his arms in an attempt to get free. He glared at Kara. “And get that barbaric weapon off of my throat.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kallias said, tightening his grip. “Not this time.” 
 
    “When someone is holding a battle-axe against your throat,” Kara said, a smirk tugging at her lips, “it’s probably not a good idea to bark orders at them.” 
 
    Osiris’s cold, dark eyes narrowed at Kara. “There is no telling what Alana would do to me for killing you, but I think it would be worth it,” he snarled. 
 
    “Oh, you say that now,” Kara laughed, “but just wait until she’s peeling your skin from your body or pulling out your insides. My ex is as crazy as it gets.” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, that’s a little…gross,” she muttered. 
 
    Osiris turned slightly in Kallias’s hold, causing the sharp edge of the battle-axe to press harder into his neck, as he tried to look at Kallias. “You told me once—centuries ago—that you only kill vampires that kill humans. Isn’t that what you said?” he asked. “That means you can’t kill me. I don’t kill humans.” 
 
    “No, you just abuse them,” Rose said, “and aid Alana in her efforts to start a war that will inevitably lead to the destruction of the entire human race.” 
 
    Osiris straightened. “I never actually admitted to working for Alana.” 
 
    “You never actually denied it either,” Rose countered. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t really care if you’ve ever personally taken human lives before. You’re still a pretty shitty person,” Kallias snarled. He twisted painfully at Osiris’s arms. “And I think you’ll find I can do anything I damn well please.” 
 
    A gunshot suddenly echoed through the woods. 
 
    The bullet stopped just inches from Kallias’s head, floating in midair. 
 
    Kallias glanced at the bullet and then at Rose. “Thanks,” he sighed. 
 
    Rose allowed the bullet to fall slowly to the ground. It landed so softly that it barely made a sound. “Don’t thank me yet,” Rose said worriedly as she glanced around the woods. “I don’t know if I will be able to catch all of them.” 
 
    Kara pressed the sharp edge of the battle-axe harder into his skin, causing Osiris to cry out as she purposely sliced into his neck. “What was that?” 
 
    Despite the pain that twisted at his face, Osiris managed to smile at her—a sickeningly smug smile. “An advantage of being rich: I have bodyguards.” 
 
    They’d barely had time to process the fact that he’d said bodyguards, not bodyguard, before the gun—or guns, now—began to fire again, spraying bullets through the woods, from every side. Rose tried to stop as many of them as she could with her telekinetic abilities, but she inevitably missed a few. She grabbed her shoulder as pain lanced through her skin and muscles—an intense, sudden pain that shocked her more than it hurt her. She felt the warm blood beneath her palm as it poured from the small wound, soaking her shirt and her jacket. 
 
    Kara moved so rapidly that she practically appeared at Rose’s side, her hand on Rose’s arm. “Rose? Are you okay?” she asked worriedly. Her icy blue gaze shifted down to Rose’s bleeding wound and darkened hungrily at the sight. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rose said in a strained voice, wincing at the pain. “Are you?” 
 
    Kara nodded. Her gaze shifted toward Kallias. “Where is Osiris?” 
 
    Kallias stood behind another tall, birch tree as he squinted, watching the moving shadows in the woods, trying to identify all of the shooters. Rose almost laughed at the sight of the tall, muscular vampire, attempting to shield himself with a much-too-thin tree. “He ran off as soon as the shooting started,” he yelled breathlessly. “Did you ever notice them? I never even noticed their scents.” 
 
    “It’s difficult to identify scents in these woods,” Kara said, “but I am certain that they haven’t been here long. He must have alerted them somehow.” 
 
    Another onslaught of bullets began, and Rose found, with utter dismay, that she couldn’t stop them. “My power,” she breathed. “I can’t control it.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t. You’re injured,” Kallias said loudly, trying to yell over the gunfire. “You shouldn’t even be trying to use your power right now.” 
 
    Kara’s hand suddenly pressed down on Rose’s unhurt shoulder, forcing Rose to kneel just before another bullet would have hit her. Instead, the bullet flew over her head and hit one of the trees behind her. Kara crouched beside her, leaning close, her sweet, warm scent filling Rose’s senses. “Close your eyes,” Kara murmured in her ear. “It’s easier to dodge the bullets if you just listen.” 
 
    “Can you take care of the ones behind us?” Kallias asked Kara. 
 
    Kara glanced over her shoulder, watching the shadows that moved through the trees. “Yes, I think so,” she said, “as long as no one gets in my way.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of the ones in front of us,” Kallias told them. 
 
    “What about me?” Rose asked quietly. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Kallias growled. “Just don’t get yourself injured again.” 
 
    “You say that like I chose to get shot,” Rose muttered, frowning. 
 
    Kara’s long, silky hair brushed against Rose’s wrist as Kara leaned toward her, her lips brushing against Rose’s ear. “You’ve done enough, love. We would all be injured right now if you hadn’t stopped most of those bullets with your mind. Let us take care of the rest while your wound heals,” she murmured into Rose’s ear. “You’re amazing, Rose. Don’t you dare think otherwise.” 
 
    Rose couldn’t help but smile. Rose had always struggled with insecurity, especially after her terrible, toxic relationship with Ethan, but Kara empowered her, squashed her insecurities, and made her feel stronger and almost confident, even. She turned toward Kara, trying to think of a response, but Kara was gone. 
 
    For a moment, Rose just knelt there, listening to the violent sounds that interrupted the quiet, stillness of the night—gunshots, screams, the sickening sound of cracking bones, the sound of blood splattering in the snow. It was difficult to just wait, wishing that she could help, feeling the blood wash over her shoulder. But then, the moment passed, and silence settled over the forest. 
 
    Kara and Kallias returned at the same time, almost as if they had timed it up that way. Kallias knelt and picked up Kara’s battle-axe. He handed it to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she took the heavy weapon from him. 
 
    They straightened as the crunch of footsteps echoed through the woods. 
 
    “It’s just Erik,” Kara sighed when he stepped into her line of sight. 
 
    “I came to help, but I see that you guys already handled it,” Erik said when he reached them. He shook his head, shaking the powdery snow out of his wavy, blonde hair. His bright green gaze shifted toward Rose. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “Brilliant observation,” Rose said sarcastically, holding her hand over the wound, shielding it from the brutal wind. “You’d think you were a vampire.” 
 
    Erik raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth, clearly preparing to offer an equally sassy comeback, but then, he froze. “Elise is in trouble,” he realized. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Elise called. 
 
    Osiris froze and turned back toward her, his dark eyes narrowing. “If you must know, I’m leaving. I have a business meeting in a few hours,” he said. His lip curled as he added, “Not that you would know anything about business.” 
 
    Elise just frowned at him. “Was that supposed to be an insult?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I need to go,” he said as he turned to leave. 
 
    “I heard gunshots,” Elise said. She put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”  
 
    “I can’t say I do,” he said between clenched teeth, not looking at her. 
 
    “Erik seemed to think our friends were involved, so he went to check on them,” Elise continued, “but I stayed. Because I think you were involved.” 
 
    Osiris turned toward her. “Do you realize what you’re doing, little girl?” 
 
    “Do you realize that calling a woman little girl is a good way to piss her off?” Elise countered. She took a step toward him. “I can’t let you walk away.”  
 
    “I’m three thousand years old,” Osiris said. “You won’t win this fight.” 
 
    “I don’t have to win,” Elise said. “I just have to stop you from leaving.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    By the time Kara leapt over the gates and landed in a crouch inside the cemetery, behind Osiris’s dark form, Elise already lay on the icy ground, curled up in the fetal position, her eyes closed, her thick, dark red blood staining the white snow. Kara growled—a low, feral, hair-raising sound—as she straightened. 
 
    Osiris turned toward her, his lips stained with Elise’s blood. He held up his hands. “Before you attack me, let me just warn you: I haven’t killed her…yet.” 
 
    Kara didn’t even hesitate. She ran toward him and leapt at him, tackling him as fluidly and ferociously as a lion. Her legs locked around him as she rolled with him. She pinned him to the ground, her hands clasped around his wrists. 
 
    He grunted in pain. “I was trying to negotiate with you,” he complained. 
 
    “I’d rather kill you,” Kara snarled, her light blue eyes narrowing. 
 
    “I think, perhaps, you’ve forgotten something,” Osiris said. He shoved back against her hands and rolled his body over her, reversing their position so that he had her pinned to the ground, instead. He clasped his hand around her throat, squeezing tightly, until she couldn’t breathe at all. “I’m twice your age. You can’t overpower me. And I am done taking orders from someone like you.” 
 
    “Let her go,” Rose said suddenly, her voice strangely cold. 
 
    Osiris stiffened, his black eyes flashing with irritation as he recognized her voice. “Rose,” he said without turning around. He tightened his grip around Kara’s throat, watching as her skin changed colors from the lack of oxygen. “I certainly would never take orders from you,” he sneered at Rose, his lip curling. 
 
    “You’re causing her pain,” Rose said, “and I can’t allow that.” 
 
    Osiris laughed darkly…humorlessly. “Who the hell do you think you are?” he asked incredulously. He released Kara’s throat, and as she choked and wheezed, he moved his hand to her chest, clearly preparing to rip her heart out. Kara stiffened in pain as his fingers dug into her skin. “You can’t stop me.” 
 
    “I can, actually,” Rose corrected. 
 
    Then, before Osiris could harm Kara any more than he already had, his body was lifted off of her, rising into the air and hovering about ten feet above the ground, held there by an unseen force. His dark eyes widened in shock, and his gaze shifted down, toward Rose. She stood in the middle of the cemetery, a few feet behind Kara, watching Osiris with glowing, red eyes—as red as blood. 
 
    Kara pulled herself into a sitting position. “Rose?” she said weakly. 
 
    Rose felt that cold darkness pouring over her, tugging at her, pulling her beneath the waves of anger, fear, and hatred. She felt a falling sensation, just like she had in her dreams—those repetitive nightmares of the dark abyss—and as the cold, dark power began to take control, she didn’t fight it. She surrendered. 
 
    The Stone of the Eklektos darkened, emitting a black, shadowy glow. 
 
    Then, the red, fiery haze in her eyes changed. The fire flickered out, and cold darkness took its place. Shadows consumed her eyes, turning them…black. 
 
    “What the hell are you?” Osiris breathed, his eyes widening in terror. 
 
    “Darkness,” Rose answered in a strange voice. “And you…are dead.” 
 
    He began to scream—horrible, blood-curdling screams that could have been heard from miles away, screams of agony and suffering, screams of death. 
 
    Erik and Kallias stood behind Rose, shocked and worried by the strange, horrific scene. Even though neither one of them could see her black eyes, they still knew that something was different. She didn’t even sound like Rose anymore. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Erik muttered to Kallias. “What is she doing?” 
 
    “I…I think she’s…melting his insides,” Kallias stammered. 
 
    Erik wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Well, that’s just…creepy.” 
 
    “This doesn’t feel like Rose,” Kallias said. “She feels so…cold.” 
 
    “Is it just me,” Erik asked, “or are there shadows dancing around her?” 
 
    “There does seem to be some kind of shadowy haze,” Kallias agreed. 
 
    Kara climbed to her feet, looking back and forth between Osiris—who had blood pouring from his eyes, nose, mouth, and ears now—and Rose. She crossed the space between them and placed her hand on Rose’s arm. When Rose’s terrifying, black gaze shifted toward her, Kara searched her eyes, looking for some sign of the Rose she knew. She felt as if she were staring into a dark abyss. “Rose,” she whispered. “Where have you gone? Come back to me, ást.” 
 
    “Rose isn’t here right now,” Rose said in a strange, eerily cold voice. 
 
    Kara dropped her hand, so startled that she actually took a step back. “Then…then, who are you?” she sputtered, her brows furrowing in confusion. 
 
    “No need to worry about that now,” Rose said, her cold, black gaze shifting back toward Osiris. She tilted her head to the side, watching as he died. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like hours of screams, Osiris fell to the ground. 
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 The Battle Begins 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Rose’s black, abysmal gaze shifted back toward Kara, the darkness within her eyes faded, transforming into that fiery, crimson-red haze, and then, finally, fading back to their usual color: a bright, azure blue. “Kara,” she said—not to anyone in particular. It was just a word she breathed out—a word filled with relief and affection. She crossed the space between them and embraced her. 
 
    Kara straightened, her eyebrows lifting in surprise, as Rose wrapped her in a tight, warm hug. Rose’s body felt so warm and soft against hers, and she smelled almost as warm and soft as she felt—like honey, vanilla, and…blood. Despite the fact that Rose had already broken the blood bond, Kara’s hunger responded to the scent of Rose’s blood, and she couldn’t resist the urge to press her face against Rose’s neck and inhale. Her hand pressed lightly against Rose’s back, but she stopped just before she could return the embrace. She dropped her arms to her sides, clenching her hands into fists, as she fought the hunger and desire burning inside of her. But what really made her uncomfortable wasn’t the hunger or the desire. As a matter of fact, she loved those feelings…and would have gladly acted on them, if she thought Rose wouldn’t object. No, it was the other overwhelming emotions she felt that made her pull back—the all-consuming, heart-melting warmth that spread through her when she was in Rose’s arms. “Er…Rose? I’m not really much of a hugger,” she said awkwardly. 
 
    Rose pulled back, her bright blue eyes widening, as if she were just now realizing what she was doing. “Oh! Oh, wow. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    Kara instantly missed the feel of Rose’s embrace. “No…it was…fine.” 
 
    “Uh…” Erik mumbled to Kallias, while Kara and Rose talked, “are we not going to talk about that whole ‘Rose-isn’t-here’ thing? Because that was weird.” 
 
    “Not now,” Kallias hissed, trying to silence Erik before Rose overheard. “We have too much to worry about right now. We’ll have to figure it out later.” 
 
    Erik ran his hand through his wavy, blonde hair, his eyebrows lifting as he considered the strange events. “She just gets scarier and scarier every day.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” Rose confessed to Kara, her brows furrowed. 
 
    Kara smiled affectionately. “I am,” she said quietly, “thanks to you.” 
 
    Rose glanced back at Osiris’s blood-soaked corpse, studying him with a frown, as if she were trying to figure out what happened to him. She turned around, watching as Kara knelt beside Elise. “Is she okay?” she asked worriedly. 
 
    “He drained her,” Kara explained, pushing one of Elise’s yellow-blonde curls out of her face, revealing the ashen color of Elise’s face. “She needs blood.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Rose urged. “You can let her feed. We’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “We will?” Kallias scoffed loudly. “I thought we were pressed for time.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at his rudeness. “We can’t just…” 
 
    “I have to agree with Kallias on this,” Aaron said, interrupting her. “We don’t have enough time to heal Elise. She will have to wait until after the battle.” 
 
    The four of them turned to stare at Aaron, stunned by his sudden, unannounced appearance. He stood a few feet behind them, beside a crooked, broken angel statue, blood staining his white T-shirt and his dark, bronzed skin. 
 
    “Did you just say that you agree with me?” Kallias asked incredulously. 
 
    Aaron flashed him a bitter smile. “Don’t get used to it, Greek.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it, Fossil,” Kallias countered, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes at them. “Oh, for goodness sakes,” she scolded. “Would you two quit acting like a couple of animals fighting over territory?” 
 
    Kallias frowned at that. “But we are…animals.” 
 
    “Well, so are the rest of us,” Rose said, sweeping her arms out toward Erik and Kara, “but you don’t see us constantly hurling insults at each other.” 
 
    “Rose, you literally sass everyone you meet,” Erik muttered. 
 
    “It’s different,” Rose said indignantly. 
 
    Kara laughed. “They fight because they’re both Alpha-types,” she told Rose, a playful, mocking edge to her voice. She moved closer to Rose. “They’re both protective and controlling. It’s the same thing that caused Alana and Aaron to fight so often.” She leaned in close and whispered, “It’s all about the power.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at Kara. “And you don’t want power?” 
 
    A mischievous smile tilted at the edges of Kara’s lips. “Oh, I already have power,” she murmured. She trailed her fingers up Rose’s arm. “Because while they’re all fighting, I just sneak in, and,” she paused, her icy blue gaze shifting up to meet Rose’s gaze, her smile deepening, as she whispered, “take it.” 
 
    Rose glanced meaningfully at the nonexistent space between them. “Is there a reason you’re getting closer and closer to me as you say this?” she asked. 
 
    “Once again, Rose…it’s called flirting,” Erik said in an annoyed tone. “Seriously, does this have to be put in book form before you can understand it?” 
 
    Rose glanced over at him, raising an eyebrow. “Is there a book about flirting?” she asked curiously. “Because I will totally read it, if there is.” 
 
    Kara looked at Aaron and sighed, “Aaron, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “If it’s about your ex-girlfriend, I already know,” Aaron said irritably. 
 
    Kara frowned. “You know about Alana’s plan? But how?” 
 
    “I saw her,” Aaron said dismissively. “She’s in the tombs right now.” 
 
    “What?” Kara said, her light blue eyes widening in shock. She stepped toward him…somewhat aggressively. “If she’s down there, why aren’t you?”  
 
    Aaron narrowed his eyes at her. “Don’t question me like that, Kara.” 
 
    “If you fail to protect the Tomb of Blood—the people you’ve sworn to protect,” Kara snarled, “you don’t deserve respect. Cowards don’t get respect.” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow. Then, he stepped closer, meeting her glare with his own, his dark eyes flashing dangerously. “You’re lucky I need you right now,” he growled, “but I would advise you not to ever call me a coward again.” 
 
    Kara didn’t even flinch at the veiled threat. “You have to protect them.” 
 
    “I am,” he growled. “Her army is coming. I came out to fight them.” 
 
    Kara frowned at that. “But why didn’t you kill Alana first?” 
 
    Aaron suddenly looked uncomfortable. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Rose realized, “can you? You let her get into your head.” 
 
    Aaron narrowed his eyes at Rose. “Sometimes, I really can’t stand you.” 
 
    Rose flashed him a sassy smile. “Oh, good! My hatred isn’t unrequited.” 
 
    “How did Alana get into the Tomb of Blood?” Kara asked curiously. 
 
    Aaron let out a long, frustrated sigh. “Don’t make me answer that.” 
 
    “It was Osiris,” Kallias told them, reading Aaron’s thoughts aloud, like a book. He chuckled. “Ah, apparently, Rose warned him that this might happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he didn’t listen,” Rose said, narrowing her eyes at Aaron, “because, and I quote, ‘decisions of war aren’t based off of the feelings of little girls.’” 
 
    “Funny,” Kara chuckled, a teasing grin pulling at the edges of her lips, “because every war I’ve ever fought was based off of the feelings of little men.” 
 
    Aaron’s bronze-colored skin seemed to take on a purple tint. “She had no evidence,” he said defensively. “How was I supposed to know she was right?” 
 
    “Because Rose is very good at making people look like idiots,” Erik said. 
 
    Aaron sighed. “Kara, I need you to stay up here with me. Alana’s army is on its way, and taking on entire armies by yourself is your specialty, right?” 
 
    Kara laughed, “Something like that.” 
 
    Aaron turned to face Rose, Erik, and Kallias. “While Kara and I fight the ones up here, I need you three to head down to the Tomb of Blood to take on the ones down there. Apparently, Alana swayed a lot of our own to her side.” 
 
    “Your own,” Kallias corrected bitterly. “We’re not part of you.” 
 
    “You are, for now,” Aaron snarled, “and right now, we need your help.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “I see why Kallias moved to America. Apparently, you two need an entire ocean between you, just so you don’t kill each other.” 
 
    Erik frowned at Aaron. “Shouldn’t we focus on killing Alana?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Aaron scoffed. “You’re clearly not capable of it.” 
 
    “Give him a break,” Kara said. “It’s hard to betray the woman you love.” 
 
    Rose glanced curiously at Kara. That statement seemed to hold a hidden weight beneath it, as if it meant more than what she was saying. She studied the enigmatic vampire with a frown, noticing the pain that betrayed itself in her eyes. 
 
    “If anyone goes after Alana,” Aaron continued, “it should be Rose.” 
 
    Kallias glared at him. “What? No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I hate to admit it,” Kara said, “but I think I agree with Kallias on this.” 
 
    “She is incredibly powerful,” Aaron reminded Kara, “and you know it.” 
 
    “I agree. She is,” Kara said easily, “but Alana is manipulative, and…” she trailed off. She glanced at Rose before continuing reluctantly, “And Rose is an extraordinarily compassionate person, which makes her easy to manipulate.” 
 
    Rose scowled. “Wow, thanks, Kara,” she muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “You know that I don’t mean it that way,” Kara sighed. “I have so much confidence in you. I believe that you are immensely stronger than you realize. As a matter of fact, you’re one of the strongest people I have ever met. But…this is what I do. I am very good at finding people’s weaknesses, and…this is yours.” 
 
    “My compassion,” Rose said, frowning. “You think that’s a weakness?” 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” Kara confessed, her light blue eyes softening with affection, “but…it’s also something that Alana can—and will—use against you.” 
 
    Kallias didn’t even seem to be listening to them. He still hadn’t stopped glaring at Aaron. “Rose is not going after Alana by herself,” he said with finality. 
 
    Rose glared at him. “I’m so glad that I have you to make my decisions for me,” she said dryly, “since I apparently don’t have my own mind and all.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her sarcasm. “This is out of the question.” 
 
    “You’d think that, after all of this time, you would’ve realized that telling me what I can and can’t do never works out in your favor,” Rose mused dryly. 
 
    Kallias sighed, “Rose, I watched you die once. I can’t do it again.” 
 
    Her blue eyes softened with understanding. “I won’t die.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe you,” Kallias said bitterly, looking away. 
 
    Rose sighed and shifted her gaze toward Aaron. “I have one question, though. Why do you think I would be the best person to take on Alana? It seems, to me, that Kallias is better suited to go after her. He’s older than she is, which means he’s physically stronger than her, and he’s a telepath, which means she can’t use telepathic control against him. He would have an advantage over her.” 
 
    Kara answered for Aaron. “You’re right. He would,” she agreed. “But Alana knows that. She would have found a way to keep Kallias away from her.” 
 
    Aaron nodded in agreement. “And since I can’t attack her, and Kallias can’t get near her, that leaves you, Kara, and Erik. Kara and Erik are both vulnerable to Alana’s mind control. You aren’t. That makes you the best choice.” 
 
    “But Rose is physically weaker than Alana,” Kallias objected. 
 
    “Not if she uses her power,” Aaron pointed out. “Physical strength is irrelevant when it comes to telekinesis. She killed fifty vampires when she was human. Killing Alana now, as a vampire, should be quite simple in comparison.” 
 
    “It’s anything but simple,” Rose muttered under her breath. 
 
    “You don’t know what that did to her,” Kallias told Aaron. 
 
    “I don’t really care what it does to her,” Aaron said harshly. 
 
    “Well, at least he’s honest,” Rose grumbled. 
 
    “Rose isn’t fighting Alana,” Kallias growled. “I won’t let it happen.” 
 
    Aaron stepped closer to him, staring up at Kallias with flashing, obsidian eyes. “Then, you better find some way to deal with Alana,” he growled, “because if we lose this battle, then…by tomorrow night, we’ll be at war with humans.” 
 
    “On the bright side,” Erik quipped, “I doubt we’ll be alive to see it.” 
 
    “You and I will,” Kara reminded him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Rose argued. “Alana tried to kill you earlier.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “A lapse in judgement,” she muttered dismissively. “By tomorrow, she’ll act as if it never happened. In her mind, it was just a little fight.” 
 
    “Little?” Rose sputtered, her eyes widening. 
 
    “We’re running out of time,” Aaron interrupted. “Kara and I need to prepare for battle here, and the rest of you need to get down to the tombs. Now.” 
 
    “What about Elise?” Rose said, gesturing toward her motionless body. 
 
    “Not a priority right now,” Aaron muttered. 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You can’t just leave her there.” 
 
    “I’ll make her a bed in one of the crypts,” Kara said, “until this is over.” 
 
    Aaron gave Kara a peeved look. “That’s wasting valuable time.” 
 
    Kara rolled her eyes at him. “Relax,” she scoffed, a cocky smile tugging at her lips. “I don’t need time to prepare. I’m a Viking. I was born ready to fight.” 
 
    Erik grinned at that and high-fived her. 
 
    “Whatever,” Aaron grunted. “Just…hurry.” 
 
    As Kara gathered Elise into her arms and Kallias and Erik began to head toward the tombs, Rose hesitated. “Go on ahead,” she said when Kallias turned back toward her and gave her a questioning look. “I’ll be there in just a minute.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Rose…” he began. 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the mausoleum,” Rose interrupted, “in just a minute.” 
 
    Kallias sighed and held his hands up in defeat. Then, he turned, and falling into step beside Erik, he headed up toward the eerie-looking mausoleum. 
 
    Which left Aaron and Rose alone in the dark cemetery. 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow at her. “I’ve seen this in movies,” he said in a dry tone. “This is the part where you confess your undying love for me, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. “Not even close.” 
 
    His lips twitched in amusement. “What do you want, Rose?” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Rose whispered as quietly as possible. “I’ll go after Alana.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. He stepped closer to her and lowered his voice. “Wait until Kallias is too busy fighting to notice. Then, slip out and head toward Kara’s room. That’s Alana’s old room, too. I believe that it’s where she would go.” 
 
    Rose sighed uneasily. “What if I can’t bring myself to kill her?” 
 
    “Then, you’ll die,” Aaron said simply. “And the rest of us will die, too.” 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to ask something else, but before she could, a door creaked open. She turned and watched as Kara stepped out of the crypt. 
 
    Kara approached them slowly, her boots crunching on the hardened, icy layers of snow. “Rose,” she said with a surprised smile. “You haven’t left yet?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to Aaron,” Rose said, chewing on her lip. “And…you.” 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Oh, this is that scene, after all,” he muttered. He turned and started walking toward the gates. “I’m not sticking around for this.” 
 
    Rose cast a bewildered glance at him as he walked away. 
 
    “What did you want to say?” Kara asked curiously, moving close to her. 
 
    Rose looked at Kara, her eyes wide, her heart thundering in her chest, as she suddenly realized that she had no idea what she’d wanted to say, only that she felt as if she had to say something, that she had to convey the intense, bewildering emotions that she felt…somehow. She stood there, searching for the words, for several moments before she settled on a very eloquent: “Don’t die.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “Don’t die? You stayed back to say that?” 
 
    Rose shrugged awkwardly. “I just…felt like it needed to be said.” 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched. “Is that all?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “I should go,” she sighed, reluctantly turning to leave. 
 
    “Rose,” Kara said, the crunch of her footsteps following Rose. “Wait.” 
 
    Rose spun around, opening her mouth to ask what Kara wanted, but before the first word could escape her mouth, Kara’s lips crashed against hers, their bodies melding together, as if they’d been perfectly designed to fit that way. Kara’s hands felt warm against Rose’s wind-chaffed face as she clutched Rose’s face to hers. Rose instantly melted into Kara’s arms, her eyes sliding closed, her arms looping around Kara’s neck, her fingers sliding into Kara’s long, silky hair. 
 
    Despite the icy cold wind rushing around them, Rose felt nothing but heat as Kara’s lips and tongue moved against hers. Intense, blinding heat…that moved throughout her body, unfurling in her chest, rushing through her veins, burning her up with desire. Everything seemed to come alive when Kara kissed her—every part of her body, every nerve ending, every ounce of want and need inside of her. Rose moaned, desperate for the taste of Kara’s mouth, desperate for the feel of Kara’s body against hers, desperate for the connection they shared. 
 
    Rose pulled back to catch her breath, determined to stop, but as she met Kara’s intense, piercing blue gaze, she found herself closing the space between their lips again, her hands cradling Kara’s face as her lips covered Kara’s lips. 
 
    “Fuck,” Kara breathed against Rose’s lips, stunned by the intensity of the arousal that rushed through her, the intensity of the needful ache that burned inside of her. She slid her hands down Rose’s back, moaning as Rose arched her back, their bodies pressing closer together, creating a pleasant, soothing friction. 
 
    Rose pulled back suddenly, panting, breathless with need. “Kara…” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze remained on Rose’s lips, as if she were fighting the urge to kiss Rose again. “For good luck,” she breathed. “It was a good luck kiss.” 
 
    “It was awfully,” Rose said breathlessly, “intense for a good luck kiss.” 
 
    Kara’s lips curved into a mischievous grin. She leaned into Rose, gripping Rose’s hips. “Intense?” she whispered. Her dark, lustful gaze slid down Rose’s body. “If you think that was intense, just wait until I’m kissing your…” 
 
    Rose pressed her finger against Kara’s lips, abruptly cutting off Kara’s sentence. “Let’s not put those thoughts in my head,” she squeaked, her eyes wide. 
 
    Kara grinned wickedly, her lips curving against Rose’s finger. 
 
    Rose stared at Kara’s curving lips, trying not to think about how soft and warm they felt against her finger, how soft and warm they’d felt against her lips. She quickly dropped her hand and stepped back, terrified that if she didn’t, she’d wind up kissing Kara again. “You have to stop kissing me,” she breathed. 
 
    Kara’s smile faded. “I don’t know if I can,” she confessed. 
 
    Rose swallowed uneasily. “Don’t say things like that,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Please, don’t go after Alana by yourself,” Kara said suddenly. 
 
    Rose frowned in surprise. “What? I’m not. Kallias and Erik are…” 
 
    “I know you, Rose,” Kara interrupted, her voice so breathless that her words came out as little more than a whisper. Pain and fear flashed in her cornflower-blue eyes. “I know I haven’t known you long, but…I still know you.” Kara shrugged her shoulders helplessly, as if she hated admitting this, as if she were ashamed of the emotions that bled into her words. “You’re brave and selfless, and you care way too damn much about everyone…except yourself. And because of that, I know that if it comes down to it, you will go after Alana by yourself, and Rose,” she paused, her voice cracking with fear, “she’ll kill you.” 
 
    Rose stared speechlessly at Kara for several moments, stunned by the pure, undiluted emotions that she heard in Kara’s soft, breathless voice. Rose forced a nervous smile and teased, “I’m glad you have so much faith in me.” 
 
    “I do have faith in you,” Kara told her. 
 
    Rose frowned, surprised by the confession. “You do?” 
 
    Kara lifted her hand, pressing her palm against Rose’s cheek, her fingers sliding beneath a lock of Rose’s soft, auburn hair. Kara’s hand felt soft and warm against Rose’s face, and the scent of Kara’s blood invaded Rose’s senses, pulsing just beneath the skin of Kara’s wrist, the arteries just inches from Rose’s lips. The scents of leather, blood, and flowers swept around Rose, enticing her desire and hunger. Kara tilted her face forward, until her lips once again brushed against Rose’s lips. “You’re the kindest and most compassionate person that I have ever met,” she admitted, her chest heaving beneath her tight, black shirt, as if the emotions that were flashing in her eyes were physically difficult to endure. “Even in your darkest moments, Rose, you’re not evil. You won’t be able to kill Alana.” 
 
    “I will,” Rose argued, her brows furrowing, “if I have no other choice.” 
 
    Kara smiled sadly. “No, you won’t. It’s not who you are.” 
 
    “I’ve killed before,” Rose sighed, her voice full of regret. “You saw it.” 
 
    “I saw you kill Osiris to save me. I saw your anger and your fear. And I saw something that I didn’t quite understand,” Kara said as she affectionately swept a lock of Rose’s hair behind her ear. “But none of that changed what I know to be true about you: You’re kind and compassionate. And Alana knows that, too. She’ll use it against you. She will manipulate you. And…she’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” Rose whispered. 
 
    Kara grimaced, as if she were in pain. “Please…don’t ask me that.” 
 
    Rose’s hands seemed to move of their own accord, both hands cradling Kara’s face, her palms gliding along the soft, curve of Kara’s jawline, Kara’s silky blue-and-black hair sliding over her fingers. They leaned closer together, their heads tilting involuntarily, as if a magnetic pull were drawing them together, their lips desperate to meet again. “Why not?” she panted, breathless from the intensity of the emotions brimming between them, breathless with desire. 
 
    Kara growled in frustration and dug her fingers into Rose’s thick, red hair. She stepped forward, the front of her body pressing against Rose’s body, and she tilted her head until her lips brushed Rose’s lips, desperate for another kiss. Just as their lips pressed together, Rose moved her hands to Kara’s arms and pushed back, extracting herself from Kara’s hold before they could kiss. 
 
    “I can’t,” Rose gasped. She glanced back toward the mausoleum, relieved to find that Kallias had already gone inside. She returned her gaze to Kara, pain flashing in her bright azure eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    Kara nodded, and then, she stepped forward again, completely shocking Rose by slipping her arms around Rose’s back. She buried her face in the curve of Rose’s neck, breathing in Rose’s sweet, powerful scent, and she held Rose close, embracing her tightly, as if this would be the last time they’d ever touch. 
 
    For a moment, Rose just stood there, frozen, stunned by the sudden embrace, but then, she slipped her arms around Kara’s neck and pressed her face into Kara’s hair, breathing in the flowery scent that clung to each sleek strand of blue and black hair. Their bodies pressed together just as erotically as before—breasts against breasts, stomach against stomach, thighs against thighs—and yet, there was nothing erotic about this embrace. Warmth—soft, affectionate warmth—unfurled through Rose’s body, beginning in her chest and spreading throughout her entire body, tingling in her extremities. Rose’s soft lips curved into a smile against Kara’s shoulder. “Didn’t you say that you didn’t like hugs?” 
 
    Kara moved her lips to Rose’s ear. “Didn’t I tell you that I was a liar?” 
 
    Rose shivered at the sensation of Kara’s warm breath against her ear, and just like that, the non-erotic warmth unfurling through her body suddenly became erotic. She grimaced at her rebellious body and reluctantly stepped out of Kara’s arms. “Don’t worry about me,” she said, forcing a smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kara’s piercing, blue eyes flashed with anxiety. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, be careful,” Rose sighed. “I worry about you, too.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I’ll see you after the battle, sexy.” 
 
    Rose laughed softly. The normalcy of the flirty comment felt almost like a breath of relief after the intensity of their earlier emotions. The relief was short-lived, however, because at that moment, Rose noticed the sound of hundreds of footsteps, moving rapidly, faster than humanly possible, through the grass. 
 
    “Kara!” Aaron yelled. “I need you over here! Now! They’re coming!” 
 
    “Get inside,” Kara breathed, picking up the blood-coated battle-axe at her feet. She stepped backward, toward Aaron. “Kallias and Erik need you.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Be careful,” she repeated worriedly. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about me,” Kara said, that flirty smirk returning to her face, replacing the seriousness and fear. “I’m a warrior. I love a good battle.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with your emotions?” Erik asked with a raised eyebrow, as Rose stepped inside the mausoleum. He leaned against the wall, waiting for her. 
 
    Heat rushed to her face. “I don’t know what you mean,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kallias wasn’t with Erik near the entrance. Instead, he stood down near the scary tomb-elevator that Rose hated so much. Their footsteps echoed through the empty halls as Erik and Rose walked through the mausoleum. 
 
    “Ah, come on,” Erik pleaded excitedly. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Rose glared at him. “Nothing happened. It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “Which is it?” Erik asked. “Was it nothing or none of my business?” 
 
    Rose stopped short as she noticed the way Kallias watched her with his brows furrowed and his lips pursed. She sighed, “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Do you really think that this is the time for that talk?” Kallias asked. 
 
    “Then, you already know,” Rose said worriedly, “what happened.” 
 
    “Of course I know,” Kallias said dismissively. “I’m bound to you.” 
 
    Rose nodded sadly. “I didn’t mean to… It just…” she stammered. 
 
    “I said that I don’t want to talk about it right now,” Kallias grumbled. 
 
    Rose studied him with a nervous frown. “Right. Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “Did you kiss her?” Erik asked conspiratorially in her ear. 
 
    Rose glared over her shoulder at him. “Erik, shut up.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Kallias growled, pushing away from the wall and stepping toward the tomb that secretly functioned as an elevator. “We have a war to stop.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    The halls of the Tomb of Blood were eerily silent. Corpses and puddles of blood scattered the black, marble floors. Doors hung open, presumably after the vampires raced out of their rooms to find out what was happening. Muted sounds of fighting drifted down the halls, seemingly echoing from the bar. 
 
    “Just how many traitors were there, exactly?” Erik said, his eyes wide. 
 
    Kallias stepped over the bodies of two decapitated vampires, lying side-by-side. “I’m starting to think that Alana’s army is much larger than ours.” 
 
    The sight of so many lives lost left Rose feeling sad and hollow. She felt as if they’d lost the battle before it even began. It also brought a certain statement to mind, a statement that Aaron had made a few days ago. He had said that he couldn’t trust anyone who followed him out of fear. It was the reason he trusted Kara and the reason he believed he could trust Rose. The number of corpses that scattered the floor could only mean that many vampires had betrayed Aaron. 
 
    As they neared the doors that opened into the bar, the noise grew louder and louder. It became clear that the battle was currently taking place in the bar. 
 
    When Kallias opened the door to the bar, for a moment, all they could see was red—and not just because of the crimson-red walls either. Many of the vampires in the bar already lay on the floor—decapitated, ripped open, or staked. The ones left alive were fighting each other, engaged in a battle to the death. 
 
    Kallias glanced over at Rose. “Stay close to me,” he said worriedly. 
 
    Rose frowned as she saw the bartender that Kara had introduced her to just a few nights ago—Tom, she realized. Kara had called him Tom. His white shirt—bright against his dark skin—turned a blackish red as she watched, blood drenching the fabric, pouring profusely from two stab wounds—one in his shoulder and another in his stomach. A group of vampires surrounded him, and he slumped weakly in the arms of one of them, cringing as another pressed a wooden stake against his chest. Rose raced toward them in hopes of stopping it. 
 
    Kallias scowled. “That’s literally the opposite of what I asked her to do.” 
 
    Erik snorted, “I’d be more surprised if she hadn’t defied you.” 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Why are you using a stake?” Tom asked weakly. After losing so much blood, he could barely even hold his head up, much less fight off five vampires. 
 
    Frank—the vampire who restrained him—answered him, his voice gruff in Tom’s ear. “Alana wants it to look like humans did this,” he explained. 
 
    The vampire holding the stake—a tall man with short, brownish-blonde hair that Rose vaguely recognized—hesitated. “Last chance,” he warned, raising an eyebrow at Tom. “I don’t want to kill you. I’d rather have you on our side.” 
 
    “I never took you for a traitor, Vincent,” Tom said hoarsely. 
 
    “A traitor?” Vincent repeated. “Aaron is the traitor! He betrays his own kind by insisting that we live out our immortality in the shadows. We are better than humans in every way. We are the more advanced species, the more evolved species. Why should we hide in the shadows while humans have free reign of the world? They don’t even know what they’re doing with it. They destroy it for power and profit. We could do better. Alana offers so much more than Aaron.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting genocide of the entire human race?” Tom asked. 
 
    Vincent frowned. “No, I don’t think it’ll come to that. Subjugation, perhaps, but not genocide. Humans will surrender before it reaches that point.” 
 
    Tom narrowed his eyes at him. “Subjugation? You mean slavery.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Vincent said, shrugging. “They’re really just food anyway.” 
 
    “Count me out. I was on the other side of slavery once,” Tom said with a slight Southern drawl. “Forgive me if I’m not a big fan of the practice.” 
 
    “Then, you leave us no choice,” Vincent said as he tried to shove the stake into Tom’s chest. He frowned when the stake didn’t move. It felt frozen in place, as if some unseen force held it still. “I can’t move it. It won’t move.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t move it?” Frank asked, frowning at him. 
 
    “Uh, guys?” one of the other vampires said. “I think we have company.” 
 
    All six vampires, including Tom, shifted their gazes toward the other side of the bar-counter. Vincent spun around to look, too, and when he did, the stake still didn’t move. It remained frozen, where he’d held it, hovering in midair. 
 
    Rose stood on the other side of the bar-counter, watching them. 
 
    Frank frowned at her. “Who are you, and why are you standing there?” 
 
    “I thought this would be a good time to take up drinking,” Rose said. 
 
    His frown deepened. “Is that some kind of a joke? There’s a battle going on, and we’re winning it. What kind of person makes a joke at a time like that?” 
 
    “A weird one, I’d assume,” Rose said, “and I happen to be pretty weird.” 
 
    “Frank, she’s the one,” Vincent said. “The one with the red eyes.” 
 
    Frank raised an eyebrow. “Her eyes look pretty blue to me.” 
 
    “Alana says she’s dangerous,” Vincent said. “As a matter of fact, Osiris said that she attacked him on her first night here. I think we should kill her.” 
 
    A woman with curly, brown hair stepped forward. Rose recognized her as well. Kara had called her Isabelle. “Alana also said that we’re not allowed to kill Rose Foster,” Isabelle reminded him. “Alana wants Rose brought to her alive.” 
 
    Vincent rolled his eyes. “Ugh. There are too many people that we’re not allowed to kill,” he complained. “I can’t keep track of them all. Kara, Erik, this red-eyed—whatever-her-name-is.” He waved his hand vaguely in Rose’s direction. 
 
    Rose stared blankly at him. “Your friend literally just said my name.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not Vincent’s friend,” Isabelle corrected. “I’m his ex-wife.” 
 
    “She cheated on him with his brother,” Frank explained. 
 
    Another vampire raised his hand. “I’m his brother.” 
 
    Rose blinked in shock. “Well, this is a lot of drama I didn’t sign up for.” 
 
    Vincent rolled his eyes. “Just attack her already.” 
 
    Frank and Vincent remained with Tom while the other three vampires attacked Rose. They never even reached her. Rose used her telekinetic abilities to throw them all back. She pulled the silver dagger out of its sheath and held it up. Then, she used her telekinetic abilities to lift the dagger into the air, and when the vampires returned to their feet and came after her again, she sent the dagger flying into each one of their necks, beheading them, one-by-one, without ever actually touching them. Vincent and Frank watched with shocked expressions, and then, left with no other choice, they dropped Tom and attacked her as well. 
 
    As Frank tried to race past Tom, toward Rose, Tom grabbed him and bashed his head against the bar-counter. Blood poured over Frank’s face as he collapsed into the floor, unconscious, and Tom caught himself against the stool. 
 
    Vincent moved faster than the others, and he managed to get his hands on Rose before she could stop him. He twisted both of her hands behind her back and then pressed a knife against her throat. “You must surrender now.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t tell me what I must do,” Rose said as a spark of red light flashed in her eyes. “It’s a sure-fire way to get me to do the opposite.” 
 
    Vincent frowned, but before he could figure out what she intended to do, a red haze began to glow in Rose’s eyes, and then, a strangled cry escaped from his lips as Rose used her telekinetic abilities to rip his heart out of his chest. 
 
    Rose stepped out of the way as his body fell forward, hitting the ground with a thud. She looked up worriedly, searching for Frank, but she found lying on the floor, his heart ripped out of his chest as well, Tom standing over him. 
 
    Rose ran to Tom’s side as she watched him nearly collapse into the floor. She threw his large, muscular arm over her shoulder and then helped him stagger over to the stool on his side of the bar-counter. He dwarfed her easily, and he felt heavy against her. But with her supernatural strength, she hardly noticed it. 
 
    “I remember you,” he said, watching her with an amused smile. He held his hand over his bleeding stomach as they walked. “You’re Kara’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she muttered as she helped him climb onto the stool. 
 
    “Aw, come on,” he said gruffly. “I saw the way you looked at her.” 
 
    Rose studied his stomach wounds with a frown. “I have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “So you keep saying,” he said with a pained-yet-amused smile. 
 
    “This looks bad,” Rose commented, gesturing toward his injury. 
 
    He nodded weakly. “I tried to stop them when I realized what they were going to do, but there were just too many of them. I’m actually a good fighter.” 
 
    She knelt behind the counter and began to search the shelves. “Oh?” 
 
    “Well, I was hung for beating a man to death,” Tom laughed. 
 
    Rose spun around, her eyes widening. “You were hung? For murder?” 
 
    Tom shrugged one shoulder. “The man raped my daughter.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rose said, staring at him. “Well, that…changes things…a little.” 
 
    He chuckled at her nervous response. “A little, yeah.” 
 
    She turned back toward the shelves. “Where are your blood bags?” 
 
    He pointed at a row of cabinets with his blood-soaked hand. “The third cabinet is actually a mini-fridge. You’ll see the blood bags when you open it.” 
 
    Rose shifted toward the cabinets and pulled open the third one. “How many do you need?” she asked as she gathered a few blood bags into her arms. 
 
    Tom glanced down at the gruesome injury. “Three should be fine.” 
 
    She nodded and brought him the bags. She stepped back, watching as he ripped the first bag open with his fangs. “If you don’t mind me asking,” she began hesitantly as he emptied the first bag, “how old was your daughter?” 
 
    He tossed the empty bag into a trash can and licked the blood from his lips. “You don’t want to know,” he said as he ripped open another blood bag. 
 
    Rose cringed. “That young, huh?” she said in a pained voice. She looked away, her fingers tapping a nervous rhythm against her thighs. “I’m not saying that there is a good reason for murder,” she sighed, “but if there is…that’s it.” 
 
    Tom glanced at her. “You don’t regret saving me, then?” 
 
    She smiled. “Not yet.” 
 
    He chuckled and returned to drinking the blood. “Why did you save me anyway?” he asked curiously as he tossed another empty bag in the trash can. 
 
    “I didn’t really think about it, honestly. I just saw someone in trouble, and I came to help,” Rose said. She shrugged. “It’s a character flaw of mine.” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow at her. “Saving people is a character flaw?” 
 
    Rose laughed, “Depends on who you ask, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the reason…thanks for saving me,” Tom said as he finished emptying the last blood bag and tossed it in the trash. “I owe you.” 
 
    “Nah, you really don’t,” Rose said dismissively. She watched the fighting with a nervous frown. It was hard to discern who was fighting whom when they all moved at such rapid, inhuman speeds, but she managed to locate Kallias after a few moments. Her frown deepened as she realized that most of the vampires that were fighting for Alana’s side seemed to be surrounding Kallias, specifically. She stepped forward as she noticed Erik approaching her. “Well, I’ll leave you to…uh…heal,” she said, waving awkwardly at Tom. “See you after the battle.” 
 
    “If we survive it,” Tom added under his breath. 
 
    Rose met Erik on the other side of the bar-counter. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Erik glanced around at all of the vampires that were fighting—none of which were paying any attention to him. “No one is attacking me,” he muttered. 
 
    “Alana probably ordered them to leave you alone,” Rose reminded him. 
 
    Erik sighed, “Well, she certainly didn’t tell them to leave Kallias alone.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” Rose asked worriedly. 
 
    Erik shrugged. “He’s surrounded, but he’s Kallias. He can fight his way out of almost anything. I doubt he’s leaving the room anytime soon, though.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Then, I should go. Now.” 
 
    Erik frowned at her for a moment, as if he were trying to decipher what she meant, and then, his eyes widened. “Rose…don’t go after Alana by yourself.” 
 
    She offered him an apologetic smile. “You know that it’s the only way.” 
 
    “And you know that Kallias will kill you if you do this,” he argued. 
 
    “Not if Alana kills me first,” Rose quipped. 
 
    Erik scowled at her. “That’s not encouraging. At all.” 
 
    “The best way to end a war with the fewest lives lost is to take out the commander,” she said, “especially if that commander is controlling part of her army with telepathic abilities. Once we kill Alana, the battle is nearly over. Everyone who isn’t fighting willingly will stop, and then, we can handle the rest.” 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed, “but why do you have to be the one who kills her?” 
 
    “Because there isn’t anyone else,” Rose said. “Kallias is surrounded.” 
 
    “There’s me,” Erik reminded her, pain flashing in his bright green eyes. 
 
    Rose placed her hand on his arm. “No, Erik,” she argued. “It shouldn’t be you. You love her. That kind of pain—I would never want that for you.” 
 
    He frowned. “You’re risking your life just to spare me emotional pain?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Emotional pain sucks.” 
 
    Erik sighed, “Just…please, don’t get yourself killed.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Help Kallias. Don’t let anything happen to him.” 
 
    “Of course,” Erik agreed, offering her a reassuring smile. He glanced back at Kallias. “Well, if you’re going, you better go now…while he’s not looking.” 
 
    Rose cast one more glance toward Kallias, watching as he fought several vampires at once, easily, as if he did this all of the time. Then, silently praying that he and Erik would be fine without her, she turned and ran toward the door. 
 
    Surprisingly enough, no one tried to stop her. It became clear to Rose that Alana had commanded the vampires on her side to swarm Kallias so that he couldn’t leave, but Alana apparently wasn’t as concerned about Erik or Rose. 
 
    As Rose stepped out into the empty hallway and closed the door behind her, the deafening noise of battle—the screams, yells, and grunts, the clanging of metal, the shattering of glass—softened, muffled by the walls between them. 
 
    Rose hurried through the eerily deserted halls, barely even considering her steps. The path to Kara’s room felt familiar and well-worn, even though she had been there for less than a week. She recognized Alana’s scent before she reached Kara’s room. Alana smelled of expensive lotions and perfumes. She smelled feminine and delicate. She smelled the way she acted—fragile and royal. 
 
    Rose placed her hand on the doorknob, and then…she hesitated. 
 
    She knew, of course, that she would have to kill Alana. It had been the ultimate goal since the beginning, after all. It was the only way. But Rose had desperately wanted to find another way. Rose knew that Alana was a cruel, toxic, and destructive person, of course, but Rose also knew what had happened to Alana. She saw Alana as a different version of herself—the version that didn’t recover from her past, the version that chose vengeance over forgiveness. 
 
    “Rose,” Alana called in that lilting, seductive voice of hers, its soft, soothing sound muffled by the door, “darling, don’t keep me waiting all night.”
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    Rose sighed and opened the door. She froze in the doorway, scowling. 
 
    She’d expected to find Alana ready to fight her, but the only thing Alana looked ready to do was sleep. Alana lay, stretched out comfortably, on the bed. She’d even kicked off her shoes already. She stared at the ceiling with a bored expression, as if she hadn’t already caused the deaths of thousands. She still wore that silky, lavender dress, but it was torn now and soaked with Kara’s blood. 
 
    She rolled over onto her side, facing Rose, and smiled. “Hello, darling.” 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. “World War Vampire is happening outside—on your command, might I add—and you’re lying in bed? Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    Alana propped one arm beneath her head and offered Rose a seductive smile. She spread her fingers out on the empty side of the bed. “Want to join?” 
 
    Rose stared blankly at her. “Oh, yeah,” she said sarcastically. “I saw everyone ripping each other apart outside, and I thought: I know how to stop this. I’ll just have sex with the person who’s causing it. That should help, right?” 
 
    Alana traced the seam of the pillow case with her fingernail, as if she had nothing better to do. “There’s no need to get snarky,” she complained. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t really know how to not be snarky, so…” Rose shrugged. 
 
    “This is where you sleep, isn’t it?” Alana asked. 
 
    Rose scowled. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I smelled your scent on the pillow,” Alana explained. 
 
    “Oh. That’s not creepy at all,” Rose muttered sarcastically. 
 
    Alana unfurled herself from the bed and stood. She casually slipped on her shoes, as if she had all of the time in the world, and then, rather than walking toward Rose, she turned and walked over to the office chair. Her torn, blood-soaked, lavender dress swayed around her petite figure as she walked. She sat down in the office chair and held up her hand, examining the bloodstains on her skin and fingernails. She sighed and picked up one of Kara’s knives that lay on the desk. “I know your scent now,” she told Rose. “I’ve tasted your blood.” 
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes at Alana. “Don’t remind me,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Aw, don’t be that way,” Alana pouted, poking her bottom lip out at Rose. “I don’t understand why you dislike me so much. I want us to be friends.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “You don’t understand why I dislike you? You hurt my friends, and you tried to kill me. And you don’t know why I dislike you?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s not fair,” Alana whined. “I don’t actually want to kill you. I just don’t see any way around it. If you won’t join me, you’re a danger to me.” 
 
    That reminded Rose of what the vampires had said in the bar: that Alana had commanded them not to kill her. “But I won’t join you. You know that now. So, why did you tell your army not to kill me?” she asked, frowning curiously. 
 
    Alana grimaced. “Because…my feelings are confusing, okay?!” she said, a little aggressively. “I kind of hate you, but I also kind of like you. I can’t decide.” 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow. “Well…I kind of think you’re insane.” 
 
    Alana sighed irritably, “See? When you say things like that, I hate you.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “My mouth is usually the reason people hate me.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty mouth,” Alana murmured, “but it’s also very annoying.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “My mouth is…pretty?” she repeated bewilderedly. 
 
    Alana sighed and waved her hand. “And there’s also Kara to consider.” 
 
    “Kara has a pretty mouth, too?” Rose asked, frowning. “I mean, I guess she does, doesn’t she? It’s kind of…soft and warm and…passionate…” she trailed off thoughtfully. Her eyes widened as she realized that Alana was staring at her. Well, glaring at her, actually. “Not that I would know,” Rose added quickly. 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes. “I know you kissed her. I can smell her on your lips,” she said dismissively. “And I wasn’t talking about her mouth, you strange, strange girl. I meant…when I’m trying to decide whether to kill you, I also have to consider Kara’s feelings. She cares about you, and I don’t want to hurt her.” 
 
    “Really?” Rose said dryly. “That’s new.” 
 
    Alana gave her a wounded look. “You’re not being fair,” she sulked. “You just don’t understand. Kara and I have always had a unique relationship.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is toxic,” Rose corrected, “or abusive.” 
 
    Alana pursed her lips. “Sometimes, we hurt each other, but that doesn’t change how I feel about her. When I’m not angry, I don’t like to hurt her.” 
 
    “When you’re not angry,” Rose repeated, her eyebrows lifting. 
 
    Alana looked up at Rose and sighed, “You don’t think I care about her?” 
 
    Rose just stared back at her. “Do you?” 
 
    “Of course I do!” Alana laughed, as if she couldn’t think of a single reason for anyone to doubt her love. “How could you ever think otherwise?” 
 
    “You tried to disembowel her,” Rose muttered, “less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “She hurt my feelings,” Alana pouted as she cleaned the blood out from beneath her fingernails, ignoring the fact that blood still soaked every inch of her dress. “Everyone tries to kill the person they love every now and then, right?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Uh…no, actually, I don’t think they do. At all.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue gaze shifted toward Rose. She tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over her shoulder, as she studied Rose with an unnerving intensity. A smile curled at the edges of her lips. “The better question is,” she said as she stood and approached Rose, “why do you care about her?” 
 
    Rose stepped back, pressing her back against the door, as Alana closed in on her, cornering her against the door. “It’s a bad habit,” she said dryly. “Some of us sane, non-homicidal people struggle with it. I’ve tried to quit, but…” She shrugged and flashed a sassy smile. “I guess I’m just not a sociopath like you.” 
 
    Rose yelped as Alana shoved her back against the door. Alana had used so much force that the wooden door splintered and bent outward from the impact. Rose closed her eyes, cringing, as pain throbbed throughout her body. 
 
    Alana’s hands pinned Rose’s shoulders to the door, and she leaned in close, so close that Rose could smell her own blood on Alana’s breath. Alana’s lips curved into that seductive smile she wore so often. “I think you and I both know that it’s more than that.” She moved her lips to Rose’s ear and whispered, “I saw what you did for her. The terrifying monster that you became for her.” 
 
    “Also a bad habit,” Rose said as she opened her eyes. 
 
    Alana gasped and took a step back. 
 
    Because Rose’s eyes were no longer blue. They were red. 
 
    Rose raised an eyebrow at Alana’s behavior. “You’re afraid of me?” 
 
    Alana didn’t even try to hide it. “It’s those eyes. They’re monstrous.” 
 
    Rose flinched at that word. “Says the one trying to destroy the world.” 
 
    “At least I look pretty doing it,” Alana countered. She grimaced. “You look like some kind of demon…or dark god…something out of a scary story.” 
 
    “You’re always so nice to me,” Rose said sarcastically. Her eyes burned a brighter red as she stepped forward, toward Alana. “I don’t think it’s my eyes that scare you. I think it’s the memory of what I did the last time you saw them.” 
 
    Alana smiled bitterly. “It was quite…destructive,” she admitted. 
 
    “You know that I can kill you,” Rose said slowly, “with my abilities.” 
 
    Alana nodded, and a wicked smile pulled at her lips. “But will you?” 
 
    Rose frowned. “That’s why I came. I’m here to kill you.” 
 
    Alana leaned in close, so close that her body brushed against Rose’s, and whispered, “I don’t think so.” She smiled at Rose’s confused expression. “I don’t think you want to kill me. If you did, you would have already. I gave you every opportunity. You could have killed me while I lay in bed or while I sat in that chair. I’m faster than you and stronger than you. So, it doesn’t make sense for you to wait until I get close to you to use your abilities. If I had the power of telekinesis, I would kill the person when they were too far away to kill me first.” 
 
    “You…gave…me the opportunity?” Rose repeated, frowning. 
 
    Alana scoffed, “You thought I left myself vulnerable by accident?” 
 
    Rose’s frown deepened. “But why?” she sputtered. 
 
    “To see what you would do, of course,” Alana laughed. She purposely pressed her body against Rose’s. “Admit it, love. You don’t want to kill me.” 
 
    “I’m not your love,” Rose said irritably. 
 
    Alana giggled, “It’s just a term of endearment, darling.” 
 
    “I know, but you don’t feel endeared to me either,” Rose said. 
 
    “What?” Alana gasped, as if that were the most absurd thing she had ever heard. “But of course I do! Now, stop avoiding the issue and answer me.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rose admitted. “I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, frowning at Rose. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…I know,” Rose sighed, sympathy burning in her bright blue eyes. “I know what they did to you, and…it’s terrible. I can’t hate you, Alana.” 
 
    Alana’s dark eyes narrowed. “You pity me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t pity you. I sympathize with you,” Rose corrected. 
 
    Alana’s expression softened. “Sympathize,” she repeated softly. “Yes, of course you sympathize. Because you know how it feels. Someone hurt you in that way, too. More than one someone, actually. You know how it feels to have someone take your dignity and self-worth. To have someone violate your will.” 
 
    The red haze in Rose’s eyes faded until her eyes were their usual bright blue color. Her lungs burned, and her throat felt too tight. “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know what happened to you,” Alana said, tucking a lock of red hair behind Rose’s ear. “I know all of it—the parts you talk about and the parts you don’t. I want to punish the ones who hurt you like that. They deserve to suffer.” 
 
    “We’ve already discussed this, Alana,” Rose said. “I don’t want that.” 
 
    “Why not?” Alana snarled, her eyes flashing. “It’s what they deserve.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Rose sighed. “But mercy is better than justice.” 
 
    Alana grimaced. “Only for them.” 
 
    “No, not for them,” Rose said. “For me. Don’t you see? The difference between you and me is that I forgave the people who hurt me, and you didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t,” Alana growled.  
 
    “Hatred corrupts,” Rose explained. “The wounds fester, and the hatred eats you alive. It sucks all of the goodness out of you…until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    Alana shrugged. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Then, the people who hurt you won,” Rose stated. 
 
    Alana laughed. “If you saw what I did to them, you wouldn’t think that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you did to them,” Rose sighed. “They changed you. I forgave the people who hurt me because I refuse to give them that power over me. They can take my dignity, my self-confidence, my childhood…but they can’t take my kindness, my goodness, or my happiness. I won’t let them do that.” 
 
    “You think they took my happiness?” Alana asked, frowning. 
 
    “Didn’t they?” Rose asked sympathetically. “When was the last time you were actually happy? I imagine that the closest you’ve ever come was with Erik or Kara, but even then, you couldn’t let go of your hatred. You couldn’t love.” 
 
    Alana’s shoulders dropped, and her entire body seemed to deflate, as if all of the resolve had been drained out of her. “I hate what happened to me. I hate what happened to you,” she said sadly. “What is so wrong about that?” 
 
    “It’s what it led you to do that was wrong,” Rose explained. 
 
    Alana stepped closer and reached up, cradling Rose’s face in her hands. “I just want to create a world where these things don’t happen,” she whispered. 
 
    “You can’t create that world. It doesn’t exist,” Rose sighed. 
 
    “It will,” Alana insisted. “I can do it. I’m powerful. I can change things.” 
 
    “Not by becoming the people who hurt you,” Rose argued. 
 
    Alana dropped her hands and stepped back, disappointment pulling at her features. “I thought you would understand,” she mumbled, mostly to herself. 
 
    “I do. More than I’d like to admit,” Rose said. “But I still know that what you’re doing is wrong. And I want you to realize that…before it’s too late.” 
 
    “You think that you’re the hero of this story, and I’m the villain,” Alana said, a bitter smile curving at the edges of her lips. “But I know the truth.” 
 
    “The truth?” Rose repeated worriedly. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Alana played absently with the strings of Rose’s hoodie, tugging it tighter and then loosening it as she spoke. “My darkness runs deep. That’s true. But your darkness?” she paused, her dark blue gaze shifting up to meet Rose’s gaze. Her smile deepened. “Your darkness would rip the entire universe apart.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Alana?” Rose breathed, her heart racing. 
 
    With the string of Rose’s hoodie wrapped around her hand, Alana jerked Rose closer, until their faces nearly touched. “I’ve been inside your head, Rose. I know things about you that even you don’t know. I know what you really are.” 
 
    Rose felt a strange prickling sensation in her head, like fingertips sliding over her mind. A wave of disorientation washed over her—so intense that she might have collapsed if Alana weren’t clutching her jacket. “What am I?” 
 
    “The truth is, Rose,” Alana whispered, her breath warm against Rose’s face, “you’re only one tragedy away from becoming the worst villain this world has ever seen.” She released Rose’s jacket so abruptly that Rose fell back. 
 
    Rose caught herself against the door. “That’s not true,” she insisted. 
 
    Alana lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    An image suddenly flashed through Rose’s mind, an image that felt so familiar, an image that she must have seen somewhere before, but at the same time, she couldn’t have—black hair…black eyes…black sky…blood…so much blood. Rose fell to her knees, shaking, as her mind spun with disorientation, as pain lashed through her head, as that image seemed to rip apart her conscious thoughts. Rose threw her head back and screamed, “Stay out of my head!” 
 
    Alana knelt in front of Rose, her blood-soaked, lavender dress brushing against the marble floor. She reached out and gently traced the curves of Rose’s face with her finger. “Aww, but darling,” she cooed, “I’m already in your head.” 
 
    Cold dread washed over Rose. “What?” she breathed, looking at Alana. 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, her pale blonde hair falling over one shoulder. “Since you know a little bit about psychic abilities, I have a pop quiz for you. Tell me: How do you tell the difference between reality and an illusion?” 
 
    Rose stared at Alana, her face paling, as she realized, “You can’t.” 
 
    Rose watched in horror as the room dissolved around them, the colors swirling into nothingness, like paint dissolving in water, changing into an entirely different picture. Her mind lurched violently at the change, unable to make sense of her surroundings as the old illusion ceased to exist and the new one formed. 
 
    Alana and Rose were no longer kneeling in Kara’s room at the Tomb of Blood. Now, they were kneeling in the corner of a dark barn. Rose watched as the black walls transformed into dilapidated wooden walls with cracks between the wood, bitter, icy wind rushing in between the cracks, leaving Rose shivering violently at the bitter cold. The marble floor transformed into dirt and straw that felt hard and prickly beneath Rose’s body. The wind howled outside the barn. 
 
    “This is where they kept me,” Alana commented. “Cozy, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rose wrapped her arms around herself, trying to stop the convulsive shivering long enough to form words. “How are you doing this?!” she cried. 
 
    Alana swept Rose’s messy, auburn hair out of her face. Her touch felt warm and soothing in the brutal cold weather. “Didn’t anyone tell you, love?” she sighed, offering Rose a sympathetic smile. “I’m good at creating illusions.” 
 
    Rose shook her head in denial. “No. My will is too strong to control.” 
 
    “When you’re awake, yes,” Alana agreed, “but not when you’re asleep.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “What do you mean by that? I’m not…I’m not asleep.” 
 
    Alana leaned forward, her dark blue eyes sparkling with amusement, and whispered against Rose’s lips, “Are you sure about that?” Then, she kissed Rose. 
 
    When Rose pulled away from the unexpected kiss, she found that they were no longer kneeling in the barn. Now, they were lying in a large, four-poster bed, beneath layers of white blankets and quilts. Rose glanced down between them, her eyes widening as she realized that Alana was no longer wearing clothes. 
 
    Rose scrambled out of bed as quickly as possible. “What the heck?” 
 
    Alana’s lips curved into a seductive smile. “I thought you might like a little warmth after that last illusion. You were shivering so intensely,” she cooed. 
 
    Rose’s mind couldn’t keep up with the constantly changing illusions, and she staggered, feeling suddenly disoriented. She reached out to grasp one of the bed’s columns to steady herself, but it disappeared right before her eyes, the bedroom dissolving and rearranging, transforming into a home Rose recognized. 
 
    Unable to grasp the column for support, Rose fell, collapsing on the dirty, peeling tile floor of the home she’d grown up in, the place where she’d endured horrors that she couldn’t even bring herself to talk about…to anyone. 
 
    “Oops,” Alana said as Rose fell. “I guess I should have warned you.” 
 
    Rose pulled herself up onto her knees. “Not here. Please. Not here.” 
 
    “You saw where I suffered. I thought it was only fair that I saw where you suffered,” Alana said, glancing around at the peeling wallpaper and the dingy mattress in the corner of the room. “But if you can’t handle it, we can leave.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “Please. Anywhere else. Just not here,” she begged. 
 
    Alana shrugged her bare, delicate shoulders, and then, the room disappeared, the grays and tans swirling into nothingness, as blacks and blues took their place. Rose felt a warm breeze rush over her skin as an ocean formed in front of her. The floor beneath her knees transformed into rough sand that left her skin raw. The dingy walls transformed into a vast, endless, navy blue sky. 
 
    Rose leaned back, breathing in deeply, as the warm, salt-scented breeze rushed around her, blowing her long, messy hair out of her face. It didn’t matter that it was an illusion, as long as it wasn’t that illusion. Anything but that. 
 
    “This is nice, isn’t it?” Alana sighed. “Is this where you want to die?” 
 
    Rose glanced up at Alana. “Die?” she repeated, her pulse skyrocketing. 
 
    “Of course, darling,” Alana said with a smile. “You’re dying right now.” 
 
    Rose climbed to her feet, watching as Alana’s lavender dress—now clean of blood—danced around her figure in the wind. “You’re draining me?” 
 
    Alana’s pale blonde hair swayed around her face, dancing in the wind. “No. I’ve already drained you,” she corrected. “That’s why you’re unconscious.” 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened. “Already? As in…earlier tonight?” she sputtered. 
 
    Alana’s lips parted in surprise. “Oh, no, no, no,” she murmured. She stepped forward and slid her hands over Rose’s arms, trying to soothe her. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I should have clarified. It’s been a while, but not quite that long.” 
 
    Rose sighed in relief, “Then, I did save Kallias and Kara? They’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Alana said quickly. She laughed. “You thought I’d keep you trapped in illusions for that long? That would put me in danger. Psychic abilities require concentration, remember? I am particularly good at using mine, though. A lot better than you. You need to learn to control your power. It’s really too bad that you didn’t agree to join me. I would have taught you everything I know.” 
 
    “When did the illusions start?” Rose asked. “When did you bite me?” 
 
    Alana played idly with a strand of Rose’s hair, twirling the shiny, red strand around her finger. “I was waiting for you when you came to the room. Even after you broke our blood bond by letting Kara feed from you, I could still sense you. I sensed when you were coming, and I met you at the door. I bit you.” 
 
    Rose felt dizzy at the realization. “Everything after that was an illusion?” 
 
    Alana nodded. “I have to admit: I was disappointed that you didn’t realize it. I had such a high opinion of your astuteness, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Rose exhaled shakily. “Why don’t I remember what happened?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want you to,” Alana said simply. She tilted her head back, sighing pleasantly as another warm breeze blew across the beach. “It’s such a nice illusion, don’t you think?” She scowled at Rose’s lack of enthusiasm. “Everyone’s mind is weakest when they’re unconscious, Rose. Even yours.” 
 
    “I want to wake up,” Rose said. “Alana, please, let me wake up.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Alana stated. “I already drained all of your blood.” 
 
    “Then, give me yours,” Rose asked, stepping closer. She tilted her face to catch Alana’s gaze. “Think about it. It would reestablish the blood bond. You could use the bond against me. You could manipulate me. Just let me wake up.” 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow in surprise. “What happened to the perpetual martyr,” she sneered, “always willing to die to save the people she loves?” 
 
    Rose scowled, resisting the urge to counter Alana’s insulting tone. “I’m still willing to die, if it would save them. But it won’t. I can’t save anyone like this.” 
 
    Alana seemed to consider that. “Sorry, darling, but I can’t,” she sighed, shrugging her thin, pale shoulders. “You came to kill me. So, you’ll die, instead.” 
 
    “I came to save you,” Rose confessed. “I never wanted to kill you.” 
 
    Alana tilted her head to the side, lifting her eyebrows. “You said that…” 
 
    “I lied. You know I lied,” Rose said breathlessly. “You saw it in my mind. That’s why you argued with me about it. You were right. I see too much of myself in you. And I feel so much sympathy for you. No matter how much I tried to tell myself that I was strong enough to kill you, the truth is…I’m not.” 
 
    “You know you’re dying. You can feel the coldness of death seeping into the illusion. And you’re fighting,” Alana told her. “That’s the only reason you’re saying this. Without blood, your injuries can’t heal. That chest wound of yours is killing you. You’re only minutes away from death right now. I can’t save you without endangering myself. But I can make your death more pleasant.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” Rose growled. “Not pleasantly. Not unpleasantly.” 
 
    “Do you remember what sunsets look like? Ah, yes. I can see it in your head. You’re still young enough to remember. That’s beautiful, actually,” Alana mused. She turned, glancing at the sky, and it began to change, the star-speckled, navy blue sky transforming into a bright blue sky, streaked with orange, red, pink, and even some purple at the darkest edges. The blue waves brightened, sparkling beneath the sunlight—the sunlight that would kill them in real life. Alana smiled at the beautiful sunset. “Now, this… This is a nice place to die, don’t you think?” 
 
    “No,” Rose said desperately. “I don’t want to die, Alana. I want to help my friends. I want to do what I can to save them. Which means…I can’t die.” 
 
    Alana snapped her fingers. “Oh! I know what would make it better!” 
 
    Rose sighed in frustration and opened her mouth to once again make an argument for her survival. But before she could speak, Kara appeared in front of her. The sunset cast a reddish-orange glow on Kara’s fair skin, and the blue streaks in Kara’s hair shined in the sunlight, contrasting starkly with the black hair around it. She looked strange in her all-black clothing, standing on a beach at sunset, as if someone plucked a piece of darkness from the night and stuck it in the day. But Kara was such a beautiful piece of night, and she looked so real. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose whispered, stepping forward, her tennis shoes sinking into the sand. For a moment, she seemed to forget that this was an illusion, as if someone had misplaced that part of her memory. “You’re okay? You survived?” 
 
    “Survived what?” Kara asked, her brows furrowing in confusion. 
 
    Rose frowned. “I don’t remember. But there was something…” 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” Kara said, stepping forward. She lifted her hands to touch Rose’s face, sliding her hands over Rose’s soft skin, sliding her fingers into Rose’s thick, red hair, and then, she crushed her lips against Rose’s lips. 
 
    Rose moaned and wrapped her arms around Kara’s neck, her previous thoughts dying away at the soft warmth of Kara’s lips, the sweet taste of her mouth, the hardness of her muscles, the softness of her curves. She tilted her head back, staring up at the colorful sky as Kara’s lips traced their way down to Rose’s neck. Rose gasped as Kara teased her neck with her tongue and teeth. 
 
    Kara’s hands slid beneath Rose’s jacket and T-shirt, her fingers tracing over Rose’s soft curves, then tugging the clothes over Rose’s head, leaving Rose in just jeans and a bra. Rose pulled back, glancing down at her own chest with a frown, suddenly plagued by a nagging feeling that she’d forgotten something. 
 
    “Rose?” Kara asked, her voice soft and breathy. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I…I was staked. It hadn’t fully healed yet,” Rose realized, frowning at her chest…that didn’t have a hole in it. Her memories seemed to rush back in, all of the sudden, and she looked up at Kara. “You’re not real. You’re an illusion.” 
 
    Then, right before her eyes, Kara transformed into Alana. 
 
    Rose stepped back, suddenly tired of the constantly changing illusions, suddenly tired of fighting. The cold darkness washed over her, just like the waves of the ocean were currently washing over the beach. “Stop doing this to me.” 
 
    Alana sighed, her brows creasing with sympathy. “I’m trying to make it easier for you. I could try to create Kallias, if you want. Kara is easier to create because I know how she feels, how she kisses, how she touches. I know her.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see fake versions of the people I care about, Alana,” Rose sighed, too exhausted to fully explain it. “I want to see them in real life.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Alana said. “If I brought them to you, they’d kill me.” 
 
    “Then, just let me die,” Rose sighed, shrugging. “I’m done fighting.” 
 
    Alana frowned at Rose, but before she could respond, something drew her attention. Something from outside the illusion. The beach began to flicker around them, fading, dissolving, disappearing, until all that was left was Kara’s room at the Tomb of Blood. The illusion version of Alana disappeared as well. 
 
    Rose’s eyes widened in shock as she saw her own body lying in the floor. The real version of herself, she realized. Her skin looked ashen from the lack of blood, and her clothes were soaked in her own blood. She frowned, glancing at the bed, where Alana sat in her blood-soaked lavender dress, Rose’s blood coating her lips and face, her dark blue gaze focused on Rose’s physical body. 
 
    Alana looked up at the door. “Erik?” she breathed. 
 
    Erik froze in the doorway, his green eyes shifting down toward the body lying on the floor. “Oh, no. Rose,” he gasped, kneeling beside her unconscious body. He pressed his fingers to her neck, feeling the weakness of her pulse. 
 
    “She can still hear you,” Alana told him, “because I’m letting her.” 
 
    Erik looked up at Alana. “I should have killed you last night.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Alana asked, pain flashing in her eyes. 
 
    “Why?” he laughed. “Alana, I nearly killed my friends today…because of you. You’ve done some terrible things, but that’s a new low. And now, hundreds of vampires are dying because of you. Even Kallias, with as skilled in combat as he is, can’t keep up because you commanded them all to swarm him, to keep him away from you. He could die because of you. Kara could die because of you. Rose is dying because of you. You’re killing everyone that I care about.” 
 
    “If they all die, you’ll come back to me,” Alana said quietly. 
 
    “No, I won’t,” Erik insisted. “I’m done with you, Alana.” 
 
    “But…you’re the only one who ever understood,” Alana whispered. 
 
    “I tried to understand, Alana,” Erik said, “but I can’t do it anymore.” 
 
    Maybe it was their psychic connection, but for whatever reason, Rose felt her own heart break as she watched Alana bend forward and begin to sob. “I understand, Alana,” Rose heard herself say. “I don’t agree with your choices. But I understand your pain. As much as I possibly can. Please, if you can hear me, let me wake up. We can figure something out. I’ll find a way to help you.” 
 
    Alana glanced up at her. She didn’t move her mouth, but her voice echoed in Rose’s head. “You want to fix me, not help me,” she said telepathically. “You won’t change me, and you can’t save me. Just like you can’t save yourself.” 
 
    “Why did you let me come to you?” Erik asked Alana. “No one else could even leave the bar, but they let me walk right out and all the way here.” 
 
    Alana shifted her gaze back toward him. “I knew you wouldn’t kill me.” 
 
    “Because you think I can’t,” Erik realized. “Because I still love you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alana said. “I think you’re the only one who does. If Kara still loved me, she won’t now. I tried to kill her earlier. She’ll never take me back after that. You’re all I have left, Erik. You’re the only person who never gave up on me.” 
 
    Rose felt as if her heart was shattering into billions of pieces. “I’m so sorry, Alana,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry for what happened to you.” 
 
    Alana’s dark blue gaze shifted toward her, and her brows furrowed. 
 
    Erik stepped over Rose and crossed the space between him and Alana. He held out his hand. Alana smiled and took his hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. Erik kissed the back of her hand. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alana said, a surprised smile forming at her lips. “What is it?” 
 
    Erik cradled her face in his hands and projected happiness to her. 
 
    Alana gasped, her dark blue eyes widening at the rare, overwhelming emotion. “What…what are you doing to me?” she stammered, smiling at him. 
 
    “It’s happiness,” Erik said sadly. “Something you never felt enough of.” 
 
    Alana frowned as she noticed the tears streaming down Erik’s face. She reached up and wiped the tears away with her fingers. “Why are you crying?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alana. I don’t have a choice,” Erik sobbed. “I love you.” 
 
    Alana gasped as he shoved one of his hands inside her chest. 
 
    Rose clasped her hand over her mouth to stifle the cry. She watched in horror as Erik—weeping uncontrollably now—ripped Alana’s heart out of her chest. Then, as her connection to Alana died, darkness washed over her. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    “Erik?” Kara breathed. She stood in the doorway, her eyes widening. 
 
    Erik sat, curled up, in the floor with his back against the bed, his knees against his chest, and his face buried in his arms. Blood and tears soaked his skin. “Help Rose,” he mumbled tiredly, his voice muffled by his arms. “She’s dying.” 
 
    Kara’s icy blue gaze shifted toward Rose, and she immediately ran to Rose’s side. She fell to her knees and quickly sank her fangs into her own wrist. With shaking fingers, she opened Rose’s mouth and pressed her bleeding wrist against it. She kept her gaze focused on Rose, unable to look at the lifeless body lying on the floor in front of Erik. “Come on, Rose. Feed from me,” she sighed, running her hand through Rose’s soft, red hair. She listened to Rose’s weak, slow pulse. “Come on, ást. Don’t give up. You’re stronger than that. I know you are.” 
 
    Then, as if Kara’s soft, soothing voice had coaxed her out of her sleep, Rose made a soft moaning sound against Kara’s skin and then began to suck at the bite wound in her wrist, slowly at first…then faster…then ferociously. Kara tilted her head back, breathing out shakily, as the endorphins from blood sharing began to affect her, a warm, dizzying wave of desire rushing through her body. 
 
    Rose’s eyes opened, suddenly, revealing their fiery, red glow, and she growled lowly, clutching Kara’s wrist to her face, feeding ravenously from her. 
 
    Kara glanced down at her, a relieved smile curling at her lips. “Rose.” 
 
    Rose just stared up at her for a moment, as she continued to feed, the red haze shifting and dancing within her eyes, and then, she let go of Kara’s wrist and wrapped her arms around Kara’s neck, pulling her down on top of her. Kara shifted to rest her body over Rose, pressing her hands against the floor to hold her weight. She tilted her head against Rose’s shoulder, giving Rose better access to her neck, and then, she gasped as Rose’s fangs tore into her carotid artery. 
 
    Rose moaned as Kara’s sweet, warm blood filled her mouth, healing her, sating her, changing her. She could already feel the blood bond establishing between her and Kara, like a thread between their minds, between their souls. She could feel Kara’s emotions—relief, desire, grief, love—and she could feel the physical sensations Kara felt—the rush of arousal and pleasure caused by the endorphins. Rose arched her back slightly, pressing her body against Kara’s. 
 
    Kara moaned, her eyes sliding closed, her hands tracing the curve of Rose’s hips. She kissed Rose’s shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re alive,” she breathed. 
 
    Rose shifted beneath her, moving her hands to the sides of Kara’s face, Kara’s dark, silky hair sliding through her fingers, and then, their lips met in the slowest, gentlest, most emotional kiss that Rose had ever felt. Rose tasted salt in their kiss before she realized that there were tears pouring down Kara’s cheeks. 
 
    Kara pulled back quickly and turned away from Rose, running her hands over her face, as she tried to regain control of her emotions. She stared, her lips parted, her breath coming quickly, at the blood-soaked, lifeless body of Alana. 
 
    Rose raised herself into a sitting position and hesitantly placed her hand on Kara’s shoulder. “Kara,” she breathed, her heart breaking with sympathy. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Kara pleaded, turning her face away, “not like this.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Rose whispered, her brows furrowing. 
 
    Kara felt another tear slide down her cheek, and she stood up suddenly. Her wet, tear-filled eyes shifted toward Alana again. “Just…give me a minute.” 
 
    Rose nodded, desperately wishing that she could lessen Kara’s pain. 
 
    As Erik sensed Kara’s grief, he lifted his face to look up at her. The tears had left his green eyes red and swollen. “I was the only one she trusted, the only person she assumed would never kill her. I was the only one who could do it.” 
 
    Kara stared down at him with empathy and understanding. “I know.” 
 
    “We were losing the battle,” Erik mumbled. “Everyone was dying.” 
 
    Rose felt warm, salty tears pouring down her own face. Whether it was her blood bond with Kara or the deep sympathy she felt for them that caused the pain, Rose wasn’t sure. But her heart shattered, as she saw the brokenness in their faces, in their eyes, in their tears. And then, as she watched Erik break down in tears again, weeping loudly, his entire body shaking, she sighed, “Oh, Erik.” 
 
    She crawled over to him and curled against his side, ignoring the blood that soaked them both. “Come here,” she whispered to her friend as she pulled him closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m so sorry,” she breathed. 
 
    He squeezed her tightly, sobbing against her shoulder. For a while, they stayed like that, Rose holding him as he wept, and then, finally, he unfurled his arms from around her and leaned back. “You need to go find Kallias,” he sighed, staring at the blood on his hands with tear-soaked eyes. “Make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    “Erik,” Rose objected, her chest tightening in sympathy, as she watched the broken person beside her, “I don’t think you should be alone right now.” 
 
    “He won’t be,” Kara said suddenly. “I will stay with him.” 
 
    That breathy, lilting voice drew Rose like a beacon—the effects of the blood bond, Rose assumed. She looked up at the wounded and dirty—yet somehow still gorgeous—woman who leaned against the wall, watching them. Kara had moved to the other side of the room, as if she were trying to stay as far away from Alana’s body as possible, and she stood against the wall, blood drenching her clothes. Thin, watery blood flowed freely from a deep, sword wound in her bicep that hadn’t begun to heal yet, pouring down her arm and dripping onto the floor. She clutched her blood-soaked battle-axe in the other hand, the giant weapon dangling from her hand, as if it weighed nothing. Her black, leather pants were caked with mud, and her neck and shirt were soaked in blood from where Rose had fed from her. Her cornflower-blue eyes lacked their normal sparkle. They looked dead and emotionless now, as they stared past Erik and Rose, to what was left of Alana’s lifeless body. Rose felt that buzz of energy between them—the blood bond—pulling her toward Kara, and without making the conscious decision to do so, she climbed to her feet and walked toward Kara. 
 
    “Kara,” Rose said again, a sob catching in her throat, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Kara tore her gaze from the blood-drenched corpse—all that was left of the woman she’d once loved—and looked at Rose. “For what?” she asked. 
 
    “For what you’re feeling right now,” Rose answered. “The pain.” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “This was how it always had to end. I knew that.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Rose said, stepping closer. She tilted her head to the side, her long, red hair falling over her shoulder, as she stared into Kara’s icy blue eyes. “You don’t have to pretend it doesn’t hurt. Not with me.” 
 
    A quiet, choked sob broke through Kara’s lips, and before even the first tear fell from her eyes, Rose was already stepping forward and wrapping her arms around Kara. The heavy battle-axe in Kara’s hand hit the marble floor with a loud thud as Kara dropped it and clutched Rose tightly, her arms sliding around Rose’s lower back. She buried her face in Rose’s soft, thick hair, and warm tears began to stream down her cheeks, mixing with the blood and dirt on her face. As she cried silently on Rose’s shoulder, she could hear Rose’s quiet, gentle voice in her ear, whispering, “I’m sorry,” over and over, as if it were a chant or prayer. 
 
    “She was such a monster, but…” Kara trailed off, unable to finish. 
 
    “But you loved her, still,” Rose murmured, her fingers gently rubbing Kara’s back. It was the gentlest, most comforting touch Kara had ever felt, and Kara felt as if the suffocating pain and grief that she felt now might melt away under Rose’s touch, if she could just stay there, in Rose’s arms, long enough. 
 
    “I was so worried about you,” Kara whispered into Rose’s hair. It wasn’t the kind of thing that she would normally admit, but she’d voiced the thought before she even realized it. “I knew you’d go after Alana by yourself. I knew it.” 
 
    Rose pulled back to look at Kara. Her hands lingered on Kara’s back, still, and their faces remained close, Kara’s soft, pale lips close enough to kiss. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kara asked breathlessly. “Do you need more blood?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rose said. She glanced down at the blood on Kara’s body, her nostrils flaring at the sweet, appealing scent. Rose gently traced her finger beneath the deep, jagged gash in Kara’s arm. “What about you? Are you okay?” 
 
    Kara glanced down at the wound. “It’ll heal. It looks worse than it is.” 
 
    “I was worried about you, too,” Rose admitted quietly, her heart racing. 
 
    Kara’s light blue eyes widened slightly, and then, her features softened with affection, the hardness of her face, jaw, and eyes melting away, leaving a woman who looked much softer and gentler than the playful, mischievous Kara that Rose had grown so accustomed to seeing. “Rose,” she breathed as she lifted her hand and touched Rose’s face, brushing her thumb over Rose’s soft skin. 
 
    Rose’s eyes fluttered closed at Kara’s featherlight, affectionate touch, and she leaned forward, as if Kara were a source of gravity, pulling her into her warm, strong arms. Hunger burned through Rose’s veins, clenching in her stomach, as the scent of Kara’s blood surrounded her. Then, she felt Kara’s breath on her lips, Kara’s soft lips brushing hers. Rose craved this kiss as intensely as she craved blood. She needed this kiss. She needed the emotions that would wash over her, melting away the sorrow and pain of everything that had just happened. She needed the fierce desire that would wake the strength and fire inside of her. She needed the pleasure that would burn through her, leaving her craving that feeling again and again. There was something in Kara that called to Rose, that made her crave things that she shouldn’t crave, things that she felt so guilty for craving. 
 
    “I need,” Rose breathed against Kara’s lips. “I need…” 
 
    Kara threaded her fingers into Rose’s long, red hair. “You need what?” 
 
    Rose opened her eyes, pain flashing within their bright, azure blue depths. “I need to find Kallias,” she sighed. “I need to make sure he’s all right.” 
 
    Kara dropped her hand, and a soft, disappointed yet understanding smile turned up at the edges of her thin, pale lips. “Of course you do,” she said in that breathy, lilting voice of hers. “Go ahead. I’ll stay with Erik.” She cast a sympathetic look toward Erik, her brows creasing with concern as she noticed him curled up against the wall, his head on his knees, his entire body shaking with sobs. “He and I…” she sighed. “We’ve gotten each other through Alana-related pain hundreds of times before. This time should be no different, I think.” 
 
    Rose stared at Kara, admiration pouring through her as she watched Kara straighten her shoulders and prepare to face this with the same enduring strength that had allowed Kara to face every other painful event in her life. 
 
    Rose knew that she needed to leave, that she needed to check on Kallias, but her feet felt frozen in place. The blood bond held her there, connecting her to Kara, creating a longing inside of her that was more severe than anything she had ever felt. “I need to go,” she said as she lifted her hand to touch Kara’s arm. 
 
    Kara’s lips twitched. “You said that already.” 
 
    “Right,” Rose squeaked, dropping her hand. “I…I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “You’ve said that, too.” 
 
    Rose blushed. She turned around and forced her feet to move away from Kara, even though they clearly disagreed with her. She stepped out into the hallway and closed the door behind her. Once she stepped out of that room, the walls and events that had distracted her so thoroughly from what was taking place throughout the rest of the colony were gone, and suddenly, Rose could no longer ignore the sounds of weeping or the scents of blood and death that filled her senses and left her queasy. She could no longer ignore the apprehensive eyes of wounded and exhausted vampires who worried that she might be another traitor, there to finish the job. She sucked in a deep breath and started walking down the hall, in the direction of the bar, where she hoped to find Kallias. 
 
    She’d only taken a few steps, however, when she saw him. 
 
    He raced toward her and scooped her up into his arms, enclosing her in such a strong, tight embrace that Rose worried that her bones might shatter. He pressed her against the wall—his blood-soaked body pressing against hers—and kissed her. His lips pressed harshly against hers, leaving her own lips tender and sensitive, and his breath felt uneven and ragged, as if he were in pain. There was a softness to the kiss—relief and love—but there was also anger and frustration in it. He pulled back, staring down at her. “I hate you sometimes,” he sobbed. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry,” Rose began “I knew you would stop me, if I…” 
 
    “Of course I would’ve stopped you,” he growled, cutting her off before she could finish the sentence. “Why would you go after Alana by yourself?” 
 
    Rose shrugged sadly. “I thought it was the only way.” 
 
    The emotion strangled him, leaving his voice hoarse. “I felt you dying, Rose, and I couldn’t come to save you. No one would let me leave that bar.” 
 
    Rose lifted her hand and touched his face, feeling the roughness of his unshaven jaw beneath her palm. Her chest tightened with sympathy as she heard the pain in his voice. “I’m sorry. I thought I could stop her, but I was wrong.” 
 
    He clutched her tightly, pressing his face against her neck, allowing the sweet scents that clung to her skin—honey and vanilla—to comfort him. “I was terrified,” he sighed, his mouth against her skin. “I thought I’d lost you. Again.” 
 
    Rose clutched the back of his black, button-down shirt, the fabric wet beneath her fingers, drenched with blood. “I’m fine. Erik…” she trailed off with a soft, broken sob as she remembered the betrayed look on Alana’s face when Erik killed her, and even worse, the look on Erik’s face. “Erik killed her.” 
 
    He pulled back, frowning at the tears in her eyes. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Is it?” Rose asked. “Because all I see is a bunch of people hurting.” 
 
    “She was insane, Rose,” Kallias reminded her. “She has killed thousands of people, just in the last few weeks alone. She doesn’t deserve your sympathy.” 
 
    “You didn’t see her the way I did,” Rose insisted, remembering the way Alana had doubled over in pain when she realized that she’d lost Erik, too. “She was so broken. She didn’t choose to lose her mind. People did that to her.” 
 
    “She had a choice, just like you did,” Kallias argued, “just like we all do.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been Erik,” Rose sighed. “He shouldn’t have been the one to kill her. He’s hurting so much. How will he ever recover from this?” 
 
    Kallias sighed, bewildered by her sadness. “We won, Rose.” 
 
    Rose looked up at him. “Then, why does it feel like we lost?” 
 
    “Because everyone loses in war,” said a familiar, thickly-accented voice. 
 
    An eerie, hushed silence fell over the halls of the Tomb of Blood, all of the sudden, as everyone, including Rose and Kallias, recognized that voice. The squeak of his tennis shoes echoed through the silent halls as he walked past the other vampires, toward Rose and Kallias. As his eerily familiar, appealing scent reached Rose’s senses, she turned, her brows creasing in concern as she watched Aaron walk toward them. Splatters of blood covered his white T-shirt in so many different shades of red that it looked as if the T-shirt had been tie-dyed with blood. Blood poured from one side of his body, drenching his shirt and jeans, from a deep, sword wound in his right side. His dark eyes seemed cold and dead. 
 
    “Most of Alana’s army stopped fighting,” Aaron said. He sounded so exhausted and depressed. He sighed, “I assume that means that Alana is dead?” 
 
    Rose nodded sadly. “She is,” she said quietly. “Erik killed her.” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Surprising,” he said in a bored tone. 
 
    “You wouldn’t think so, if you knew how much Erik cared about his friends,” Rose argued, her eyes narrowing, “but you never bothered to find out.” 
 
    Aaron just stared at her, as if he didn’t have the energy to feel offended. “Well, it’s a good thing he picked up the slack…since you failed so thoroughly.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to her like that,” Kallias snarled at him. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Back off, Greek. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    Kallias growled, “I don’t care what you’re in the mood for, you…” 
 
    “Kallias!” Rose interrupted, her eyes widening. “Calm down. I’m fine.” 
 
    Kallias scowled at her. “I don’t like the way he talks to you.” 
 
    “What happened to the other vampires?” Aaron asked. “The traitors?” 
 
    “Most of them surrendered after she died,” Kallias said. “And the ones that didn’t—the ones that fought of their own accord—have been taken care of.” 
 
    Aaron nodded tiredly. “Good.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Rose asked, eyeing the wound in his side. 
 
    “Perfect,” he grunted. Then, he hobbled over to the wall and sunk down against it, resting his head on his knees. He breathed out a long, exhausted sigh. 
 
    “Sir?” asked a gruff, male voice, the voice of someone who, unlike every other vampire in the Tomb of Blood, lacked a European accent of any kind. 
 
    “What is it, Tom?” Aaron mumbled, his voice muffled by his knees. 
 
    The friendly bartender lacked that bright, good-natured smile that he’d worn a few days earlier, when Rose had first met him. Instead, he seemed weary and dejected from the battle. Splatters of bright, red blood sparkled against his dark skin, and the collar of his once white shirt now looked crimson from the blood that had poured from the wounds in his stomach and shoulder. “We only have an hour until sunrise. What do you want us to do with all of these corpses?” 
 
    Aaron still didn’t lift his head. “How many did we lose?” 
 
    Tom sighed, sadness softening his dark eyes, “Too many to count.” 
 
    Aaron rephrased the question, “How many survived?” 
 
    “Maybe two hundred,” Tom answered hesitantly. 
 
    Aaron looked up at him, his dark eyes wide. He looked as if he’d just been punched in the gut. “Two hundred?” he said. “Tell me you’re not serious.” 
 
    Tom grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m very serious.” 
 
    Aaron leaned his head back against the wall, staring at the ceiling with a tired, resigned look. “Burn as many of them as you can in the cemetery, but be careful not to draw attention to yourselves,” he sighed, “and when you run out of time, store the rest in the empty tombs and crypts outside…until tomorrow.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Of course,” he sighed. “May I ask one more question?” 
 
    “Stop being so polite,” Aaron said. “There’s no need for it right now.” 
 
    “Right,” Tom said, frowning. “Everyone is so distraught right now, and I just wanted to ask: What should we tell them? Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “I don’t have a fucking clue,” Aaron muttered under his breath. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey sprawled across the wooden bench that set right outside of the classroom for her next class, preparing to take an afternoon nap while she waited for her next class to start. The sun burned so brightly in the cloudless sky that she could see the light behind her eyelids even while her eyes were closed. 
 
    She also saw the silhouette of the man standing over her. 
 
    Startled, Audrey opened her eyes and sat up. She held her hand up to shield her eyes from the bright sunlight as she stared at the man standing over her bench. He looked familiar, for some reason—short, muscular, dark-skinned, wild, curly, black hair—but Audrey couldn’t quite remember where she had seen him before. “Do I know you?” she asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    His eyes looked so cold and dark. “We’ve met…through Rose Foster.” 
 
    Her frown deepened. “Rose? Huh. Did you work at the café with her?” 
 
    “My boyfriend does,” he said gruffly. “He considers himself her friend.” 
 
    Recognition lightened Audrey’s honey-colored eyes. “Oh! You mean Owen,” she laughed, relief softening her features. “Your name is Jared, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “It is.” 
 
    Audrey frowned at his short answers. “You don’t talk much, do you?” 
 
    “Never have,” Jared answered. 
 
    She ran her hand through her tangled brown hair and looked around, surprised by the lack of people around. She briefly wondered where they had all gone. “Well, if you’re looking for Owen, I’m afraid I can’t help you,” she sighed, offering him an apologetic smile. “I haven’t seen him since we found out about Rose…” she trailed off as she realized that she couldn’t finish that sentence. She flashed a nervous smile and amended, “Rose and I had a bit of a falling-out.” 
 
    Jared raised an eyebrow. “You did? That’s…unfortunate.” 
 
    “Unfortunate for her, maybe,” Audrey muttered. “For me, it’s…safer.” 
 
    Jared reached behind him, underneath his jacket—the black jacket that looked out-of-place in the hot, Florida weather. Audrey frowned as she realized that his entire outfit looked out-of-place. He wore all-black clothing, and each part of the outfit had a strange symbol on it—a flame on the outside, and inside the flame, a sun, engulfed in more flames. She didn’t recognize the symbol at all. 
 
    “Before I do this,” Jared said, startling her out of her thoughts, “let me just say that I don’t want to do it. You’re innocent in this matter. I don’t believe that you should die for your former friend’s mistakes. If I had a choice, I would spare you, but I don’t. I’m not a bad person, really. I’m just following orders.” 
 
    Audrey blinked in shock. “Wait…what?” she sputtered. 
 
    He pulled a gun from behind his back and pressed it to her forehead. 
 
    Audrey’s amber-colored eyes widened in shock. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sending a message to Rose Foster,” Jared explained, “from the Assassins of Light.” The gunshot echoed thunderously as he pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Audrey shot up in the bed, screaming to the top of her lungs, her body drenched in cold sweat. Her heart pounded so hard that each heartbeat physically hurt, that each beat seemed to rattle her entire body. She lifted her hand and pressed her fingers to her forehead, half-expecting to find a bullet hole, but she felt only cold, clammy skin beneath her fingertips. The dream had felt so real, just like they always did. The realization that the dream wasn’t real brought her no relief…because even if it wasn’t real now, she knew that it would be real soon. 
 
    It was one of those dreams. She knew, without a doubt, that it was. 
 
    As she replayed the dream over and over in her mind, hyperventilating and trembling in fear, she could only think of one thing to do. With shaking hands, she reached out and picked up her phone. She dialed a familiar number. 
 
    Audrey listened as the dial tone rang over and over, and then, of course, the phone sent her to the voicemail. Her mind felt so fuzzy and dazed that she barely even noticed the voicemail message. She only listened for the beep. 
 
    When it beeped, she whispered into the phone, “Rose, I need help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
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