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Prologue
“What if there was a war and no one came?”
Silence spread out over the next few seconds, the only sound the familiar buzz of the phone at my ear.
“What kind of assignment is this?” Sara’s frustration was clear in her voice, causing a sharp ping to come across over the connection.
Only when I was certain she was done screeching did I put the phone back to my ear. “Typical Mr. Olson. He’s always concocting strange things like this. He did it when I was a sophomore, too.”
“Well, then I’m doubly glad I didn’t end up with him twice like you did.”
“He’s not that bad,” I said, all the while staring at the cursor blinking on the blank screen of my laptop.
Sara groaned yet again, and I heard her rustling around in her room across town. Curfew was in effect, so the phone was our only hope of getting through this assignment together. “What are you going to write? You know more about this stuff than I do.”
“Not really.”
“Kassandra, please. The war practically takes place inside your house.”
“If war is meetings and phone calls behind closed doors, then yes.”
“So then what are you going to write? I wish no one would show up to this stupid war any more. Then maybe it would freaking end already.”
“Write that.”
“You’re not helping me.”
“I have my own paper to write, you know.”
Sara continued to babble on, thinking out loud until she came to some conclusion that made sense to her. It was how she worked, how she always worked. I didn’t really need to respond, she just needed someone to talk at. In the meantime, I could think everything through on my own.
A war that no one came to. Intriguing, I had to admit. Something my father would never stand for. He believed in fighting for freedom, fighting for what’s right, and fighting to achieve peace. Sometimes that didn’t make sense to me.
But, he was the general, not me.
He was the one charged with looking after the whole New England sector, setting curfews and other public laws that kept the population safe and generally free from the scourge of war that had been raging on the other side of the world for the better part of the last five years. Or ten. Or even twenty. It depended on what expert you were talking to. My theory, a bunch of past wars over renewable energy and terror had all lumped themselves together, and then just never ended.
My mother would’ve probably been the best one to ask about this topic. She had been a relief worker, traveling all over the world, bringing people what they needed to rebuild and live. Until she was killed. My parents as a couple seemed impossible. But, even five years later, I could remember the way they looked at each other. That was really all the explanation needed.
But I digress. War. No one to fight it. Yeah. I was more a fighter, like my father. In fact, he and I often practiced our fighting skills with each other. Hence my bad mood, the dinner plate beside my bed, and my door being locked. Dinner had been fun. Our housekeeper, Anne, had finally just separated us.
“Kassandra.”
“Huh? What?”
“You’re not listening to me.”
“I never listen to you.”
“Oh, thanks. That’s nice.”
She kept talking—something about my lack of listening skills—but I wasn’t paying attention. Light poured in through my front window, accompanied by the sound of a car, then the engine cutting off. Someone was in my driveway. And it was nearly one o’clock in the morning.
“Sara, I gotta go.”
I hung up as she questioned me, tossing my phone on the bed and making my way to my window.
A black car, illuminated by the automatic lights outside our garage. A blonde woman got out of the driver’s seat, while a man no older than thirty got out of the passenger’s side. Two more climbed out of the back, both men; one way too young. New to military life—because they were definitely military, the uniforms made that quite clear. Although, they didn’t look like any uniforms I had ever seen before. Not Army, not Navy, or Marines, or anything else I could name. The oldest of them, the second to have climbed out of the back, glanced up at my window as he shut his door. We made eye contact, and the burn scars all across the right side of his face made me cringe.
And then the feeling came. An icy creep along the back of my neck. People talk about the hairs standing, goose bumps, things like that, but this wasn’t the same. Ever since I could remember this odd sense of impending doom had plagued me. And it was never wrong. Never. The worst had been the time it had woken me in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat and hardly able to breathe. Two days later we got word that my mother had been killed.
I hated that feeling. I hated being right.
I heard the knock on the door, both through my window, and through the walls of the house. My father, apparently, wasn’t asleep either. Already downstairs, he went to the door. I crept to the top of the stairs, cursing each creak of the old house I normally loved so much. I had to hear. People came to our house in the dead of night, that wasn’t unusual, given my father’s position, but not in black cars, and not in military garb I couldn’t identify.
The man who had gotten out the passenger side—I could now see that he had three brass diamonds across his left shoulder—flashed some sort of badge, said a few words I couldn’t quite make out, and my father let him in.
They all went to the dining room and shut the door.
I made my way down the stairs and pressed up against the wall so I could overhear. Their voices were low, but I caught snippets.
“We want to bring an end to this war, General Thomas.”
“As do I.”
“And yet in all these years the militaries of the world have done nothing but foster hate within each other. We can end this. All we need is your consent.”
The urge to sneeze kept me from hearing what came next, but once I had successfully controlled the impulse that would have gotten me into a world of trouble, I heard the stranger say, “You are making a mistake.”
My father laughed. “I don’t think so, General Lucas.”  He said general as if it was a fraudulent title. “I’ll never surrender my country. I know what all this is. I knew you would be coming.”
“You are only one man, and you are not the only commander hearing this offer tonight.”
“I’m sure I won’t be the only one giving this answer.”
A quiet moment passed. My own breathing suddenly seemed far too loud in the dark.
“I will give you one day to reconsider.”
“I won’t.”
“You have the day regardless. I will return tomorrow night.”
I scrambled for the shadows, attempting to duck behind the table in the hall, when I heard them head for the door. I was unsuccessful. The light from the dining room poured into the hall, and each stranger glanced my way as they walked to the front door. The last of them, the youngest, let his gaze linger. His blue eyes, so deep and familiar, haunted my dreams that night.
I had hoped to put the fighting my father and I did so well behind me, but breakfast ended up a repeat of dinner. Irritatingly, he seemed more furious that I had eavesdropped than anything else. “You’re not listening to me. I am trying to tell you that I got another one of those feelings last night, and—”
“Kassandra, enough. I’ve had it with your overactive imagination.”
“You never believe me! Why can’t you ever just believe me? I’m not making it up. I wouldn’t make it up.”
“Enough. You shouldn’t have been listening. You’re a child and this is far beyond your understanding.”
“In a few days I’ll be old enough to join the military, not that I ever would. You can’t call me a child forever. Just think about what they’re offering. Peace, right? How can that be bad?”
“Peace through tyranny and dictatorship. No. I won’t surrender my country to that. And this conversation is over. There are things going on that you don’t understand and that you can’t know about. Leave my job to me.”
With the urge to rub the skin right off the back of my neck, I stormed out of the house without another word to my father. I wanted to try talking to him again after school, but he had locked himself in his office and Anne was under orders to keep me away.
That night only one of them returned. The one I presumed was the leader. I pressed my ear to the door again, not caring if anyone caught me this time.
The same offer was made. Step down, relinquish control to this new division.
My father refused.
“Last night,” the stranger said, “you mentioned that you had been told to expect us.”
“I have more connections than most.”
“Interesting.”
“I would rather die than surrender my country to the likes of you.”
“Don’t make it come to that.”
I started chanting “please, please, please” to myself, hoping my father would change his mind. All the while that terrible chill on my neck grew colder and colder.
Nothing changed.
I was sitting on the floor, knees drawn up to catch my silent tears when the stranger emerged from my dining room. He stopped and looked down at me. A flicker of memory arose and I realized I had seen him years before. At a charity ball my father, and other generals, had been obligated to attend. I’d taken particular note of him because he was so young, and because I had never seen him before.
He looked exactly the same.
Just as he opened the door to let himself out, he turned back and smiled at me.
Fangs.
 



Chapter One: Unimaginable
I’d been awake for hours. I’d lost the exact count, but I guessed I was going on at least twenty-five hours since I’d last slept. Dad thought I’d been studying for my psychology exam, but I couldn’t concentrate on that. I’d been on the internet searching for something else, been at the library investigating something much less scientific.
The computer screen glowed in the darkness of my room, the webpage I had open colored black, red and white. A bit stereotypical, but so far it seemed the best informed. There were close to a dozen comments from random readers who claimed to have encountered vampires over the past few months. Most believed their government had been taken over by the creatures.
Sounded familiar. Or at least probable, after what I had seen and heard.
Books covered my floor, some open, others marked with sheets of loose-leaf paper or bookmarks. My bed had become an extension of my desk, holding all the print-outs and handwritten notes I’d made over the last very long day. I’d read everything I could find. I’d compared and contrasted each fact, each myth. Legends from all over the world littered my head, jumbling together into something indiscernible. But that’s why I had all the notes.
While I doubted half of what I had found was anything near the truth, the other half seemed at least plausible. The feeling of something terrible looming on the horizon had yet to dissipate.
I stared at the crude wooden stake that lay on my desk next to my laptop.
Every legend was different, but staking showed up in quite a few. I figured it was one of my best bets. Besides, most things would at least be slowed down by a large piece of wood being rammed into their chest.
I heard a creak I recognized. Our house was old, a contemporary of the Mark Twain house right down the street, and I knew every inch of it. Someone was at the bottom of the stairs. My father had gone to bed hours ago.
I glanced nervously at the garlic I had hung above my door and suddenly felt stupid. Better safe than sorry, though. It certainly couldn’t hurt anything. Aside from the pleasant fragrance I tried to keep in my room with candles and oils.
Another creak. Top of the stairs. My room was three doors down the hall. Dad’s was the second. I’d snuck out earlier and tacked some garlic cloves around his door as well, along with crosses and a few drops of holy water I had managed to acquire. What else could I do? He refused to listen.
I’d fight at least.
A soft thud, almost like footsteps, then silence.
I grabbed the stake and hopped over the sea of books, pressing my back up against the wall beside my door.
I shook so hard I had to concentrate on not dropping my only weapon.
My doorknob turned.
I held my breath.
The door opened, and I paused one short moment, wanting to be absolutely sure it wasn’t my father or Anne checking in on me.
Then I struck.
By some miracle I must have surprised him, because the point of my stake jammed through his chest a good two inches before he stopped me. He hissed—in pain, I hoped—and grabbed my wrist. The pressure he applied forced me to release my hold on the stake and I buckled at the needles of pain that ran up my arm.
He cursed, holding onto me with one hand and assessing the damage I’d done to his chest with the other. Blood covered his shirt, but he didn’t seem slowed in any way. With his other hand he took hold of the stake and pulled it free of his body. He tossed it aside, then gave me an annoyed look. “You’re smarter than we gave you credit for, Kassandra.”
Ice coated my spine now. He knew my name.
“Drop dead.”
He snorted, then stepped farther into my room, taking me with him. He threw me onto my bed, my not-so-helpful notes giving me multiple paper-cuts. I started kicking and screaming, hoping to wake the house. The vampire grabbed me again and pressed his hand over my mouth. He was strong. Too strong. My fear choked me, silencing me more effectively than his hand.
I wasn’t conscious of much after that.
 
 
I woke up in my own bed—I knew it was mine because I have the floppiest pillow in existence—warm, alert, and thirsty.
Then I remembered.
It came in flashes, quick and sporadic, hardly making much sense. Screaming, shouting, hands holding me down. A face; handsome with blue eyes, and framed by dark hair. His teeth sank into my neck and I braced for the pain. But it wasn’t as terrible as I had expected. A pinch, really. The pressure had been worse. His lips locked around my skin as he drew the blood from my body and after that things began to fade once again.
Then the pain had come. It had spread like fire through my veins, curling my toes and arching my spine. I flailed against the cold, hard surface at my back, screaming the whole time. It seemed to go on for hours before I finally gasped and the fire was gone. A second of blissful relief passed, then I began to choke. And just when my lungs ceased their attempt at breathing, I felt pain blossom in my chest.
It had continued on like this, never ending, until I had suffocated, drowned, bled, burned, and experienced what felt like every single other variety of death. Awake and in my own bed, I could feel it all over again, my throat raw from screaming and my nerves shattering at the memories. I buried my face in my pillow and cried. Surely it had to be a nightmare. A bad dream I would dispel as soon as I walked downstairs to have a bowl of cereal with my father before he left for the first meeting of the day. But I wasn’t hungry. I was thirsty.
I remembered the blood. Warm, and sweeter than I would have thought, I could taste it, feel it running down my throat. I wanted to be sick, but the thirst only grew. I threw off my covers and set my feet on the ground. My breathing was uneven, and it didn’t help my attempts at thinking. I didn’t even know what I wanted. All I knew was that if I didn’t get it, I was going to claw my way out of my skin.
My door swung open silently. Not right. It should have creaked. Though my father had offered many times, I didn’t want it fixed. It was part of the character of the place, part of the charm of living in an old house.
“You’re awake.”
The voice had just the barest hint of an accent I didn’t care to place at the moment. But the face I knew. Dark hair, unnaturally blue eyes, perfect nose and bone structure in general…the handsome face from my nightmare.
“Who are you?” Crap. My voice was thoroughly unimpressive. It sounded like I hadn’t spoken in years. The fact that I couldn’t manage to sit still didn’t help.
“Rhys.”
“What are you doing in my room?” I stood, intending to face him down, but started dancing from foot to foot instead. Dammit.
Rhys looked put out. I didn’t care. I wanted to stop feeling like I would go mad if I didn’t get whatever it was I seemed to be craving. “I’m here because you are my charge and I had a feeling you would be awake by now,” he said.
I forced my hands back to my sides so I wouldn’t pull my own hair out by the roots. “What do you mean?”
“You had a strong will to live. It took you almost a week to die.”
To die? “What are you talking about?” My voice sounded even weaker now. My fidgeting lost its rhythm and I fell back onto my bed, catching myself in time to sit. “I’m not dead.” My brain began putting together the puzzle pieces in a way that created a picture I refused to see.
“In a way. Now get up, you need to feed.”
I was back on my feet before he had even finished speaking. But once I was conscious of my movements I resisted. The impulse to do what he said prodded at my legs, but I refused to move any farther. I heard the vampire sigh.
“Don’t be difficult,” he said. “It won’t do you any good.”
I grabbed the corner of my bedside table. My hand shook uncontrollably. “I won’t do that. I can’t. It’s not true.”
His expression twisted into something deeper than simple frustration. I realized I had not taken my eyes off his face since he had first walked in the room. The revelation didn’t change my gaze. I watched his lips form his next words, not wanting to believe. “You are a vampire,” he said.
“No. It was a nightmare, a bad dream.”
“It wasn’t a dream. You were bitten, you drank blood. You died your mortal death. Now you are awake and I am going to teach you how to feed.”
I was shaking so badly I wasn’t sure how I could still be on my feet. “I don’t believe you.”
Annoyance. That was the next emotion to pass over his timeless face. Pale fingers pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do I have to prove it to you?”
“No!”
His growl rumbled against the air. Even through all my trembling I heard that.
“Get ready,” he said.
Ready for what?
He charged me. In less than a breath his face was no more than an inch from mine. My door was a good seven feet from my bed, not a great distance by any means, but he never should have been able to cover it as fast as he had. I stared into his blue eyes, unable to comprehend what had happened.
“Do you believe me now?”
“Huh?”
I felt something touch my cheek and glanced to the side to see what. His finger. His entire hand was practically at my throat, primed to close around my neck. But it hadn’t. It couldn’t.
My own hand was wrapped tightly about his wrist, stopping him.
I wasn’t a klutz, but I didn’t have reflexes like that. At least, I’d never had before. I looked back at his face, waiting for some sign that this hadn’t really happened. He looked nothing but serious.
“Even young, we have good reflexes.”
I must have looked like an idiot. I was sure my mouth hung open like a fish, and I didn’t say anything for a long time. In the back of my mind, the part that desperately tried to cling to sanity, I wondered at the immense patience he seemed to possess.
Sanity was slipping. But at least I had stopped shaking.
“My father?” If I had been dying for a week…
Something crossed his features—confusion, I think—but it was gone as quickly as it had come. “Dead,” was all he said.
I waited for the hysteria. It didn’t come. I suppose shock was the better alternative. I forced my fingers to unwrap from around his wrist, noting absently that he was much warmer than I would have expected a corpse to be. I felt cold. A chill ran through my skin, the same as the depths of winter. I wasn’t nearly as dead as he was. That wasn’t right.
The strange thirst stirred again. I had the sinking feeling I knew now what it was. What I craved.
I distracted myself with thoughts of my father. My serious father, cold and lifeless, just like me. I wondered which of us was really more dead. Probably me. He, at least, had hopefully made it to the heaven my mother had believed in. I was stuck here, a living corpse, the same as the one standing only an inch away.
He dropped the hand that had been poised at my throat. I watched it curiously, or maybe it was just my sanity slipping further. It swung three times before becoming still at his side.
“Kassandra.”
The sound of my name coming from his lips startled me, forced me to look back at his face. Odd, he was handsome, hot even. My teenage hormones acknowledged that. But at the same time he was the beginning and ending of my nightmare. The conflict and confusion that it caused in my head was dizzying. And he wasn’t nearly as pale as I had imagined the blood-sucking fiends would be.
How exactly did one know when they had gone insane? Did the insane know they were insane? Or did that go against the very definition of insanity? I should have paid closer attention in psychology class.
I was babbling to myself. Maybe I could just write it off as shock.
“Kassandra.” The second time wasn’t nearly as jarring as the first. “Listen.” All my internal babbling stopped instantly. I just watched his eyes, and waited. “I can see we aren’t going to get anywhere any time soon unless you focus. The thirst must be gnawing at you. I’ll make it easier on you, but just this once.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, even though I had listened intently to every single word. What he said about my focus was probably dead on.
Dead on. Ha.
Okay, my sanity was definitely in question.
“Stay here,” he said. Rhys said. It was hard to put a name to one of the monsters who had invaded my home. The name made him real. I was still waiting to wake up. But I nodded, in any case, agreeing to stay put. Where else could I go anyway?
He disappeared. Or maybe he was just moving inhumanly fast again. I had read about their speed. Most legends agreed they were fast. Demons who disappeared in the blink of an eye and reappeared somewhere else in the next. But I was one of them now. Why couldn’t I see him move? The stories had never indicated the vampires having a hard time detecting one another. Maybe I just sucked at this. Wouldn’t that just figure?
And just like that he returned. Only this time he gave me more space than before. He was within arm’s reach, but not so close that I could feel every breath he took. Why was he breathing anyway? For that matter, why was I? I must have gone on deliberating silently for too long because he grumbled and took my wrist, placing a warm glass in my hand.
Its contents were dark red, so much so that there seemed a blackness to it.
My first instinct was to drop it, to let it splatter all over my nice cream-colored rug, but Rhys had his hand wrapped securely around mine, keeping my fingers locked around the glass. And then the smell hit me.
Bliss.
I raised the glass to my mouth, nearly knocking my teeth against the rim in my haste. The liquid inside ran over my tongue, down the back of my throat and hit my hollow stomach with a wave of satisfaction. It was warm, and suddenly I was a bit warmer, too. And sweet, so sweet. Just like I remembered.
My hand jerked open and I staggered away, dropping the now-drained glass. Rhys caught it effortlessly, saving my carpet from an untreatable stain. I felt a single drop lingering on my lips and lifted my hand to wipe it away. Instead, my tongue darted out without permission and drew it back into my mouth. The taste was divine. Better than anything I’d ever tasted in my entire life. Better than chocolate.
No. No, no, no, no. I couldn’t think that way. As soon as I realized the direction my thoughts had taken I was repulsed by them. I wouldn’t be like that. Blood would never touch my lips again. I made a solemn vow to myself.
Rhys set the glass down on my bedside table. I shivered at the sight of it beside my innocent-looking Hello Kitty alarm clock. “Can you manage to listen to me now?” he asked, apparently not bothered by the fact that he had set a glass coated in blood next to my poor childhood relic.
I thought about his question. The babbling in my head had ended. I felt calmer, warmer, lucid. The thirst hadn’t gone away completely, but I no longer wanted to free myself from the confines of my flesh. “Yes,” I said, not knowing why I was so willing to hear what he had to say. He was a vampire. Yet I took a deep breath and faced him, ready.
He looked the same as he had in my nightmare, serious and unshakable. I wondered if his expression ever changed. His eyes were focused on mine and I found it impossible to look away. “You are a vampire,” he said for the second time. I hated hearing it. “I will explain as best I can.”
“What is there to explain?” I snapped, regretting my impulse immediately. Rhys didn’t look very enthused by my interruption.
“You must have questions,” he said.
Suddenly it felt like he was too close. I inched around the edge of my bed, attempting to give myself more space. “I don’t want to be a vampire,” I said, yelping the last part of the word when I slammed my thigh into the footboard of my bed.
He remained where he was. “Whether you want to or not, you are.”
“I don’t have to stay that way.”
“There’s no cure.”
“There’s death.”
The sound that came from him next was pure exasperation. I thrilled at the small victory. Rubbing my throbbing leg, I turned my back on him and headed towards my desk, hiding my smile.
“How much do you know about vampires?” he asked, either avoiding or ignoring my previous comment.
I noticed for the first time how clean my room was. I never kept it this clean, even when I wasn’t obsessively researching mythological creatures. “What happened to all my books?”
He pointed causally to a pile in the far corner. Sure enough, every library book I had collected sat there, stacked one on top of the other. My handwritten notes lay on top. I grabbed onto the back of my desk chair and spun it back and forth just for something to do. “I know you’re all bloodsucking demons apparently bent on world domination.”
“You’ll have to count yourself with our number now.”
“No way.” I gave the chair a hard spin, watching it turn around and around for at least six revolutions before I kicked it to the side. My mother’s picture watched me from its place on my desk. I had found the most beautiful frame for it last Christmas, silver and sage green. It reminded me of her. She had been an avid advocate of world peace and all the best charities. She had traveled all the time, taking food and medicine to third world countries and speaking at conferences and government associations. I had gone with her once, but only once. She hadn’t wanted me to miss school. I knew it was really because she had put herself in danger every day. How many guns had been held to her beautiful golden head? And how many had been lowered when they saw the compassion in her green eyes? I didn’t know. But I knew it only took one not lowered for her to never come back to me. Now here I was, with a gun to my head. Metaphorically, of course. Could I possibly have her strength? “I’ll never be one of you.”
“We’re not what you think.”
A tear hit my desk, smearing the ink of the school paper I had printed out just before I began my insane research. “Oh no?” I asked, concentrating on making sure my voice didn’t crack. “You mean you don’t drink the blood of innocent people? You didn’t just invade my home? You didn’t just kill my father?” I faced him then, certain no more tears would follow.
He was closer than I had expected. My heart, which I only now realized still beat, skipped in my chest. His breath was cold as he spoke. “We drink blood. We are taking over your country, and others, so that the human race will not destroy itself. Your father’s death was an accident, a mistake, but he died for that same reason.”
“An accident?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“That does not change the truth.”
“He didn’t fight.”
“He did. He resisted most adamantly.”
“Good for him. And you can be sure I’ll resist just as hard, if not harder.”
“Yes, you’ve made that quite clear.” He hadn’t moved an inch through all my stalking about the room, but now he shifted his weight. “Now, will you quit acting like a child and try to think rationally?”
“I am a child!” As soon as I screamed the words I stopped. I had been making the very opposite argument to my father for the past month. It wouldn’t be long before I was an adult, legally an adult, and he wouldn’t be able to dictate every detail of my life any longer. I would be able to move out, choose for myself, sign for myself…It was all so very close. I remembered feeling like I could almost close my hand around my coming freedom.
I turned suddenly, nearly tripping myself in my haste to get to the far wall of my room. I stared at the generic calendar depicting the greatest landscapes of the United States, the red circle drawn around the eighteenth, glaringly bright. The days had only been crossed off through the twelfth. If I had been dying for almost a week…
“What day is it?” The words tumbled out of my mouth, barely audible and hardly articulated.
Rhys understood despite all that. “The eighteenth of May.”
I couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t decide whether or not it was a good thing I didn’t have to any more. Only one thought kept repeating in my head.
My eighteenth birthday.
A strange sound started echoing through the room. It took a moment until I realized it was me, chanting “no” over and over again. I ripped the calendar down and counted the unmarked days once, twice, five times. That couldn’t be right. If it was then everything had been ruined.
“Now what’s wrong with you?”
“Eighteen on the eighteenth,” I said, desperate not to believe it. “I missed it.”
Rhys appeared on my right. I didn’t bother to look at him. I was almost fascinated by the way the calendar shook in my hands as though it had a life of its own. “You’re not making sense,” he said.
I turned on him. I couldn’t help it. Angry tears poured down my face. “I was supposed
to be eighteen on the eighteenth. It’s supposed to be lucky! Now I’m seventeen forever. Some birthday this is. My life couldn’t possibly be any worse.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I could name dozens of ways your life could be worse.”
“Who’s being ridiculous? I’m a bloodsucking, people-killing, unnatural demon!”
“Stop talking, and listen.” There was a different tone to his voice. Harsher, colder. I was certain I had finally driven him past his point of tolerance. But there was something else, too. I found myself utterly silent, watching him, waiting for him to speak. Not even sure what I would say, I opened my mouth, but no words came. Odd. Normally, I could talk myself into a coma, as my father used to say.
Rhys took me by the arm and I let him lead me back towards my bed. “Sit,” he said. I did. “No more talking until I’m done.” I tried to speak again, but there was a tiny twinge at the back of my head, so I stopped. Rhys continued on without pause. “You are a vampire. You will need to drink blood. You are stronger now, faster, but you will have to learn how to control all these new reflexes and abilities. Unlike all your human movies, we can’t do everything perfectly as soon as we are turned. It will take time, just as it did when you were a child.”
Fabulous. Just when I was finally going to be an adult. Not only was I a dumb vampire now, but I was a child again, too. Great. I wanted to say all this to Rhys, to whine and complain, but I didn’t. I settled for making a disgusted sound, expelling most of the breath I had been holding.
“Breathing is optional now,” he continued. “Mostly we do it out of habit. Your heart is still beating fairly regularly, but that will stop in the next day or so. After that it will only beat once in a very long while. Sleep is a necessity, though how much of it you need will decrease over the years.”
Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Who cared? My life was ruined. I was dead, stuck at seventeen, and apparently an unwilling prisoner of an incredibly handsome immortal young man.
Okay, so maybe that last part had the potential for some interesting possibilities, but I was too angry to delve into those. Rhys could go stake himself. Or whatever it was vampires did.
“Do you have any questions?”
Wow. I had permission to speak. Bad choice on his part. I tried to think of something annoying. “Is there any more to your name? Or is it just Rhys? Like Cher and Madonna.”
“O’Shea,” he said, not visibly perturbed by my jab.
“Jeeze, that’s Irish. Could you be any more stereotypical?”
“Could you be any more typically American?”
What? Oh, no. This was my time to get back at him, not the other way around. “Excuse me? What the hell does that mean?”
He leaned back against the wall. “At least I can claim a proud ancient heritage. You Americans just look like mutts. A hodgepodge of features. That and you’re incredibly cocky and self-righteous.”
Jerk. “Mutts live longer than purebreds.” Ha. Take that.
“No point in arguing with an American.”
“Go drink yourself into a coma.”
“Do you have anything of value to say or ask?”
“How old are you?”
“About five hundred years.”
“Holy crap, that’s old.”
“How kind of you to say so. Anything else?”
I grumbled and made a show of thinking about it, leaning back on both my arms and staring up at the ceiling. I hoped he had somewhere important to be and I was holding him up.
In my act, my hand found the paw of the stuffed dragon my mother had bought me for my fifth birthday. I cut the melodrama and sat up, pulling the well-hugged creature into my lap. I stared at it for a long moment, stroking its blue fur and purple horns. Suddenly, my anger turned into grief.
“Where’s my father?” I whispered, not daring to look up at him just in case he didn’t plan on being compassionate about this. I knew I was all over the place. Bouncing from one psychotic mood to the next, but it was his fault.
“What do you mean?” he asked, his voice devoid of any sign of our previous squabble.
“His body. Or grave, whatever. Can I see it?”
“He was cremated. I can bring you his ashes.”
Why was he being so nice? I wanted to hate him for it. Then again, he probably hadn’t been the one to kill my father. He’d been too busy killing me. I clutched my dragon and nodded once. “Please?” Maybe being nice in return would get me some time alone. Enough time to end my own existence.
I didn’t hear him leave, but I felt it. I couldn’t begin to explain how. The silence stretched out in my room and I repressed the urge to cry. He returned just as quietly. I didn’t sense it at all until I saw the small metal box held out to me.
I let go of my stuffed companion and took the box with both hands. It looked old, ancient, even. An antique. Vampires probably had lots of those hanging around. Silver in color and tarnished in a dignified way, it seemed the perfect resting place for a man like my father. The designs etched into the metal wrapped around the box in harsh, but beautiful angles.
I felt my throat close up and my hands began to shake.
“Get out.” I choked the words out, past my coming tears.
“Kassandra, you really should—”
“Get out!”
Rhys sighed, but he retreated almost immediately. I stared at the box which held my father’s ashes while I watched Rhys in my peripheral vision until he exited my room, closing the door behind himself.
I pressed the box to my chest and let myself topple over onto my disheveled comforter. I grabbed my dragon again and curled into the smallest ball I could manage. Clutching what remained of both my parents, of my human life, I cried myself to sleep.
 



Chapter Two: Lessons
I stumbled down the hall, weak and dizzy. Tripping over my own feet, I grabbed at the first thing available—and took down the old portrait of my great-great-grandfather from the wall. Needless to say, it didn’t help my balance. I landed on my knees so hard my teeth shook, and I wondered for probably the thousandth time that day why it still hurt so much. Wasn’t immortality good for anything? At the very least I should be able to stumble around without turning black and blue.
Irritatingly, I could hear Rhys’s ever-present footsteps coming up behind me.
“This is ridiculous, Kassandra.”
“Shut up.”
“You look terrible. Just drink already.”
I hated how he always sounded so condescending, like I was due to give in at any time. “I’ll die first.”
“Not likely.”
“Watch me.” Grandfather’s frame had shattered all over the floor. Maybe that was part of the reason why my knees hurt so bad. I grabbed the nearest shard of glass. Strange how easy it seemed. I didn’t so much as think twice. I plunged the shard deep into my chest.
It hurt way more than I expected.
I couldn’t scream. I didn’t have enough strength. Collapsing onto my side, I imagined the cries I wished I could make while my chest burned with pain. I held my breath and some of my nerve endings ceased their tearing, ripping, gnawing, grating agony. And then I waited for death. Sweet death.
Rhys’s familiar exasperated sigh ruined my perfect moment.
“Kassandra, you’re delusional now. You know it takes more than that to kill a vampire.”
Oddly enough the pain made the fog around my brain fade a little. I did know that. I’d staked him and look where that had gotten me. Dammit. Now I had a gaping hole in my chest for no good reason. Well, maybe not no reason…
“I’ll just starve to death then.”
“Not possible.”
“I will kill myself.”
“You won’t.”
“And why not?” Anger was good. It made me feel better.
“Well, for one thing, you won’t let me teach you anything so you don’t know how. And secondly, because I won’t let you.”
“I hate you.”
“So you’ve told me. Will you eat now?”
“If I let you teach me, then can I kill myself?” I already knew the answer.
“No. I won’t teach you that for at least one hundred years. Probably longer in your case, since the knowledge is a privilege.”
Blah, blah, blah. I dragged myself off the floor and sat in poor Grandfather’s remains with my back against the wall. I yanked the jagged shard from my chest. It hurt just as much coming out as it had going in. The glass plinked against the wall when I threw it in disgust. I’d stay right where I was. He could deal with it.
The silence that passed was filled with nothing but my physical misery. I was determined to make my point.
“That’s it.” With speed worthy of an ancient blood-sucking immortal, he grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. The hallway spun and I was very glad vomiting was not something that plagued vampires. Puking all over Rhys’s shoes, while grossly satisfying, would not have helped the stubborn image I struggled to hold onto. “You’re eating.”
“No.” I didn’t sound convincing, even to myself. The thirst burned so badly. I’d almost been able to ignore it before, when I was wallowing in my misery, but now, with Rhys so close, it was impossible.
He was so warm. Warm with the blood I had been denying myself. My own skin felt cold like ice with his warm hand wrapped around my arm. I wanted to be warm. I wanted to feel alive, and not half-dead. I wanted to drink, and drink, and drink…
I terrified myself.
I was a monster. And at that moment, leaning against Rhys’s warm body, feeling his unnaturally cool breath on my face, I knew I would give in.
He didn’t say anything, just threw me over his shoulder like a sack of grain and started walking. I tried not to bounce against his back simply because it would have been annoying. Honestly, I was too tired to really care, though. I watched the smooth red carpet pass beneath his feet in a blur. Interesting. My arms flopped around over my head—under, really, since I was upside down—uncontrollable and with minds of their own. His jeans rubbed against my wrists with each bounce, and I stupidly wondered how difficult it was to adopt new fashions all the time. Jeans hadn’t existed when Rhys was born. Though, he did look good in them, I could see that very well from my vantage point. Five hundred years had been kind to him in that department. Maybe that made it easier.
My admiration of his backside was cut short when we reached the stairs. He flipped me back easily, carrying me in his arms instead. How nice of him not to let my head drag down the stairs behind him. He would have to cut it out with all this being nice stuff. It made it much harder to hate him utterly and completely. On the plus side, I was pretty sure I was getting blood all over his shirt.
We were down the stairs, through the front hall and out the door in mere seconds. As soon as his foot touched the first step I felt the warmth of the sun hit my deathly cold skin.
I had forgotten that it was daytime, somewhere around noon. I knew it took more than a stake to the heart to kill a vampire, but what of sunlight? Surely there had to be some sort of truth to the myth. Maybe it was the truth. Rhys had had enough and he was going to give me my wish. He was going to kill me.
I started to scream.
I kicked at him, hollered for him to put me down. I was so cold the spring sun felt like fire. I was burning, I was sure of it. But Rhys kept on walking. Down the seven steps I had counted so many times as a child and onto the large front lawn that stretched out in front of my house. When we reached the middle, he dumped me to the ground. I curled up into a ball, hiding my face from the light of the sun, and waited for the smell of my own burning flesh. Would I turn to ash like in all the movies? The vampires always screamed in the movies, screamed as they were burned alive. Now it was my turn.
Turns out, I didn’t really want to die.
But I didn’t burn. Shaking, I realized I still had possession of all my skin. My clothes weren’t on fire, and I smelled no sign of ash. But there was something else. Something that made my throat dry and my tongue burn. I felt the stretch of the teeth in my mouth. My pulse drummed, slow and lethargic, against my temples, in my wrists, at my neck. My shaking increased and I dug my fingers into the perfectly manicured grass.
“Lesson one,” I heard Rhys say from somewhere above me. “Sunlight will not kill you, you can go out in it all you like. But most young vampires avoid it for a time, hence the stories.”
“Why?” The thirst was back so badly I thought I would die from the want. “Why avoid it?”
“Because sunlight strengthens the bloodlust, makes it almost uncontrollable. Control can be gained with age and experience, of course, but in the interest of maintaining a low profile, young vampires stay inside unless they’re well fed.”
The heat of the sun was driving me crazy, warming my skin in a way only human blood could maintain. “Then why did you bring me out here?”
“To combat your stubbornness. You won’t be able to resist now when I put blood in front of you.”
“I won’t kill anyone!”
“I didn’t ask you to.”
I stopped. “What?” Still fearful, despite his words, I cautiously peeked out from beneath my arm. Rhys had been standing over me, but now bent down beside me so I could see him better. His eyes were an even more brilliant blue in the sunlight.
“Feeding does not mean killing. Lesson two. Some vampires kill all the time, others kill some of the time, and others kill almost never. However, blood is a necessity and it’s not nearly as beneficial coming from a bottle.”
“I don’t want to bite anyone.”
“This first time, you have to. It will diminish the thirst and make you strong. Once you’ve given your body what it needs, you’ll be able to think and you’ll be able to uphold any decisions you make about your feeding habits.”
I turned my face into the grass and groaned. All I could think about was how warm he was, and how cold I felt. But the thought of biting someone…I couldn’t. Could I? My pulse thumped against every vein in my body, demanding relief. The sun made it worse. Despite the chill of my flesh, I felt like I was running a fever. If Rhys put blood in front of me now…
Footsteps. I heard them so clearly they captured my attention immediately. Different from Rhys’s steps, these were more delicate, softer. New. I’d never heard them before.
“Honestly, Rhys, you’d think you’d never dealt with a newborn before.” The voice was high, feminine, almost like bells on the air, only there was an undertone of something much darker that tainted the otherwise beautiful sound.
I heard Rhys shift. “What do you want, Madge?” He didn’t sound happy to see her. Out of curiosity, and hoping it would deter my insane thirst, I turned my head to look.
“Cade sent me,” she said. “He’s looking for you.” Her perfect bob was bleached blonde, yet it looked natural. Her smart little nose was turned upward, and her full, Cupid’s bow lips were painted red. She looked like an old-fashioned doll, dressed in the modern version of a blue drop-waist dress.
Rhys stood. “What does Cade want?”
“You,” she said simply, sticking one hip out. “He said it was urgent. And he asked me very nicely to do this little favor for him.”
“Sorry you had to exert yourself.”
“Anything for you, dear brother.”
Brother? That didn’t make sense. She looked nothing like him, and vampires didn’t have families like that. Well, they never did in any of the movies. Lesson three, the movies are wrong. Rhys would be so proud that I was learning.
“So this is the new addition,” Madge said, stepping closer. She lifted her dainty blue shoe that matched her dress perfectly to tilt my chin up. I jerked my head away. “She doesn’t look like much.”
“Neither did you your first week,” Rhys said.
She scoffed. “Nonsense. I drank right away. You must be thinking of Millie.”
“My memory of those days is better than yours. Leave her alone. What does Cade want?”
“He didn’t tell me, you know he wouldn’t tell me. I’m just here to fetch you.” She tucked her hair behind one ear and smiled at me. It didn’t look friendly. “What on Earth have you thrown her in the sun for? And why is she covered in blood?”
Rhys grumbled. He did that a lot. I wondered if I was the cause, or if it was a bad habit. “She tried to kill herself. She refuses to feed. I was hoping the sun could persuade her.”
Madge rolled her eyes. “Oh, Rhys, you’re too nice about it. It’s as simple as this.” She disappeared for the briefest moment, then returned with a girl in hand. I recognized her, though I hadn’t noticed anyone else around before. Our housekeeper, Anne, had hired her only last week to work in the kitchen. She made the most unbelievable brownies. Could I eat brownies now? One more thing to ask later. Maybe I really shouldn’t have been giving Rhys such a hard time. I’d know a lot more by now if I had just listened. But I would not drink blood. Nope. Never again. He couldn’t make me.
The girl, I think her name was Samantha, gasped and turned pale. I thought I saw Madge move, but couldn’t be sure. Then I smelled it.
Blood. Fresh, warm, living blood.
Oh, no.
Madge pulled the girl closer and the smell grew all the more potent. Then I saw it. The bleeding wrist, covered in bright red and ever closer to my face. I turned my head away, shoving my nose back into the grass and dirt, but it didn’t alleviate the scent. The blood was all I could smell, all I could think about.
Something dripped onto my cheek. It rolled slowly, painfully towards my mouth, warming its trail along my skin. I felt it coming, knew exactly when it would hit the very corner of my lips, and when it did, my world exploded. The drop crept over my tongue, down my throat and then I felt more join its traveled path along my face.
I wanted more.
 
 
“That’s enough, Kassandra.” I heard him, but still only had one thought—more. “Enough!”
Everything came bursting back to life and my senses returned. The sun shone down on my skin, warm and no longer in contrast with the way I felt. I was breathing hard, but each breath was exquisite. The grass beneath me was cool and welcoming. My chest felt whole again, the final fibers stitching themselves back together. I felt perfect. Full, satisfied, relaxed…alive.
I wasn’t thirsty anymore. And someone was laughing.
“Kassandra.” Rhys grabbed my face with both hands and forced me to look at him. It couldn’t be possible that his eyes were actually a brighter blue than I had originally thought, could it? Actually, everything seemed brighter. The grass, the sky, the buildings in the distance. But the laughter bothered me.
“What happened?” As soon as I asked I realized thinking had become simple again. In fact it was downright easy.
Rhys’s expression looked like a strange combination of anger and concern. Naturally I assumed he was angry at me. That seemed to be the way of it. “You fed.”
Even though I was positive I had heard him perfectly, I wanted to believe I hadn’t. “What?”
“You drank blood.”
“No, I didn’t.” I had sworn not to.
“Yes, you did.” He wiped something from my cheek with his thumb then held it out for me to see. It was bright red.
“Oh.” It was the dumbest reaction I could have possibly had. But that was exactly how I felt—dumbfounded. “How?”
“Madge,” he said the name through his teeth. “She cut the wrist of the girl and let the blood fall into your mouth. Once you’d tasted it, you drank from the cut.”
The laughter that sounded so much like dark bells faded into a cheerful tone. “You’re welcome,” Madge said.
At first I wanted to rip her face off. Most likely I was capable of such a thing now, but then something else occurred to me. Something that almost made all my newly-found warmth completely disappear. I jumped to my feet and dashed around Rhys before he could stop me. I could see blades of grass darkened with blood and flattened to the ground, but nothing else. I searched my yard, so familiar and yet so alien now, and saw nothing. The gardens lining the fence were just beginning to bloom, the cobblestone pathways were clear of any obstruction as always, and my beautiful old brick house towered above it all, complete with its immaculate white trim and stone steps.
“Where is she?” I started to panic. Surely I hadn’t. It wasn’t possible. Was it?
Rhys stood. “I had her sent inside already.” I must have looked ready to bolt, scream, or do something else unacceptable because he quickly continued. “She’s not dead. You didn’t kill her, but her wrist needed attention.”
“Not dead?”
“Not dead.”
Relief had never felt so sweet. The fact that I had tasted blood twice now paled in the knowledge that I hadn’t killed. I hadn’t even bitten. Perhaps there was a way to get around it forever…
When had I decided to live? Looking toward the future proved that I had, but what had changed my mind? I didn’t remember giving up my conviction. Rhys had no plans on allowing my death, so at the very least I had to wait that out. A hundred years of good behavior would gain me the knowledge I sought. Could I hold out? Could I restrain the monster inside me that long?
I would damn well try.
Madge giggled. “How quaint. A vampire concerned with killing.”
“Not everyone is as fond of it as you are,” Rhys said. “Where’s Cade?”
“In the parlor. Shall I watch your little fledgling for you?”
I knew immediately I never wanted to be alone with her. At least not until I knew how to handle myself. I looked to Rhys, intending on insisting I be allowed to just go back to my room, to beg him if need be, but he was already ahead of me. No sooner had I turned my head had he taken hold of my wrist. “There’s no need for that,” he said to her. “She’s my responsibility.” He pulled me back towards the house and I followed eagerly, grateful. When had I decided I trusted him?
Madge didn’t follow us. Even though I knew the way by heart, I let Rhys lead while I thought about other things. Like my next plan of action.
He deposited me just inside my bedroom door. I hadn’t noticed when we had gone upstairs. I guess I didn’t get to go with him. That sucked. I would have liked to have seen another vampire, maybe hear something about what was going on. So far all I had to judge by was what I had seen of Rhys and Madge, and they didn’t seem all that alike. Which of them was closer to the norm?
“Stay here,” Rhys said. I nodded dumbly. What the hell was it with me and following his directions? “I’ll come back for you after I’m done.”
“What do I do until then?”
He looked at me like I was stupid. “This is your room. Do you expect me to believe you’ve never spent time in it before? That you’ve never needed to entertain yourself?”
Okay, so it had been stupid. “Nevermind,” I mumbled. He left then, shutting the door behind himself.
A cacophony of emotions washed over me all at once. Freedom. Confusion. Wonder. Exhaustion. Grief. In that befuddled haze I made my way over to my stereo and pressed play. The familiar sounds of my favorite band pulsed through the air. I tossed my ruined shirt to the floor, and grabbed another plain blue tee-shirt from my closet. I peeked in the mirror before slipping it on, running my finger over my heart where there should have been a scar, if not a gaping wound. Nothing so dramatic. Only a thin pink line. It would fade. Flawless. Aside from that mole that had always been there. I healed fast. Good to know.
Once dressed, true to form, I turned the volume up loud enough to block out all other sounds in the house. It had always driven our housekeeper crazy. Anne was almost constantly pounding on my door demanding I keep it down.
It was then I realized I hadn’t seen Anne anywhere. Surely they hadn’t…She hadn’t…
I turned the music up louder, to the point where I could feel the bass in my bones and threw myself into my unchoreographed dancing. I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t change anything, anyway. I lost myself in my movement and in the music. Each hop, turn, and slide shook another thought loose from my head until there was nothing left. I had nearly fourteen years of formal dance training, but I used none of it now. I didn’t want to feel perfectly aligned, I wanted to feel nothing and everything all at once.
The speakers blasted out song ten before I realized I wasn’t getting tired. As a human I would have collapsed by now. Fine, one check on the pro side of being a vampire. I kept dancing. I didn’t stop until the last song ended. As the final note died away I reigned in my limbs, falling backwards across my bed. I panted, wondering if I really had to or if it was just habit now, and let my eyes close. I had to admit, I felt better. After almost a week of dying and a day of futile resistance I needed to feel alive. My heart beat, strong inside my chest, and I no longer felt even the slightest bit cold. I remembered the taste of the blood, and while my human memories cringed, my new vampire cravings reveled as though it was chocolate or mint chocolate chip ice cream.
Reconciling the two would be a challenge.
I stretched out, feeling each muscle in my body pull pleasantly. I wondered about the reflexes Rhys had demonstrated to me on that first day. Yesterday? It seemed so long ago. I had caught his hand before it could close around my throat, but what else could I do? He had said something about vampires having descent reflexes, even when they were young, which implied that as they got older they got better at things.
I was ready to learn. Which figured, since he had finally left me alone.
He’d been gone for a long time, though. Maybe he would be back soon. I opened my eyes, intending to roll over and get up. But instead of seeing my plain white door, a dainty white skirt paired with a bright yellow blouse greeted me, and even though I currently saw the world upside down, there was no mistaking the perfect blonde bob that topped it all off.
Crap. I scrambled to get off my back and to my feet, making sure the bed was kept between us. Why was she here? I didn’t think Rhys would have sent her for me after the way he spoke to her outside. But the alternative was even worse. She had come on her own. And I didn’t trust her.
Her expression remained calm. “That took you far too long.”
It took me a moment longer to figure out what she meant. “You were watching me?”
“For some time.”
“Why?” And why had she changed her clothes to do so?
“Rhys asked me to come check on you.”
Traitor. Though what was to say he was even on my side to begin with? “I don’t need to be checked on. But in any case, I’m fine. You can report back to him now.”
She laughed, and the sound was all bells and wind chimes, the dark undertone nowhere to be heard. That wasn’t right. Her face wasn’t right, either. Her eyes sparkled with nothing but amusement, and good-natured amusement, at that. When she spoke again, I realized her voice had a completely different quality. One that didn’t make me want to hide behind someone bigger and stronger.
“I’m sorry, I’ve been rude. I should have introduced myself sooner. My name is Millie King, and I believe you’ve already had the somewhat skewed pleasure of meeting my sister.”
Sister? Well, that explained it. I felt like a vice had been released from my chest. My shoulders slumped with relief. “Kassandra Thomas. I have met your sister,” I said.
Millie smiled. It held none of the sinister traits her sister’s had. “And she was her usual shining self, I assume. I’m sorry about that. She’s really not as bad as she likes to make herself seem.”
Not as bad? “She slit a girl’s wrist and forced me to drink from it.”
“Oh,” she said, drawing it out as though in realization. “So that’s what Rhys is so angry at her about.”
I shrugged.
Millie looked thoughtful for a moment, then made a little contemplative sound before turning her attention back to me and smiling once again. “Well, please allow me to make up for her atrocious first impression. May I come in?”
My thoughts immediately defaulted to all the movies I had seen. “Do you need an invitation?”
“No,” she said with no sign of being insulted. “It’s simply good manners, don’t you agree?”
“I guess.” I drew myself up onto my bed, crossing my legs together. “Come on in.”
She did just that, gliding in with a grace my dance instructor would have killed for and sitting just as perfectly at the other edge of my bed after closing the door. “For privacy,” she said.
“Did Rhys really send you here?”
“Well, I volunteered.”
“Why? To do what?”
“He said he thought you might be more receptive to asking questions and listening now, but unfortunately he’s needed elsewhere and won’t be available for some time.”
“Doing what?”
“That I can’t tell you.” There was nothing but sincerity in her face, so I believed her. “Do you have any questions, or would you like me to simply start explaining things?”
I had one very important question, then she could tell me whatever she pleased. “Is it possible to live like this and never kill anyone?”
She laughed lightly, all bells again. I liked her laugh much better than her sister’s. “Oh, Kassandra, I think you and I are going to get along quite well.”
“Why is that?”
“Well, I’ve never had much stomach for killing, either. Unlike my sister. Let me think about the best way to explain all this.” She was quiet for a moment, collecting her thoughts while mine went wild. “Everyone is different,” she said after what seemed like forever to me. “Just like humans, we all have very unique personalities. After all, we were all once human ourselves. The basics don’t really change. At least in my experience. Of course, the cravings and needs of our new bodies do demand some changes. To answer your question, I suppose it is possible to drink what is needed and never kill. I myself have only drained a handful of humans in my hundred years or so of this life. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve met a vampire who’s never killed at least once when feeding. Most think I’m rather soft.”
“But it is possible.”
“Strictly speaking, I don’t see why not.”
I was elated. Free. I didn’t have to worry about killing anyone. It felt like a huge weight, one about the size of the Statue of Liberty, had been taken off my shoulders. I wanted to get up and dance around the room again.
“But,” Millie said, stopping my mental happy-dance dead in its tracks. “There are considerations other than simple feeding.”
Dammit. That could ruin everything. “Like what?” I asked, even though I didn’t think I wanted to know the answer.
“The bloodlust.”
Rhys had mentioned that before. “Like in the sun? Rhys already told me about that.”
“Yes, and no.” She shifted so she faced me more directly. “The sun strengthens the bloodlust, but you can learn to overcome that. However, there is another bloodlust, one that can’t be so easily controlled.”
“What do you mean?”
“We are hunters, Kassandra. Predators. Killers, even, though I like the term as much as you do, I think. Regardless, we can’t change the basic nature of our species. Hunting must be done, or else the instinct becomes bottled up until it bursts out in a most uncontrollable manner. Like all animals, all creatures, we must be allowed to do what is in our nature to do.”
“You mean like a hand-fed animal attacking a zookeeper.” My happy-dance writhed in death-throes in my head. There didn’t seem to be much hope for its resurrection.
“Yes. That is an accurate analogy.”
“So, what about it? Are you telling me I’ll have to kill at some point? Because if that’s the case then you can just—”
“Calm down. Let me finish.” She took my hand gently in her own, lowering it from where I had begun to make the universal gesture for cutting my throat. I thought maybe I heard a small blip on the heart monitor of my happy-dance, but didn’t get my hopes up. “The bloodlust is strong, stronger in some than in others. Everyone learns to keep theirs in check in their own way. But it’s more a need for the hunt, the chase, than the kill. For my sister, she embraces the lust. It keeps her mind intact if she simply gives in, and she was always more open to the idea than I was, anyway. For me, while I don’t enjoy killing as much as she does, I find that going out hunting once a month keeps the craving at bay.”
“Maybe because you like it less you need to give in less?”
She seemed to want to console me. I wondered what my expression looked like. I felt like being sick. “That seems a valid argument.”
“So maybe I can get away with never killing.”
“I will hope that’s true for you. Like I said, the hunt will quell the lust, but only if you give in and go. Ignoring the urges could have dire consequences. If you drive yourself to the edge and fall off, you’ll be even unhappier with yourself.”
I had a sudden vision of myself on a killing spree, bloody humans cast all about my feet. I didn’t want that. But how did I stop myself? Kill once a month like Millie? I didn’t like that idea, either.
“You’ll especially want to be careful if you take on a feeder. You wouldn’t want to kill him or her accidentally because you let yourself go too long.”
“A feeder?”
One perfectly plucked eyebrow rose up until it practically hit her hairline. “Rhys hasn’t mentioned this to you yet?”
I was suddenly resentful, though I had no way of knowing if I would even like this concept of a feeder. “No, he failed to mention any such thing.”
Millie rose from my bed and held out her hand. “Well then, let’s go for a little walk.”
 



Chapter Three: Instinct
I stared at her hand like it contained the plague. A plague I had already contracted, but a plague, nonetheless. I got off my bed without her help. “Where are we going?”
She smiled, all sweetness and innocence. “You’ll see.”
Ugh. I stayed right where I was as she turned and headed out the door, my attention drawn to the silver box that contained my father’s ashes. Playing nice with the vampires who had murdered my father and stolen my life was not at the top of my To-Do-List, and while Millie seemed nice enough, all the talk of hunting and killing had squashed what little illusion of normalcy I had almost cooked up for myself.
Unfortunately I also had this damnable natural curiosity. Millie had been just non-threatening enough that I found myself giving into my boredom and inquisitiveness. I grumbled and stomped my way after her, making sure my unhappiness about the entire situation was clear.
Millie just smiled at me and tucked her short blonde hair behind one ear as she glided down the hall. “Is there anything I could tell you to put you more at ease?”
The question came to me instantly. “Did you choose this?”
“Being a vampire?” She didn’t seem all that surprised. “Madge chose it. After she had been turned she approached me and offered the same. I couldn’t imagine life without my sister.”
“So that’s a yes.”
“I suppose it is. Though I admit, I didn’t give myself much time to really think it through. So at the same time, it’s a bit of a no.”
I felt only a bit better. “Is anyone ever given a choice?
“Well, considering the fact that we guard the secret of our existence very closely, the answer to that is, very rarely. If a person was given the choice, then chose against becoming one of us, we would risk exposure.” She had led the way down the second floor hallway and stopped now in front of one of the three guest rooms in my old house. “However, there are exceptions to every rule, and there are humans who know of us and live amongst us.”
She pushed open the door without a sound. When, and why, had they taken care of all the squeaking that went on in this house? I never would have thought vampires had a thing for perfectly oiled hinges.
I had always called this the White Room, seeing as how it had been decorated predominantly in white. All the guestrooms were like that—color themed. The white remained, but it seemed Millie had moved in most fully. A colorful quilt I didn’t recognize had been draped across the bed, and black and white pictures of people I had never seen before adorned the dresser and vanity. Remembering my earlier musing, I crept in and picked up the closest one. Clearly from the twenties, Millie and Madge stood in front of what must have been a skyscraper, dressed in the highest fashion. They wore smiles and kicked up their feet. Interesting. The next frame held something more like what I had expected. A group of people, men and women, ranging in age from the very young—an infant was held by a woman sitting in front—to the elderly. I could see Mille and Madge at the center, their hair long, hanging past their shoulders. Instead of steel buildings, a small country home served as the backdrop. No one smiled.
“My family,” Millie said, looking over my shoulder.
“Why didn’t anyone smile back then?”
She laughed. “We didn’t have the benefit of seeing the picture before it was developed. And we had to stay very still.” Gently, she lifted the frame from my hand and set it back. “I will gladly show you my pictures at another time. Right now, what I want you to see is over here.”
She took my hand and turned me, and the first thing I noticed was the smell.
It was intoxicating. I wondered how I hadn’t noticed it before. But then again, I hadn’t been near a human since my turning, aside from the woman outside, and I had been far too distracted by all my other cravings to notice if she had smelled as good. I wanted him.
Tall, with broad shoulders that could have easily been twice my own width. He was the very definition of tall, dark, and handsome. Chiseled features accompanied what was clearly an equally chiseled chest beneath a navy blue tee-shirt. My brain short-circuited.
Millie must have sensed my insane need to lunge at him, because she kept her hand securely wrapped around mine. I knew without testing her strength that I wouldn’t be able to get farther than two or three inches.
“This is Brody,” she said. “My feeder.”
“Uh, nice to meet you.” I wasn’t sure what the correct sentiment would be.
He smiled. His teeth were just as damned perfect as everything else. “The pleasure is mine.”
When no one said anything else, I glanced nervously at Millie. She simply looked at me, like she expected me to ask questions. Where the hell had she found this guy, is what I really wanted to ask. She must have pulled him straight off one of those hot guy calendars. However, since that would have been rude, I came up with something else. “How long have you been Millie’s…” I couldn’t say feeder. It sounded way too twisted.
Brody obviously knew what I meant anyway. “About six years. Since I was twenty-one.”
The length of time surprised me. He’d survived living with all these human-eaters for that long? Millie had managed not to lose control for six long years. Or maybe six wasn’t really so long when you lived forever.
Millie released my hand, trusting I wouldn’t go anywhere, and tucked herself against Brody’s side. “I met him at a bookshop,” she said. “And I knew instantly that he was for me.” She looked up at his face, he was a good head taller than her, and that’s when I saw it.
She loved him. And he loved her.
She was in love with her food. And I was getting really confused. I didn’t say anything, just stared at them dumbly.
Chimes rang through the air again as Millie laughed. She did that a lot. “Oh, Kassandra. You look so utterly perplexed. I simply wanted to show you that feeders are not abused slaves. Brody is quite a good friend to me.”
“Uh huh.”
“Would you like to see how it works?”
“I think I can figure that out for myself, thanks.” No way was I watching her bite him. I had a feeling it would seem all too intimate. Already the hand he had placed on her lower back and slowly lowered little by little was making me squirm with discomfort. It was nice—for them. I didn’t need to be witness.
Suddenly Millie unwound herself from him and took both my hands, pulling me back towards the door. “Let’s continue our walk.” She shimmied me back out into the hall, then, without letting go of one of my hands, ducked back inside for a brief moment. I could smell Brody close by again. She returned, and closed the door with a promise to be back later.
The door muffled his scent a bit, and I chased the thoughts of it away. “Do all humans smell like that?”
“Yes, and no. They all smell a bit differently, so do we, but most humans will smell rather appetizing to you.”
“Great.”
“Like all things, it gets easier with time.”
“You love him.” The words slipped out as I thought them. I glanced over at her, trying to gauge whether or not I had said the wrong thing. I had all sorts of new skills now, but I was sure she knew how to use them far better than I did.
But she didn’t attack. Her eyes took on that same bright look they had had when she looked at Brody. “I suppose I do,” she said.
“Will you turn him?”
“It’s been discussed.”
Anything more didn’t feel like my business, so I let it go.
“Your pictures,” I said, changing the subject. “Was that New York?”
“Mm hmmm. I was born in eighteen ninety-eight. And it was nineteen twenty-two when I was turned.”
So many things made sense now. “You were a flapper.”
She shook her head, making her hair swing from side to side. “My hair didn’t give me away?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it until now.” I reached up and began fingering my own brown hair, hanging just past my shoulders and lingering near the bright-side of being manageably wavy. “Does that mean my hair is stuck like this?”
“Goodness, no. Madge and I simply prefer having our hair this way. Though I will warn you, cutting and growing your hair is a bigger challenge as a vampire.”
“Why is that?”
“Well, strictly speaking we aren’t alive. The more full we are with human blood the easier it is to accomplish human things like growing our hair, but even then it takes much longer.”
Good thing I didn’t have any real plans to cut my hair anytime soon. “So, it’s kind of like the whole body temperature thing? The more blood we drink, the warmer we are?”
“Yes. I’m glad to know Rhys explained at least one thing to you.”
“It was kind of the first thing I noticed,” I admitted, remembering how cold I had been. That memory alone might have proven enough to keep me drinking a steady diet of blood. And then I got curious about something else. “Is Rhys really close to five hundred years old?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice sparkling with amusement. “Do you not believe him?”
“Not exactly, it’s just Madge called him ‘brother’. I was wondering what she meant by that.”
“He’s only our brother in this life. Clearly, we were never human together, but ever since we were turned we’ve been a part of his family.”
“What family?”
“I’ll let Rhys explain that to you.”
I snorted.
“Is something funny?”
“Just the idea that Rhys could explain anything to me.” I spun on my heel and propelled myself down the stairs to the first floor. I had done this very same thing a thousand times—teenage temper and all that—but this time I moved faster than expected. My feet missed the last half-dozen steps and I landed on my butt, knocking my way down to the finely polished wood floor of the front hall.
Millie glided down the steps I had stumbled over and knelt at my side. “Are you all right?”
I was embarrassed as hell. Nothing was worse than falling down the stairs. “Isn’t that a stupid question to ask an immortal?”
She just smiled kindly. “I didn’t mean physically. You’re faster now than you were before.”
“Whatever.” I peeled myself off the floor, surprised at the lack of pain running through my backside. The only thing bruised was my pride. I headed for the kitchen.
We had state-of-the-art everything—a gas stove, flat-top stove, three ovens, one with a rotisserie, and the biggest refrigerator I had ever seen. I loved coming down here in the middle of the night when I couldn’t sleep. I’d spent countless nights on the black and white tiled floor eating chocolate cake, mint ice cream, or anything else I could get my hands on.
I wanted some of that now. Chocolate fixed everything.
Millie’s white flats tapped lightly against the linoleum as she made her way to the island that stood at the center of the room. Folding her arms, she leaned on the black granite counter top.
I went to the giant refrigerator and pulled open the stainless steel door. Amongst the necessities of milk, orange juice, eggs, and butter sat one lone piece of triple chocolate cake. Another of Samantha’s specialties. Almost as good as the brownies.
It didn’t smell as tempting as I remembered. A dark cloud of despair washed over me suddenly. “Do vampires eat food?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer unless it was yes.
I heard Millie sigh before answering me. “We can. But it doesn’t hold the same pleasure it once did. And our bodies have no real need for it. Most eat in the first months, or even years, but after that they relinquish even that bit of their human past.”
I closed the door and listened to the air hiss out. I wasn’t hungry.
“I know it seems difficult now,” Millie said, “but—”
“Difficult?” I turned to face her. “Difficult? I’d say this is more than difficult! It’s maddening! Ridiculous! Unfair! Unnatural!”
“Kassandra, please don’t—”
Her placating tone made every last nerve I had snap. “Don’t? Don’t what?” I grabbed a bag of chips from the basket on the island and shook it in her face. “Don’t eat chips? I love chips!” I threw the bag at her. “I love cookies and candy and hamburgers and a good turkey dinner, and now what? I can’t have them! And what do I get in return? Blood! Not a fair trade.”
She looked sympathetic, but not nearly enough. “No one ever said it was fair.”
“Then why the hell am I doing this?”
“Because you were chosen.”
“And what if I don’t want to be chosen?”
“It’s too late for that.”
“Well, that just sucks, doesn’t it?” I slapped the basket of snacks off the counter and headed into the dining room.
A mistake if I ever made one. This was the room where I had tried to warn my father. My breath hitched in my throat. With one simple glance at the high-backed wooden chairs that lined the long table dominating the richly decorated room, I thought I would cry.
No way would I let that happen. I translated my tears into more anger.
“Where’s Rhys?”
“He’s busy.” Her voice wasn’t far. She had followed, as I knew she would.
But her answer wasn’t good enough. “Where?” I practically screamed the word.
Like a dam had been let loose, a multitude of scents suddenly flooded my senses. I could smell Millie behind me, lilacs and clean laundry. How had I not noticed before? And there was another scent, not as close, but more familiar. Another that I hadn’t really been aware of before, but now I knew it. The closest comparison I could come up with was fresh earth, or the air right after a rain storm. How anyone could smell like that, I didn’t know. But I knew who did. There was no mistaking it, even beside the completely unfamiliar scent of fire, steel, and gunpowder. I moved. My father’s study. I knew I wasn’t wanted inside. Knew because I was certain of who lay within, but I wanted to prove it to myself. I heard Millie draw breath to stop me, but I grabbed the handle and threw open the door before she could get any further. I saw his face in my mind, even before I set eyes on him.
Rhys.
He didn’t look particularly happy to be interrupted. Neither did the man he had been speaking with. Rhys stared at me for a moment like he wasn’t sure who or what I was, but then it became absolutely clear. His gaze switched from my face to over my shoulder.
“Millie, what is she doing here?”
I took a brief moment to size up the second man, or undead corpse. No mistake, he was the one who had approached my father. Taller than Rhys, and nothing but lean muscle, he reminded me of a well-honed weapon.
That didn’t stop me from going ahead with my outburst.
“Which one of you killed my father?”
They both went stone still.
“Kassandra,” Millie’s tone held a hint of warning, and I sensed her hand reaching for my shoulder.
I shrugged her off before she even touched me. “No. I want to know.” I hadn’t taken my eyes off the two men. “Who did it? Tell me now.”
The nameless man, the one I had figured for the leader before, answered me. “Neither of us. A man named Dagger carried out the act. It was against orders. He has been dealt with.”
Dagger. What a great name. I felt my face go hot, my muscles tense. I wanted him dead suddenly. I’d never felt something like that before. Not even when I had been told of my mother’s murder. Maybe it was the blood I had drunk only hours before. “I hope ‘dealt with’ means dead.”
“It does.”
Comforting. But my anger wasn’t quite satisfied. “And he did this alone?”
Another moment of reluctance before I got my answer. “Madge was present, but she couldn’t stop him.”
“Where is she?”
Rhys’s expression shifted from shocked to curiously appalled. A line appeared in his forehead, directly over his right brow. “Absolutely not.”
“Why not?” I put myself right in his space, not tall enough to be nose to nose, but close enough. “Isn’t that what you wanted? For me to embrace my new self and act like the killer I am now?”
“That is not what I want.”
“Well, that’s just too bad. Too bad for you, just like everything is too bad for me. Where is she?”
“And after I tell you, what do you plan on doing about it? You can’t even walk down the stairs without tripping.”
Every thought I had stopped short. He couldn’t possibly know that. Millie had been the only one even close by. Unless…
“Are you spying on me?”
“I’m a vampire. I can hear everything that goes on in this house. Can’t you?”
I didn’t like the way he said that, clearly mocking me. “No, I can’t. My teacher sucks.”
“You have so far proven to be a terrible student.”
“Well, here’s your shot. I’m ready.” He could teach me how to control all these new abilities, and then I could confront Madge about my father.
Rhys stared me down for a moment longer, then smiled. It was an evil smile, as far as I was concerned. “Cade, you wouldn’t mind giving Kassandra a crash course in vampire abilities, would you?”
“Certainly not.”
Crap. I’d always had really good intuition. I mean really good. Mom had been nearly convinced it was some sort of gift. Yeah, right. Knowing when the shit was about to hit the fan just before it happened didn’t constitute a gift, it constituted an irritation. I knew I was in trouble now. I knew I was about to be very sorry I couldn’t control my mouth.
The impact was like hitting a wall, or rather, having a wall hit me with the speed of a car on the highway. The air felt like it had suddenly been forced away, like a vacuum or an implosion. The first thing I noticed was the sunlight, followed by the realization that I had stopped. Glad I didn’t really need to breathe, since the breath would have been knocked out of me otherwise, I hesitantly fingered the grass at my sides and below me.
I was outside again. The backyard this time. A lot more space. The better to teach me with, I was sure.
Cade stood over me, silent and serious. Rhys and Millie were right behind him. I did my best to give them all a dirty, rather than shocked, look. I had no idea how much time had passed since Rhys’s request in the study, but I was fairly certain it hadn’t been more than a few seconds. Cade was fast.
I wanted to be that fast.
If I couldn’t die, I might as well make the best of things. Then maybe I could avenge my father.
“Teach me to do that.”
Much to my satisfaction, Rhys looked utterly stunned. Ha.
“Stand up,” Cade said. I did so quickly. “It’s the same as learning to walk, to run. You have more speed available to you now, and you have to control it.” He turned, and pointed at the huge oak that grew at the very back of the lawn. I had climbed it as a child—and just the other week. “Run at the tree, but stop before you hit.”
“Are you kidding me?”
The corner of his mouth drew upwards. It was the most expression I’d seen on his face. “Not at all. Run as you would when you were human, but push yourself to go faster. Don’t hit the tree.”
God I hoped this wasn’t a trick. I studied the tree and the distance to it. A straight line, nothing more, and nothing in my way. It couldn’t be that hard. Could it? “Just run to the tree?”
“Just run.”
Ugh. There was clearly some sort of private joke going on. I could see it on all their faces. Whatever. I stretched out my legs a bit, then took off.
At first nothing felt different. Then, when I had hit what had been my top speed, I pushed further. I heard that same strange sucking sound as the air whizzed by, much like it had when Cade had grabbed me. Most miraculously, I could still see where I was going. I felt exhilarated. The tree was within sight, so close now.
It took about half a second for me to realize there was no way I would be stopping on time. Don’t hit the tree. Very funny.
I smashed into the trunk with every ounce of speed I had squeezed out of my body. All I managed to do in preparation was throw my arms up in front of my face. The wood splintered all around me and my feet slid forward even as the rest of my body was held back by the thick trunk. I landed flat on my back, having been left behind by my uncontrollable legs. Wood chips and splinters scattered all around. I coughed and spit out leaves and bark, sitting up to clear my throat with more ease. Dirt covered my legs up to the knee and my heels were buried in the ground. I ached from the force of the impact, but a quick glance at my arms told me I had sustained only minor cuts and bruises. Yay for immortality and a nearly indestructible body. But my tree was destroyed.
I could sense the three of them behind me. Or, more accurately, I could smell them. “I get it. It’s not so easy.”
Millie came around and offered me a hand up. I took it. “You actually didn’t do all that poorly,” she said, though her tone was clearly one of an adult encouraging a child. “You did manage to run successfully. I tripped over my own feet the first time.”
“Something to look forward to.” I brushed the debris from my clothes before turning to face the other two. “All right, so how do I stop?”
“Practice,” Cade said.
Rhys plucked a large section of tree from the ground. “And you’ll want to be careful not to break everything in your path. You’re stronger now, too.” He flipped the wood in his hand once, then hurled it at what remained of the top of the tree, now sideways on the ground. The collision popped against the air, leaving the branches nothing to cling to. What had once been a magnificent old tree was now nothing more than firewood. While saddened by it, it made their point crystal clear.
“Got it,” I said.
“One more thing.” Cade made a quick hand gesture and both Millie and Rhys took a single step back. My nerves did a series of flips. “Dodge.”
“Dodge what?”
The end of my question ended up a scream. I threw myself to the side, but Cade still got this hand around my wrist. I ended up right against his body, his other hand locked loosely around my throat. “You’ll have to learn to defend yourself,” he said.
“Defend myself? Aren’t you the peace-bringers?”
“The vampire world is just like the human world. Different opinions, different beliefs. Sometimes, they clash.”
Oh, great. “Sounds like a blast.” He released me and I stepped back until my heels hit a large piece of tree trunk. I shook out the wrist he had grabbed then went to rub my neck, but the discomfort I expected wasn’t there. Other than the sensation of being recently touched, there was nothing.
He was good.
“You’re Rhys’s responsibility,” he said. “So I’ll leave you to him. But be on guard. Don’t be surprised if I decide to test you without notice.”
“Gee, you really know how to make a girl feel comfortable.”
“It’s important. There are dangers out there you can’t begin to imagine.”
I was surrounded by vampires. My imagination was a little more bendy than usual. But he didn’t seem the joking type. “I believe you.”
He nodded, satisfied, I guess, that I had been convinced. Then he gave his attention to the others as though I didn’t exist. “Rhys, we’ll finish our discussion later. Millie, I have something I need you to do.”
She followed him inside after smiling at me yet again. I wondered if her mouth ever hurt, or if the muscles in her face were just really strong after more than a century of smiling. I wondered, too, why they walked inside at a normal human pace.
“Why walk so slowly when you can move faster? Is it always so much work?”
“No, once you learn to control the speed it takes no effort at all. But why use it when you don’t really need it? Short distances like from here to the house are no great feat, and we do like to enjoy the fresh air.”
Made sense, I guess. I was getting rather excited about all these new abilities, against my better judgment. Once I could run that fast without killing everything in my path, I’d be doing quite a bit of it. Speed walking was going to take on a whole new meaning. I giggled at the thought of showing all the old ladies at the mall every morning a thing or two.
Rhys watched me, clearly pondering my sanity. It only made me laugh more.
“So,” I said once I was done, “what do I get to learn now, oh wise one?”
“Basic control. And you’ll have to make a decision about feeding.”
“You mean whether or not I want a feeder?” My new knowledge surprised him. “Millie introduced me to Brody, and the basic concept.”
“Good. Is that the course you want to pursue?”
“No. I want to not drink blood at all. But it seems like the least destructive route, so yeah, I guess.”
“Then let’s practice not breaking things when you hold them. Humans are rather fragile.”
Yippee.
 



Chapter Four: Feeder
I wasn’t allowed to pick my own feeder. Not that I wanted to. Apparently, it was all some big to-do. Rhys had refused to pick for me, so Millie had taken the job. Rhys did, however, have to approve.
“I’m telling you, Rhys, she won’t be comfortable biting a girl.”
“She’s not going to be comfortable biting anyone.”
I’d been secretly listening to them argue the matter for some time. Honestly, it was amusing, and educational. It surprised me how well both of them knew me after such a short amount of time.
Any time Rhys had some pressing matter to attend to, Millie came to keep me company. Or babysit me, which was closer to the truth, but I preferred to think it was purely because she enjoyed my riveting conversational skills. Not that she didn’t like me. She did, and I liked her. Millie was smart. She had been a stenographer before she was turned, and had worked for the head of some huge New York company. She refused to tell me which one. Since then she did a lot of reading and kept track of just about everything the family, as they called it, did. While she hadn’t told me about anyone outside of herself, her sister, Rhys and Cade, I had gotten the impression that the family was much larger, and very important in the grand scheme of things. After all, they had usurped my father. Just like in every other country the vampires had visited, the United States was close to finding a solution to the seemingly never-ending war. It was all over the news. Of course, it was easy to come to peace agreements when the leaders of enemy countries were no longer enemies, but more vampires and all a part of the same movement. I hadn’t worn Millie down enough to get all those details, but I was close. The day before she had almost slipped. Next time I’d get her. Or maybe Rhys.
Rhys had spent the last five days working on my control. Fun times. His method of teaching was a bit unconventional, at least in my opinion. When he had first explained our learning-filled activity I had informed him he was completely and utterly insane. First of all, as I had explained to him, my hand-eye coordination sucked. My whole life, any time I caught anything I was left stunned. He had thrown things anyway. Fragile, breakable things. At first they broke on the floor, but once I got the hang of catching things on a regular basis, they broke in my too-strong grip. Not exactly encouraging. Currently, I had successfully caught and not broken a grand total of nine things ranging from kitchen glasses to Christmas ornaments. Apparently that made me ready to hold the life of a human being in my clumsy hands. I had argued, but Rhys was tired of bringing me fresh-squeezed blood in glasses since I refused to bite anyone random.
And so the race to find my feeder had begun. And oh, how amusing it had been. This wasn’t the first argument they had had on the subject. The day before I had heard them debate specific names, or people more accurately. Rhys didn’t seem to like any of the possibilities Millie had come up with.
“We can’t afford to have just anyone around,” he explained after I had badgered him about what the big deal was the night before. “We have to trust the people we let close to us.”
So many complications in this life. What did they think would happen? No way a human could kill a vampire without help. Especially when suffering from chronic blood loss. I had said as much, but both Rhys and Millie just looked at me like I was an idiot who needed correcting. Like there was something I still didn’t know.
Yet, they didn’t feel the need to fill me in.
Their current argument devolved into an indistinguishable hum. Dammit. I still wasn’t that good a listener. Why did all this vampire nonsense have to be learned? In all the movies the power was instant. Unfair.
Well, I couldn’t understand them anymore, but I could very easily open the door and walk in. No way they didn’t know I was lingering outside, anyway. Sure enough, they were annoyed, but not surprised, to see me when I did just that.
“Sorry, couldn’t help but overhear. You know how it is. Superhuman hearing. Rather uncontrollable at my age.” I grinned sweetly to top it all off.
“Just like an American to eavesdrop.”
“You know, Rhys, I’m getting tired of all your American cracks.”
“Then stop acting like one.”
“Stop it, both of you,” Millie said, sitting in the biggest and most comfortable leather chair in my father’s study, straightening her skirt as she spoke. “Kassandra, it may actually be a good thing you’re here.”
“Oh?” Most of the time I felt like I was indefinitely in the way. In my own home, nonetheless. Which I was still pissed about, but as my mother had always said, there’s no point in dwelling on what you cannot change.
“I think I’ve finally found the perfect feeder for you.” She said it like she had found the perfect birthday present.
“Goody,” I said.
“I’ve opted for a male over a female, as you’ve no doubt already heard.”
“Male? God, Millie, you’re not buying me a puppy. Say you picked a guy.”
“Fine. A guy over a girl. Does that suit you?”
“None of this suits me. Rhys was right on that part.”
“Don’t give Rhys a reason to gloat, please.” The dirty look on her face went right over my shoulder to where he stood behind me. I could only imagine what he retaliated with.
“Yeah, sure, a guy’s fine. I guess.” How was I supposed to know? Millie had Brody and that was a rather intimate affair. Cade bit anything that walked by, as did Madge, though supposedly they did both keep feeders from time to time. Rhys had avoided the conversation thus far, but I’d yet to see him with anyone. So with only one example how should I know what the best option was? “I can always change later, right?”
“Yes.” Rhys answering from behind surprised me. I hadn’t expected him to chime in.
I spun around to look at him. I had unconsciously avoided the act until that moment, and as soon as I was aware of that fact, I was also aware of why. My heart thumped once against my chest, something it did less and less now. Most of the time it remained completely still. But not when I looked at him. It was kind of annoying. More so when my knees turned to Jell-O at the same time, but that only happened if I made direct eye contact. Like now.
“For someone who didn’t want to pick my feeder, you sure do have a lot to say about it,” I said with as much edge as possible. I wanted to look away from his impossibly blue eyes, but that would have lessened the force of what I hoped was an impressive derogatory expression, so instead I forced my knees to remain solid.
“I explained this to you,” he said. “It’s an important decision and not to be taken lightly.”
“Trust me, I may be many things, but taking this lightly is not one of them. You’re putting someone’s life in my hands. Against my will, I might add.”
“Well,” Millie slapped her hands on her thighs before standing. “If we’re settled on this, then I’ll be leaving now to go pick him up. Do try not to annoy one another to death before I get back.”
I blinked and missed her leaving. I really needed to get better at this. But speaking of annoying one another to death…
“Why haven’t I met your feeder yet?” There was no possible way he could dodge the subject now.
As expected, Rhys’s neck tightened the way it always did when I thoroughly exasperated him. It was the one thing I was good at in this new life and so I practiced often. Didn’t want to lose my touch.
“My feeder isn’t here.” He started walking and I followed close at his heels. With Millie gone, he wouldn’t lose me. I was hardly ever left alone.
“But you do have one.”
“Yes.”
“Guy or girl?”
He gave me a sideways glance that was probably supposed to make me shut up, but I just nudged him in the ribs and repeated the question. He grumbled and looked away, but he answered. “Girl.”
“Ah. Is it like with Millie and Brody?”
“No.”
He answered that one right away. Interesting. “So why isn’t she here? Don’t you need to eat?”
“She’s not here because I didn’t bring her.”
“But she’ll be coming eventually, right? Why do I have to ask for every little detail specifically?”
“Yes, she’s coming. And you have to ask, because I don’t really want to answer.”
“And yet you do.”
“I’m hoping it will gain me some peace later.”
“How am I supposed to learn if you don’t tell me anything?” No response. “Ha! I got you on that one.”
“You’re very nosey, do you know that?”
“Only when someone makes it fun.”
That familiar growl escaped his throat and he turned down the hall, heading towards the back of the house. I followed in silence for a while. I could play nice. But I still had a million more questions and I wanted them answered while he seemed willing. I waited until he had led me through the den and out into the backyard before starting up again.
“So what happens now?”
“What do you mean?”
I ducked into the shade of the closest tree. It had been a while since I’d eaten and the damned sun made me uncomfortable. “Well, you’ve taken over, and from what I’ve heard most of the fighting has stopped. What happens now?”
“We put things back together.” He stood clear in the middle of the yard, the sun glistening off his pitch black hair and giving his lightly tanned skin a subtle glow. My heart rammed my ribs again. Damned hormones. “Come over here.”
“No thanks. I like the shade. You really don’t look much like a vampire standing there in the sun.” I studied my own arms. Pale as the winter snow, which really was normal for me, but I usually looked better than this. I had always made it a point to spend time outside so I didn’t look like the walking dead. Funny how things turned out.
“That’s the point. Now come over here.”
There was something different in the way he said it this time. I had already taken two steps before I realized I had moved. I pulled myself to a stop and not for the first time I felt a funny little pain at the back of my skull. “How do you do that?”
“Do what?” He looked so innocent.
“Make me listen to you. It’s not the first time.” I hopped back into the shade, wondering what he would do about it.
I could practically see him debating over whether or not to give me the answer. I was just about to ask again when he spoke. “I sired you. You have to listen.”
“Excuse me?”
“A vampire is bonded to the one who turned him. Disobeying a direct command will result in pain,” he tapped the back of his head. “Right here.”
My pain had already faded, but it had never been unbearable to begin with. “Not much of a deterrent. I’ve had worse headaches.”
“The pain is relative to the force of the command. I’ve never forced my will on you, just given very persuasive suggestions.”
“So what happens if you really, really mean it?”
“You would be incapacitated with pain.”
“Oh.” All this time he had been being nice to me. Now I felt bad for giving him such a hard time. “So you could force me to do anything?”
“Not really. I can want you to do anything, and if you resisted then you’d have to deal with the pain.”
“Have you ever felt it?”
“Yes.”
“How bad is it?”
“I agreed to do as I was told afterwards.”
That bad. “Nothing aspirin would fix, huh?”
“A few have gone mad from trying to resist.”
“Fun.”
“I won’t do that to you.”
The admission shocked me. “What?”
“I won’t ever give you a direct command if I can help it. Though now that you know what I’ve been doing my ability to quietly persuade you will be diminished.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why won’t you do that to me? I’m difficult, I know. I’m working at it.”
“Because it was done to me, though only once. Trust works better. Now come here so I can show you something.”
I was completely stunned. Never in a million years had I expected Rhys to have that level of compassion, especially for me. Though, he had been exceptionally patient with me those first days, and when Madge had forced me to drink. He could have made his life a million times easier just by ordering me around, but he hadn’t. Crap. Now I was the jerk.
Sighing, I resigned myself. But just for appearances sake…“Say please.”
“No.”
“All right then.” I took a deep breath and stepped into the sun.
“It gets easier, but only if you build up a tolerance.”
I bounced anxiously as I walked, feeling the burning thirst grow in my throat. I tried to distract myself. “So how come I’m so pale and you’re not?”
“Because I go in the sun and I drink fresh human blood.”
“Oh. So tanning and being inhuman will make me look more human.”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.”
“Swell.”
“You need to get used to this or you’ll never blend in.”
“Blend in with what?” I stopped once I had reached him. The sun was way too hot and my desire for blood was far too appealing.
“The humans.”
I laughed. “Why would I need to do that?”
“The world won’t be like this forever. Eventually, we’ll fade back into myths and fairytales.”
“I have a feeling this goes back to my earlier question of what happens now.”
“We stabilize the governments and remain in power until then. Once we’re certain the humans can handle things again without killing themselves, we phase our way out.”
“And you just enslave the human race until then?”
He rolled his eyes. “I’d hardly call it enslavement. Don’t be dramatic.”
“Another bad habit of Americans.” He just smiled at me. “You make it sound so easy.”
“We’ve done it before. Though never on this large a scale. We’ve worried that a country or nation would destroy itself before, but never the whole world.”
“You’ve meddled in the affairs of humans before?”
“Many times.”
“World War I?”
“No. Things were under control.”
“World War II?”
“Also under control.”
Jeeze. “But not now?”
“This war has gone on for twenty years. The Middle East is unrecognizable. Smaller countries have been swallowed up by larger, and the world powers are at each other’s throats. It was time to step in.”
Sadly, it made sense.
He pulled a coin from his pocket. “Take this from me.”
I groaned. “More lessons?” When he flipped the coin into the air without a word, I took that as a yes. As if dealing with standing in the sun wasn’t enough. Using the elastic I had around my wrist, I threw my hair up into a ponytail. The breeze felt good on the back of my neck, and cooled the urgency of the thirst. That, and last time my hair had been down during one of these little sessions, I had ended up flat on my face. I wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. “Fine. Let’s go. What is that thing anyway?” It didn’t look like a quarter.
“An Irish sixpence. Are you going to take it from me, or not?”
“Like I actually have a chance.”
“You won’t know until you try.”
I lunged before he finished speaking. Element of surprise and all that. My finger just brushed the silver of the coin when he pulled away the first time. I stumbled to a stop, twisting around to glare at him. He stood less than two feet away, walking the coin over the backs of his fingers. Cool. “How do you do that?”
“Practice. Try again.”
“I’d rather learn the coin trick.”
“Get the coin and I’ll teach you.”
Nothing like a little incentive. I didn’t lunge this time. Instead, I watched the coin flip back and forth, sliding effortlessly over his hand. I took one step, then two, putting myself toe to toe with him. The coin continued its little journey across the back of his hand. I felt Rhys’s gaze on my face and so I met it. For one brief moment I forgot about the coin. Then I struck.
I was positive I had the coin pressed against my palm, but then I was flat on my back, sun glaring into my eyes and reflecting off the surface of the coin where Rhys held it just above my face. His other hand had my wrist pressed firmly into the ground and he was sitting on me.
“If you took that back after I had it, that’s cheating.”
“You touched it, but you never had it.”
“Close doesn’t count, huh?”
“Not in this life.”
“You’re crushing me.” Forget the fact that I liked it. Just a little.
“Hardly.” He stood anyway, and offered me a hand up—the hand without the coin.
I brushed off and pulled a twig from my hair. “Don’t I get any credit at all?”
“You’re doing much better. I have the coin with me at all times. First opening you see, take it.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.” The coin disappeared into the pocket of his jeans. If I could get it out of there…
Damned teenage hormones.
 
 
Millie got back around dinnertime, not that any of us were eating. And she wasn’t alone. I sat with Rhys, Cade, and Madge in the parlor, calculating the possibilities of snagging the coin that was now in the back pocket of Rhys’s jeans. He moved it periodically, probably to make sure I was paying attention. Cade had joined us only minutes before and was carrying on one of those practically silent conversations with Rhys. Madge had been reading a fashion magazine, alternating scoffing with sounds of admiration. I made it a point not to draw her attention. When Millie knocked on the open door in an unnecessary gesture to announce her presence, her twin was the first to react. Madge took one look behind Millie and burst into laughter.
“Him?” she choked out in between hysterics. “You picked him?” The laughter continued.
I’d never really seen Millie angry, but she was at that moment. Her green eyes seemed like a poisonous fire, directed solely at her twin sister. “It’s not your business, Madge. Get out if you can’t be an adult.”
The magazine Madge had been reading fell to the floor when she stood. With a polite hand over her mouth, she stifled her laughs, but the malice remained in her eyes. “Honestly, Millie, of all the feeders to pick.”
“If you knew the first thing about feeders you would realize he’s perfect.”
I craned my neck, but whoever they were talking about—my feeder—kept out of sight in the hall.
“I know feeders are a silly indulgence,” Madge said, running her hand over her hair to make sure it was as perfect as always. “I’m going out.”
The way she said those last words left me no doubt as to what she meant. Hunting. My skin turned cold as I watched her brush by her sister. I had friends out there. Human friends who Madge would see as nothing more than fast food. My hands started to shake, and I stumbled out of my chair. Rhys caught me by the shoulders before I got more than two steps.
“We have our secrecy to protect,” he said. “She won’t kill.”
I studied his face, making sure he wasn’t lying. He didn’t seem to be. I nodded dumbly and worked to get myself under control. I’d never thought about the danger the people I’d been living with posed to my friends and family on the outside before. “Can—can I make a list?” I whispered the question so if the answer was no I could pretend I had never asked it in the first place. “A list of people to keep safe?”
“Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Many of us do it, in the beginning, while family still lives.”
The panic which had sounded like waves rushing past my ears receded. Not only could I protect my friends, but I didn’t have to feel stupid for asking, either. Was it right, though? To pick some to save, while others were left to fate? I had to tell myself yes. I had to do something.
“Kassandra?” Millie’s soft voice broke through my anxiety. She still stood in the doorway, patient as ever. “Would you like to meet him?”
Cade got up and left the room without a word. I didn’t care why. Glancing up at Rhys one more time, I checked my resolve. Time to meet the human who would serve as my main source of food. I still couldn’t quite wrap my mind around it. Seeing that Rhys appeared ready to grab me if I tried to bolt, I nodded. No time like the present.
Millie’s smile grew and she looked out into the hall. “Come on in. She’s ready.”
Something about the way she said that made me think my feeder had been warned about me. Great.
I’m not sure why I was surprised by what walked through the door, but I was. Even after meeting Brody, who was normal in every way aside from being impossibly handsome, I must have still expected feeders to be helpless, perhaps malnourished, looking things. Why, I had no idea. Really, it didn’t make any sense. But my thoughts were my thoughts, and they didn’t always make perfect sense, even when I was human. My feeder—God, I was already thinking like that—was no older than me, and far from malnourished. Not fat, but not thin, either, he was probably perfectly positioned in the weight range for his height. He was pale, but he had more color than I did at the moment, so I couldn’t really judge him on that. Glasses assisted dark eyes which matched his hair, and he was dressed exactly as the guys I went to school with would have been.
It was like someone bringing you a live chicken to eat for dinner, but you take one look at its little face and suddenly you’re ordering pizza and you have a new pet. Crap.
Millie went on with the introductions, unaware of the meltdown that threatened my brain. “Kassandra, this is Warren. Warren, Kassandra.” Jeeze. Millie looked like a proud mother setting her daughter up with the son of a wealthy friend.
Warren stepped forward and offered me his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you. Millie’s told me a lot about you.”
Oh God, I could smell him. The thirst I had been ignoring all day suddenly flared up. I struggled to hold it at bay as I shook his hand, though I supposed my spontaneous blood-sucking wouldn’t be frowned upon by anyone in the room except me. Rhys kept one hand on my back and I tried to focus on that.
“Nice to meet you.” Good. My voice didn’t sound too strained. “I hope Millie didn’t tell you I’m crazy.”
Warren cracked a small shy smile. “No. But she did explain your reluctance.”
“That was nice of her.” I dropped his hand like a hot poker. The thirst was burning, and I had a terrible feeling I would be giving in soon. “So how does this work?” Dammit, I sounded like a rude junkie who just wanted her fix. I guess I was, only I didn’t really want the fix.
Warren let the hand I had shaken fall to his side and lifted his left towards me, wrist up.
I stared at it as though it were a scorpion or something as equally unappealing. His veins seemed so clear to me, blue and pulsing. He smelled like books, old books; the kind you had to go to ancient libraries to find. Books and something else. I had no idea what it was, but I liked it. “Shouldn’t we get to know each other first?”
“Millie said it’s been a while since you ate. We can talk afterwards if you want.”
Crap times two.
Rhys gave me a tiny push forward, closer to that tempting wrist. “Go ahead.”
I tried to reach out and take hold of Warren’s wrist, I really did. But I couldn’t. One flare of imagination and I saw myself biting him, breaking his skin with the fangs that had already drawn down into my mouth.
I stepped back, crashing into Rhys’s solid form in the process. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t do it. I can’t just bite him.”
“You’ve done it before,” Rhys reminded me.
“Temporary insanity.”
I knew the exasperated sigh would come even before I actually heard it.
“It’s okay, Kassandra.” Millie stepped up so she was at Warren’s side. “I thought this might happen. We’re prepared.”
“We are?”
She nodded and produced a small fang-shaped blade from God-knows-where. I knew exactly what it was for.
“Oh no.” I tried to back away further, but Rhys was still in my way. “No way. That’s just—it’s worse.”
Warren shook his head. “I’ve done it before. It’s no big deal, and this way you don’t have to bite me.”
I whined. No one said anything. No one even moved. They made me feel like a ridiculous child. Because it was so ridiculous to not want to bite a human being and drink his blood. Right. “Do I really have to?”
“Yes.” Leave it to Rhys to be the bringer of simple ultimatums.
It was my turn to let out an exasperated sigh, loud and obnoxious. My mother had always scolded me for it, calling it dragon breath. “Don’t you dragon breath me,” she would say. Really, it made the action more fun. But not at that particular moment. I shook it off. Literally. “Fine. But do you both really have to watch?”
“For this first time, at least,” Rhys said. “Once he starts to bleed you may lose control of the bloodlust. If that happens, you’ll need us to pull you away before you drain Warren dry.”
“Oh.” Just what I needed. One more thing to worry about.
“Don’t worry.” Millie reached out and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “We’ve been doing this for a long time. We won’t let anything bad happen.”
Meaning I only had to trust them. I did. Strange how things changed so quickly. I took a deep breath, mentally prepared myself, then looked at Millie. “Okay, go ahead.”
 



Chapter Five: Warren
“Warren, how can this not bother you? You’re practically a walking juice bar!”
“No one’s ever put it quite like that before.” He finished wrapping the gauze around his wrist and taped it off with one hand, like an expert. I supposed he was.
“Well, it’s true,” I said, curled up in my father’s favorite chair, a good ten feet from where Warren sat. Things were a bit blurry for me on what had happened after Millie had punctured Warren’s wrist with the strange little blade. I remembered the taste of his blood, warm and strangely delicious. He tasted almost like fresh berries. Not that his blood was fruity, not at all, he just had that same sort of natural, fresh from the ground taste. A good taste. I hadn’t decided if that was a good thing or not yet.
But aside from the taste, all I really remembered was Rhys coaxing me away and sitting me in this chair. I hadn’t moved since. I’d drawn my knees up to my chin and refused to budge until I was certain everything was back under control. At least I wasn’t thirsty anymore. Warren’s lovely scent didn’t even bother me at the moment. Which was a good thing, because Rhys and Millie had decided to leave us alone so we could get to know one another. I’d agreed only after Rhys promised he would be within running distance should I spontaneously lose my mind.
“It bothered me in the beginning,” Warren said, answering my previously uncouthly formed question. “But I’m used to it now.”
“I think Rhys saved your life back there. I’m sorry I lost control.”
“Nah.” He tossed aside the leftover supplies. “You were fine. I’ve seen worse.”
“Oh. That makes me feel loads better.”
“The more often you feed, the easier it will get.”
“I guess you know a lot about this stuff, huh?”
He chuckled. “You have to when in my position.”
“I guess.” I picked at the stitching on the old broken-in leather chair. “So, how did you end up in this position? You can tell me to shut up and mind my own business if you don’t want to say.”
“That’s okay. I don’t mind. You’re actually the first consumer I’ve had who’s even asked.”
“Really?” I forgot about the stitching and focused solely on him. “No one ever wanted to know?”
“Well, not no one.” He stood up and walked across the room to where my father’s collection of old portraits lined the wall. “Millie and Rhys and the rest of their family know, but none of them have ever been my consumer.”
“Oh.” I watched his back for signs of discomfort, but he seemed totally relaxed. I could hear his heartbeat, even at this distance, and it was calm and even. As long as he stayed that way, I’d let him tell his story.
“I’ve been a feeder since I was fifteen, so for three years now. The war didn’t really affect my family and town in a direct way so for all intents and purposes I had a normal life. But then the vampires showed up though, of course, no one knew that’s what they were. They were associated with a group who call themselves the Freedom Organization. Vampires who believe they should stop hiding. They got bored or hungry or both and you can probably imagine what happened from there on. My entire family was killed. All but me.”
I knew exactly how that felt. “I’m sorry, Warren.”
He turned to face me, still calm. How, I had no idea. “Thanks. But don’t be. You had nothing to do with it. When the Alliance came by to clean up, Millie found me. Since I had seen everything, knew what they really were, I only had two choices. Serve or die.”
“That’s it? They couldn’t just let you go?”
He shrugged. “Couldn’t risk the exposure.”
I shrank down further into the chair. It explained a lot. Like where the household staff had gotten to. I tried not to wonder how many had taken the same route as Warren and how many had refused. As for which was the better option, I had no idea. “So why did you choose this?”
“I figured I could accomplish a lot more if I was still alive.”
And here I had spent days wishing for death. But Warren wasn’t a vampire. “Why not ask to be turned?” I didn’t want to be a vampire, but there were clearly plenty of people who did.
He shook his head. “You don’t ask to be turned. The general chooses you.”
“The general?”
Warren looked at me like I was green. “You don’t know about the general?”
“Uh…no? Should I?”
Warren broke eye contact and suddenly found the plain carpet very interesting. “I think I’ll leave that to Rhys.”
My feet slid off the leather of the chair and thumped against the floor. “Why does everyone always say that? Is Rhys the only one capable of telling me anything? Come on, Warren, who’s the general?”
“Kassandra, I—”
“Don’t chicken out. God, you’ll let vampires bite you but you can’t answer a simple question?”
“You’re a very forceful person, do you know that?”
“Raised by forceful people. Please, Warren? If it will get you in trouble, then I understand, but if not then just tell me.”
He glanced at the door, probably hoping Rhys would come in and stop him. No such luck. I knew I had won. I had no doubt Rhys could hear every word we said. After all, he had promised not to go far.
“The general is the head of this family,” Warren said, facing me once again and looking none too happy about having to explain. “This is his family.”
“Then how come I’ve never heard of him?”
“No idea.”
I’d drill Rhys later. It would be fun. “Okay. Thanks for telling me. What’s he like?”
“The general?”
“Yeah.” Who else could I have possibly been talking about?
Warren picked at the newly placed gauze on his wrist for a moment, then looked at me, completely straight-faced. “He was a Roman general.”
Holy Crap. “Really? Roman? So he’s like, a thousand years old?”
Warren wrinkled his nose. “More like two. Where do you go to school?”
Dammit. I knew that. “Oops. Guess it was the shock.” I stood and cracked my back. I felt surprisingly good, despite my little lapse in intelligence. Physically, I felt fit as a fiddle. All thanks to Warren’s blood, I was sure. “So that’s all you’ve got for me? He was a Roman general?”
“I would think that was enough.”
“I’ve never met an ancient Roman.”
“Then just wait. You’ll meet him soon enough.”
“Fine, fine. So what happens now? I’ve never had a feeder before. I’m not sure what the proper protocol is.”
“If you could show me the way to the kitchen, that would be great.”
Kitchen. Right. I felt like an idiot. Hadn’t the Red Cross come to school enough times? After giving blood, juice and cookies were a must. I hoped we had some. “Sure, this way.” I bravely stepped up so we were standing side by side and opened the door. I didn’t eat him. Score one for me. “Sorry. I should have thought of that.” I snaked through the halls, keeping an eye out for Rhys the whole time. Not a sign of him. Unless he could turn invisible, it looked like he hadn’t kept his promise. I considered yelling for him just to see what would happen.
Food for Warren first.
The kitchen was still devoid of people, but I was pleasantly surprised to find the refrigerator fully stocked. Warren and Brody were lucky boys. I remembered quite well what turkey and orange juice and apple pie and cheese and muffins tasted like. They were all here. And not for me. I got blood. Bad trade, if you asked me. The price of immortality—no more chocolate cake. I would have taken the cake.
Warren grabbed the cold cuts and other essentials for making a sandwich. I plunked myself on a stool at the center island and prepared to watch him longingly.
“Can I ask you a question?” Warren said as he spread mayo on wholegrain bread.
“Sure.” I couldn’t take my eyes off his food.
“How did you end up here? Millie wouldn’t give me the whole story.”
“Yeah, she has this thing about telling other people’s stories.” Note to self, I still needed to give Rhys the third degree. Warren laid turkey with salami. It looked delicious. “I’m here because my father was in charge and after raiding our home Rhys got stuck with the honor of turning me. I guess it’s more or less the same deal as you got. Only you get to eat sandwiches.”
He laughed, topping his meal off with salt and pepper before putting on the second piece of bread and cutting it into two triangles. Good choice. “You can have a bite, if you like.”
“Thanks, but Millie says it won’t taste the same. I’d rather have a good memory of my last sandwich.”
“Suit yourself.” He took a bite. “But,” he said after swallowing. “You know your situation isn’t really that similar to mine.” Another bite. I hated him a little for it.
“Why not? I knew too much, just like you.”
He shook his head. “Vampires don’t turn just anyone. And the general thinks long and hard about who he lets into his family. I was a matter of knowledge control. You’ve been fully let into the fold.”
I had no idea what to think about that. I had thought my being turned was my punishment, their way of controlling me. But if what Warren said was true, Rhys and I needed to have a very long talk.
I leaned over and grabbed a bag of chips from the basket at the end of the island, tossing them at Warren. “Eat these, too.” I didn’t want to talk about the meaning of my new life, non-life, whatever. Watching Warren eat my favorite chips would distract me.
“You’re a little strange.” He opened the bag and started eating anyway.
“I figure if you eat them, then I get to eat them through association later.”
“You’re very strange. But accurate.”
I dropped my head to the counter with a groan. How many years did it take to get used to this? If vampires were going to exist, could I have a time machine while I was at it? That way I could skip this whole part. Or maybe just go backwards and never have to go through it at all.
I needed to stop thinking. I would go full-on crazy in a matter of days. Annoying Rhys later would make me feel better.
 
 
I had never set foot in the room Rhys had claimed as his, not since he had come along, but that didn’t stop me from barging in as if I had been invited. After all, this was my father’s house, my house, and this library was my favorite place.
Nothing had been changed. Nothing. The same books my parents and I had collected still lined each and every shelf built into the walls and the same antique side tables sat beside each plush armchair. A plain white carpet mirrored the white ceiling, allowing the vibrant and ancient colors of the books, both new and old, to flavor the room. A single pale light glowed in the far corner, the amber shade casting a golden hue over the white leather chair nearest it.
It was in that chair where Rhys sat, staring at me, bathed in enough golden light to make him look like a god, with an expression on his face that told me that while he had sensed me coming, he hadn’t expected me to barge in without invitation.
“Where the hell do you sleep?” He couldn’t possibly spend every night in one of these chairs. They were comfortable, but not so much that I would pass up a bed.
“None of your business.”
“Oh, testy tonight.”
“What do you want, Kassandra?”
“How come I’m the last one to know about the general?”
“Because you were the most recent to be turned.” He said it like it should have been obvious. His tone perturbed me.
“That’s a stupid answer.”
“It was a stupid question.”
“No such thing.”
Rhys shifted in his seat, and I heard that telltale sigh of annoyance. “How much did Warren tell you?”
“You were supposed to be within hearing distance to know that. What if I had killed him?”
“I would have heard that. I didn’t need to hear everything little thing you discussed together.”
“Whatever. I managed not to kill him all by myself.”
“Good for you.”
“So start talking about this general.” I moved across the room and sat myself in the chair nearest him, facing him with my chin supported on my hand and my elbow on the arm of the chair, like a child at story time. I put a fake smile on my face to top it all off.
Amazingly, he started talking. “He’s the one we all report to, one of the oldest vampires left and not nearly as tolerant as I am.”
“Wow, he sounds like a blast. Warren said he was a Roman general. Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“Did he know Julius Caesar?”
“No. He was born a few generations after Caesar.”
“It was a shot in the dark. He’s pretty much the only Roman I know anything about.”
“Don’t pester the general like you do me.”
“Would he actually answer me? Because you still haven’t told me anything about yourself, other than you’re Irish and five hundred years old.”
“That should be enough for you do to a web search.”
“Oh, ha. You’re funny.” I had already done plenty of web-searches. I wanted real answers. “Come on,” I gave his knee a little whack. “Tell me something. Did you have brothers and sisters? A girlfriend? Exactly how old are you, anyway? You could have had a wife, you were probably old enough. Did you have a wife?”
He pulled the cord on the lamp, plunging the room into darkness. Surprisingly, I could still see him fairly well. The Irish sixpence was suddenly in his hand, rolling over his knuckles twice before he flipped it into the air. I made a lame attempt to catch it before it hit his hand again. He tossed it to the hand furthest from me. “I don’t have to tell you everything about myself.”
“Sure you do. I’m stuck living with you, aren’t I?” I would not be distracted by the coin, even though I desperately wanted to get it. That would show him.
“It is in your best interest to remain here with me and the others.”
“You have a talent for saying things politely. But that’s beside the point. Spill. I want to know. You know almost everything about me.”
“I don’t remember.”
“What?” He wasn’t looking at me. The coin held his focus. I leaned forward trying to see his face. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I don’t remember my human life.” He stood and walked away, hovering by one of the many shelves.
“Is that normal?” The sudden threat of forgetting my father, my mother, choked me. I didn’t want to forget them. I couldn’t. Yet Millie had no trouble recalling her life. “Does everyone forget?”
“No.”
“Oh.” Relief. But it was followed by a flood of other feelings. Feelings for Rhys. Confusion, worry, sadness. “Do you know why you can’t remember?”
“No.” He was a man of many words. “The first thing I remember is waking up after I was turned.”
I let it be quiet for a moment. “Does it bother you? To not remember, I mean.”
“Sometimes.”
I watched his back, the only part of him he let me see. There was a tension in his shoulders I hadn’t seen before, even when I had driven him crazy the first two days. I had definitely hit a sore point. Time to backtrack. Annoying Rhys was fun, making him dwell on things he couldn’t change was not.
“Can we go for a walk? I’m getting kind of sick of this house. And I promise not to ask about your human years anymore. I’ll stick to vampire. I have some other more general questions, too, though.” General questions. Ha. That was funny. General questions about the general.
The coin shot up into the air, glinting in the moonlight reflecting off the window, then disappeared to God-knows-where. Rhys turned back to me and though his expression seemed under control, I could see tiny lines in his forehead from the conflict he had gone through. I felt really bad. I’d have to ask Millie later if there were more topics to avoid.
“A quick walk, and I decide where we go.”
 



Chapter Six: Strange New World
As soon as we stepped through the front gate, I knew everything had changed. Sure it looked the same, but it felt different. It felt wrong. I hesitated before stepping onto the street. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to go for a walk anymore.
Rhys waited in the middle of the street. He’d never looked more otherworldly. Even though he dressed appropriately for the times, it was clear he didn’t really belong. Almost like he stood outside of time. Someday, that would be me.
I pushed myself forward and kept walking when I reached his side. To distract myself, I started asking the questions I hadn’t gotten to before. “Warren said something when we were talking, I’m not quite sure what he meant, though.” I watched the cobblestones as they passed beneath my feet. I knew every building here by heart, each brick, each trellis. I knew their history and their stories, but in that moment, I didn’t want to see them. Rhys seemed to be waiting for me to continue. “He said not just anyone is chosen to be turned. That the reasons for turning me aren’t the same as the reasons for making Warren a feeder. This isn’t about keeping me quiet. It’s about something else.”
“He’s right.”
I tore my eyes away from the street and looked up at him. “Then what? What is this about? Why me?”
Rhys’s gaze constantly changed, like he was looking for something, or trying to follow directions. “The general selects his family very carefully. I’m not sure what his exact plans are for you. All I know is the order to turn you was sent down to me. But I know he likes to keep himself connected to the current times. Having a new vampire every so often does that.”
“Oh.” So I was the latest version. An upgrade of sorts. Wow, that made Rhys like…Atari or something. Amusing. “So, why isn’t he here right now?”
“He had matters to tend to elsewhere. Cade acted in his place.” He turned us down the next street, heading towards downtown.
“I have another question, about who turns who, and what exactly makes someone a part of a family.”
“Families are based on lineage, just like humans. The general turned me. He had Aurelia, a longtime friend of his turn Cade, Millie, and Madge.”
“And you turned me.”
“Obviously.”
“But, I’m still part of the family?”
“Yes, because I turned you.”
“Does that make the general my grandfather?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because we don’t think of it that way.”
“Okay, so,” I skipped ahead so I could walk backwards in front of Rhys and see him while we walked. “The general turned you, and Aurelia turned everyone else. But not me. How come?”
“Neither of them were here to do it.”
He walked a little faster and I stumbled once in my attempt to keep up backwards. “And that’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“That’s really boring, you know. Hardly makes a worthwhile story.”
“This isn’t a story.”
I couldn’t go as fast as he was trying to make me go, so I gave up on walking backwards and hopped around to his side. He looked smug.
“Stop lingering.” Rhys grabbed my wrist and started dragging me along.
I nodded, hearing what he said, but I was far more focused on the feel of his hand around my wrist. While I wasn’t as cold as I had been, I could still tell how warm he was. But something else nagged at me. Something familiar. For the life of me I couldn’t place it.
For the un-life of me? Whatever.
I didn’t make any move to cause him to let go.
We walked quickly. As quick as I could without tripping over my own feet. Rhys seemed to be able to sense my limit without my having to say anything. Maybe he could tell because of the physical contact. Despite his kind consideration, I still had to concentrate in order to keep up. I wondered how fast he could go. Was speed a relative thing like it was with humans? Something told me I would never be as fast as Rhys.
The world blurred by. I’d never really noticed before when I ran. Of course, I had been sprinting then…and hitting things. Now, with Rhys leading, I watched each house streak by like a smudged painting. I knew them all, yet I lost track of where we were. White, brown, and red brick smeared together into incomprehensible images. Did we look the same? If someone passed by would they see two dark blurs, or nothing at all? Rhys moved as though he disappeared from one spot and reappeared in another, but I knew we weren’t moving that fast. I’d have to ask. Later, when the wind we created stopped beating against my face in that pleasant way it did when you rode a rollercoaster.
Finally, we slowed and the world reassembled itself. I looked up and realized we stood in front of my friend Sara’s house. All the lights were off, making me wonder what time it was. I had lost track. Days didn’t seem as long anymore, and I didn’t get tired nearly as often. I assumed it was just another perk of being undead.
Rhys kept walking, but I stopped. Sara’s room was on the third floor, and her curtains were drawn all the way. She’d never done that before. I’d slept over there a million times and we always left the window open to let the moonlight in. Sara liked the night. She wanted to be an astronomer. I missed her terribly.
“What’s the story?” I asked, calling out to get Rhys to stop.
I heard him pause. “What do you mean?”
“What do people think happened? Why is my father gone? Why haven’t I been in school? Do they think we’re dead?” Could I see Sara again?
He appeared at my side again. “Your father was transferred. You remained behind to finish the school year, but have been sick this past week. You’ll return to school once you can do so without eradicating the entire student body.”
Elation jumped through me. I never thought I’d be so excited to know I could go to school. “I get to go back? Really?”
“The general doesn’t abide the uneducated.”
“I can see my friends? I can act like everything is normal?”
“For a time. Yes.”
I couldn’t help it. I hugged him.
Actually, it was more of a glomp. One of those broad-side attack-type hugs that have the potential to make the other person fall over. Of course, Rhys barely stumbled. He did seem surprised though.
“Had I known you would react this way, I would have told you earlier,” he said, his hands tentatively resting on my sides.
I released him, bouncing like an excited five year old. “You’re not teasing me, right?”
“Why would I do that?”
I shrugged, then turned back to stare at Sara’s curtains. I tried willing her to wake up and come to the window, but it didn’t work. I’d never had so much incentive to learn to control my dumb new hunger. I needed my friend. Even if I couldn’t tell her everything, I needed her presence.
But I clearly wouldn’t have it that night. Rhys took my hand once more and pulled me back through space and time, away from my still-human friend.
We came to a gradual stop. The houses warped back into their normal shapes. We were back on my street and my home loomed before me, more ominous than I would have thought possible. Light shone through every window, evidence of the life inside. While the rest of the world slept, my home continued on.
“Why is everyone still up?” My voice hitched with the question. Every house was dark but mine.
“We don’t need as much sleep as humans, and the older you get the less you need.” He finally let go of my wrist, and I felt the absence of his touch as acutely as the blatant difference between my home and the rest of the world. “You must have noticed you don’t get tired as often. You’ve been up for 26 hours already.”
How nice of him to keep track. Or maybe creepy. “I did notice,” I said, surprised by the wavering in my voice. One light, that’s all I wanted. Just one light to go out.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re a terrible liar.” He turned me by one shoulder until I faced him.
“I’m actually a really good liar,” I said. “It’s gotten me into trouble as much as it’s gotten me out of it.” Just above his right eye was this little line. A crease that told me he was still waiting for my real answer. I shook his hand off my shoulder. “Look at this place.” I all but threw my arm in my grand gesture. “It sticks out like a sore thumb. Not a single house out here has this many lights on. I just—I just want normal. Can’t we at least pretend? Can’t we try to fit in?”
Rhys never took his eyes off me, I could tell even though I stared at the ground. “Your point is valid. We should make the attempt to blend in. I’ll speak with everyone about it.”
I raised my eyebrow when I looked at him. “That’s it? Simple as that?”
“Yes. Not everything has to be difficult, Kassandra.”
I scoffed. “Not in my life.” I let out a deep breath, then rubbed my arms a few times even though I wasn’t cold. I should have been. If I was human. I figured Warren’s blood still kept me warm. “Is there anything else you wanted to show me?”
“I could find things.” He had hooked his hands into his pockets. His casual stance helped me relax. “But you were the one who wanted the walk. Is there anything else you need to do?”
“I wouldn’t mind just walking.”
“All right.” The coin reappeared. With it came a smirk which had become very familiar. “Follow me.”
I bounded after him. He went just a bit faster than I could. “Can’t you just give me the damned coin?” I shouted into the dark.
I heard his laughter down the street. He had avoided the glow of the street lights. “You’re going to wake the whole town.” He hadn’t raised his voice, yet I heard him just the same. Score one for me or him? I decided to award myself a pat on the back for my improved listening skills.
However, he had a point. One I felt like trying out. “You’re the teacher. Remind me of all these nifty things I can do now before I screw up.” I spoke as though he stood at my side.
Still invisible, he chuckled again. “I wouldn’t be much of a teacher if I gave you all the answers to the test.”
The ping of the coin flipping into the air accented his words. God, I wanted that stupid thing. I felt like a dog with a ball. I stopped walking and instead concentrated on trying to find him in the dark.
Silence greeted me for only a second, then the peace was interrupted. A set of footsteps clicked almost inaudibly behind me. Then two. Then three.
Then four.
The skin at the back of my neck prickled. That feeling again. I felt it a lot lately. Most recently, the night Rhys and the others had invaded my home. The night my world ended.
As always, I didn’t know if I should be thankful, or if I should curse my perfect intuition.
“Well, well, well.” The voice came from behind me, a rich alto that chilled what warmth I still had. “Young blood. What fun.”
I searched the dark for Rhys. Nothing. Not even the ping of the coin. He couldn’t have left me. Could he? Turning slowly, I put on a brave face and prepared to meet the owner of the voice.
As I had suspected, there were four of them. Closest to me, a man with skin the color of burnt sand had his arm wrapped around a woman—the one who had spoken. Her hair hung to her waist, all but disappearing against the dark night. I’d never seen a more unfriendly smile. Two more men stood behind them, but between the lack of good lighting and the apprehension I felt I couldn’t get a good look. One thing was clear to me. They were all vampires, and they were all far older than me. And not just by human standards.
The woman ran her hand along the man’s chest while she regarded me for a long moment. “Yes, you are the one I smelled. But Rhys was with you. Surely he hasn’t left you all alone?”
A quick glance told me Rhys and I had ended up far from home. If I screamed, the others would probably still hear, though. But did I need to? My instincts said yes, but at the same time, I was confident Rhys would have come immediately if I were in trouble.
“He’s here,” I said, glad I sounded far more self-assured than I felt.
She closed her eyes and breathed. “He was here.”
“Mind telling me what you want? I’m a little busy and don’t really have time for this.” Ah, true to form, my mouth was about to get me into trouble. Swell.
“Just saying a friendly hello.”
The man unwrapped himself from her arms, setting her aside gently, his dark eyes always on me. He was the oldest. How I knew this, I had no idea. When he slipped free of the cover of her long hair, a thick scar became visible on his right cheek. It cut through his eye, drawing the corner down. Another old slash curved around that same side of his mouth. “We weren’t aware the general had taken on a new addition to his little family,” he said, his voice low. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Malachi and this is Tabitha.” He gestured to the woman. “Behind us are Garrett and Henry. Our two families have known each other for a long time.”
I stepped back as he advanced, not really wanting him any closer. His musky scent made my throat clench. The chill on the back of my neck had now run down the length of my spine. Where the hell was Rhys? “That’s interesting. No one’s ever mentioned you.”
The undamaged side of his mouth twisted into something of a smile. “How rude of them to overlook us.”
I forced myself to stop backing away. Amusement grew in his expression with each step. He liked it. “Problem solved now.”
“Indeed.”
The wind picked up, blowing my hair into my face. I brushed it aside, tucking it behind one ear. Then I noticed the other two were no longer behind Tabitha.
The fairer of the two had moved to stand at my left. The other I couldn’t see. But I could smell him. Gunpowder. Behind me.
I was surrounded.
Malachi leaned in, putting himself face to face with me. He must have been in his thirties when he died. Sucked to be him. I clamped down on the impulse to make some snide comment to that effect. “Pretty,” he said. “But then, the general always picks pretty things.” His hand came up towards my face and I tried not to recoil or show the fear that threatened to jumpstart my mostly dead heart.
“Touch her, and you die.”
The tension leaked out of my body the moment I heard his voice. I slumped backwards and felt his chest right there. His hand had locked around Malachi’s, stopping it just before he had made contact.
Malachi jerked his hand away immediately and backed up. “Rhys. I wondered what was taking you so long. Had to go get all your friends did you?”
Friends? Keeping glued to Rhys I let my gaze leave Malachi. Cade stood at Tabitha’s back, arms at his side and ready for anything. Millie’s attention was locked on the blond-haired vampire, and though I couldn’t see her, I could smell Madge’s perfume as well.
Rhys slipped an arm around my waist. I hadn’t realized I was shaking until his steady grip pressed against me. “This isn’t your territory, Malachi,” he said. “I suggest you leave.”
“Tabitha scented you at our borders. An investigation was in order.”
“I didn’t come that close. The city is ours.”
“Close enough, and with a new scent. The wind must have carried it. It is within our rights to check it out.”
“And if you don’t leave now I’ll be forced to make you,” Cade said. The entire atmosphere changed once he entered the conversation. It seemed that while Malachi had no fear of Rhys, the same could not be said for Cade.
Tabitha glided to Malachi’s side. “You wouldn’t want to start something like that. We’ve made no actual threat. You would be in the wrong. We’ve been at peace for some time now, and you’re all so busy at the moment.”
Cade refused to let her have the space she wanted. “You no longer have the protection of Cordoba. Don’t make me ask you to leave again.” He drew up in front of her, nearly nose to nose.
Tabitha hissed at him. Honest to God, hissed like a cat. Malachi caught her waist with his hand and kept her close. “As you wish, Cade. We’re leaving. Garrett, Henry, take Tabitha please.”
The other two moved without a word between them. Tabitha glared at Malachi, but slipped from his arms and blinked away. She was at least as fast as Rhys. The two men followed suit.
Rhys still hadn’t relaxed his hold on me. “Your turn,” he said to Malachi. Malice laced every syllable.
“Relax, Rhys.” He stretched out his arms as though to illustrate his good will. “One might think you were worried something might happen to her.”
Rhys winced. In an instant Cade, Millie and Madge all closed in on Malachi. The expressions on their faces promised death. I expected them to follow through, but Rhys’s grip tightened around my waist, so much so that had I needed to breathe I wouldn’t have been able to. Then he sank to his knees, one hand cradling his head.
Malachi’s laughter echoed against the buildings, then faded away. His scent dissipated and I knew he had left. Dropping to the ground I reached out and touched Rhys’s shoulder.
“Rhys?” I coaxed, more frightened by this than I had been by the threat of Malachi’s touch. Rhys didn’t respond. Sweat poured down his face and he crumbled more by the second.
Pain. He was in pain.
No one had touched him.
“Up we go.” Millie scooped me up from the ground and paused long enough that I saw Cade take my place beside Rhys. Then Madge appeared, blocking my view, and Millie took off.
She didn’t run as fast as Rhys, but she ran fast enough. The three of us were inside the front door of my house before I even had time to wonder at what had happened. But once Millie set me down my thoughts raced a mile a minute.
“Bastard,” Madge said, slamming the door shut. “He did that on purpose.”
“Of course he did.” Millie’s sounded more in control of herself, though her anger was just as clear. “And I must say I particularly agree with your choice of words. You’re usually not so harsh when it comes to him.”
Madge huffed. “This is different. I can’t condone what he just did. There is no excuse.”
“What happened?” Neither of them answered me. “Tell me!” The image of Rhys doubled over in the street replayed itself over and over again in my memory.
Madge left the hall without a word. But Millie stayed. She looked torn, so I did my best to make it clear I would only leave her alone if she gave me a satisfactory answer. Finally she sighed, and the only thing left on her face was sadness. “Old wounds,” she said. “Best to leave it at that.”
“That’s it?” I chased after her when she started up the stairs. “That can’t be it, Millie. I saw him. He was in pain. Real pain!”
She spun to a stop. I grabbed the railing to avoid falling backwards. “Yes. Yes, he was. And listen to me when I tell you this, Kassandra. When Cade brings Rhys back you will not say anything about what happened. Nothing. Is that understood?”
I’d never seen her angry, or even stern. She was both now. I hated it. Millie was the pleasantness in this house. “It doesn’t make any sense,” I whispered, not wanting to argue, but unwilling to let the issue drop.
“Promise me now.”
I didn’t want to promise. I wanted to know what happened. I wanted to know what could have possibly caused Rhys that kind of pain. I stared at the grain of the wood in the rail. “I promise. Not a word.”
I felt the air around her soften again, and only then did I chance looking up. “Someday you’ll understand,” she said, her tone once again its normal gentleness. “Now go to bed. You’ve been up a long time, and you’ve had a long day. Warren is sleeping, but he’ll be able to let you feed again in the morning.”
She climbed the last step, then turned down the hall towards her room. I called after her. “Wait, Millie.” I found my way to the top of the stairs and was glad when she faced me, clearly willing to listen. “Who were those people? Why did they come here?”
“Another family. They don’t exactly believe the same things we do. They used your presence as an excuse to come cause trouble.”
“Trouble with Rhys?”
“With all of us. They’re bullies, Kassandra. Forget them for now. Get some sleep.”
“Will Rhys be okay?”
Now she smiled. “Yes. Cade knows what to do. Just remember to keep your promise.”
“I will.”
She went to her room too quickly for me to stop her again.
With no other choice I went to my own room, shutting the door and keeping the lights off. Despite what Millie had said, I wasn’t tired. I had far too much to think about. Grabbing my stuffed dragon from my bed, I sat in the window seat that overlooked the front yard and main street. Hugging the dragon to my chest, I settled in to wait.
I might not be allowed to ask him about it, but I certainly would see for myself.
Until Rhys came home I would not sleep.
 



Chapter Seven: Awake
He looked a little different, but it was definitely Rhys. Pale skin tanned darker from constant sun exposure—or as dark as Irish skin ever got—his eyes seemed that much bluer in contrast. But his clothes were wrong, outdated by centuries. Simple and by no means expensive, he still managed to look elegant in the plain white and brown. It suited him.
He smiled at me and offered his hand.
I reached to take it.
Then Malachi’s scarred face stepped between us, sneering and making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end again.
He grabbed me.
 
“Kassandra?”
A gentle hand on my shoulder shook me awake. I slipped from the window seat and fell square on my butt. My little dragon bounced away and landed against a foot that wasn’t entirely familiar. But the voice was.
Warren bent down so we were eye to eye. “Are you okay?”
The dream still haunted me. Now that I was awake, I could place Rhys’s clothing as from the sixteenth century, the time when he had been human. That made sense. And Malachi…I shuddered. I suppose his presence made sense given recent events. Dreams were just a mismatched combination of experiences.
But it felt like more than that.
“Yeah,” I answered before he could think I hadn’t really woken up yet.
He adjusted his glasses on his nose. “Did you sleep there the whole night?” Standing, he offered me a hand up.
People seemed to be doing a lot of that lately.
I took his hand and got to my feet. My back cracked in the process. “Not on purpose,” I said. “And not really the whole night, either. Rhys and I were out late.” And I had never seen him come home.
I could feel Warren’s pulse through his hand. Strong, calm, and even. The steady thump-thump stirred my thirst, making my throat go dry. But it wasn’t as bad as it had been the day before. I was grateful for that. I carefully peeled my fingers away from his and took a single step back, sitting on the window seat when it hit the back of my legs.
All of this seemed to make sense to Warren. He had already gotten dressed for the day—jeans and a plain blue tee-shirt. What time was it? A quick glance at Hello Kitty on my nightstand revealed the bright red numbers 8:06. Ugh. Too early. Yet I wasn’t tired, and someone had clearly sent Warren in to get me. Sorry, pillows. I shan’t be visiting any time soon.
“Are you ready to eat?”
“God, Warren! You need to not do that. It creeps me out.” He needed to at least pretend he didn’t like being my sippy cup. I stood and made my way to the closet, hoping he wouldn’t follow me. He didn’t.
“Sorry. But it’s kind of my job, and Millie wants you up and out as quickly as possible.”
I pulled down a pair of jeans, then grabbed a tank top from a shelf. I needed a shower. “Let me just put myself together first,” I said, heading for my bathroom door.
Somehow—I have no idea how, I must have been moving at a human snail pace—Warren beat me there and stopped me. “You should feed first. Before you shower, I mean.”
“And why is that?”
“It should be obvious.”
“Well, apparently it’s not, so why don’t you enlighten me?”
He fidgeted for a brief moment. “The blood.”
Oh, for Pete’s sake. I threw my arms into the air, tossing my clothes to my bed in the process, and walked away from the door. “No one’s here to stop me if I can’t stop myself.”
“Millie said she would listen.” His tone made his relief clear. “Do you want to try biting today?”
“No!” I swung around to face him, thrusting my finger in his face. “No biting. No biting, ever. It’s bad enough I have to drink your blood, I refuse to find out what flesh tastes like on top of that.”
He leaned back away from my finger. “Okay.”
I expected him to whip out that funny little blade right away, but he didn’t. Instead, he went to my bed, picked up my jeans and tank top and put them back in my closet.
Good God. “Um, Warren? What’s wrong with my clothes?”
“You have to dress nice today.” He pawed through my closet, frowning at each shirt, blouse, and pair of shorts.
“Why is that, and why can’t I pick out my own clothes?”
“Millie said you have a nice purple sundress in here, she wants you to wear that.”
“Well, then you’re looking on the wrong side of the closet. But I could find it myself, you know.” I marched up to him, grabbed the sliding doors and rolled them down the little track until plain white door filled his view. I plucked the aforementioned dress from the rack.
Warren smiled at me sheepishly. “Millie wanted me to make sure. She didn’t want you picking something else.”
“What’s so important that Millie has to dress me today?”
“The general’s here.”
I was torn between excitement, and dread.
Dress still clutched in my hands, I ran to the window and looked outside. Sure enough, just inside the front gate, a car I had never seen before sat parked in the driveway. I knew almost nothing about cars, but it didn’t take a genius to know this one was expensive. It was black, sleek, huge, and I was fairly positive a BMW emblem graced its hood. The tinted windows faded right into the black paint of the body.
A vampire’s car if I’d ever seen one.
I wanted to see the vampire.
“All right, Warren. Let’s get to this.”
I smelled his blood before I had even turned around. Warren was eerily good at his so-called job.
A bright red droplet had formed on his wrist, and it grew steadily. My fear of not being able to stop suddenly returned. But when I tore my gaze away from his blood to look at his face, Warren seemed so sure, so completely unafraid, that a little spark of confidence blossomed.
I could do this. I wasn’t a killer. I could stop. And I could do it on my own.
Not giving myself time to second guess, I grabbed his hand, leaned down, and put his wrist to my lips.
He tasted better than I remembered.
Warm and smooth like honey, his blood coated my mouth, then my throat. He tasted fresh and clean, and soon that’s how I felt. I drank carefully, feeling the slight extension of my canine teeth—something I had noticed before, but never investigated. No longer feeling any sign of the inhuman craving, I pulled away and stepped back.
“See?” Warren said, pressing his thumb against the open wound. “Not so bad.”
But, though I was proud of myself, my curiosity held more of my attention. I slid to the mirror that hung from my wall.
A drop of crimson clung to my lip, and immediately my tongue darted out to retrieve it. My eyes were brighter than I remembered, and I felt warm again, but that was nothing compared to what I felt in my mouth.
Hesitantly, I smiled.
Fangs.
I ran my tongue over them, testing the sharp points. Unreal. I brought a hand up to touch them in turn.
“You were probably too thirsty to notice before,” Warren said as though reading my mind. Then he chuckled. “You were too thirsty to notice anything, actually. They’ll retract once you stop thinking about them.”
“Does the feeder always know more than the vampire?” I shut my mouth and tried not to think about the fangs. Yeah, right.
“Only when the vampire is new.” He glanced at his wrist, then reapplied the pressure of his thumb. “I’m going to go get cleaned up. Millie’s waiting for you, so don’t take too long.”
“Fine, fine.” My tongue continued to trace my fangs. “See you later.”
“Really, Kassandra, don’t take too long.” He headed for the door.
“Warren, wait.” The thought had occurred to me suddenly. He looked at me patiently. “Have you seen Rhys?” I needed to know he was okay.
But Warren just shook his head. “I haven’t seen him. I know the general’s with him, though.”
He left, not looking the least bit worried or concerned or anything like that. But all those things flooded my mind. The image of Rhys clutching his head in pain followed me all the way to the shower. I’d never been so glad I’d convinced my father to build me a bathroom that adjoined my room. I’d gotten sick of walking through the populated halls of our house wet.
I showered, dried my hair, and got dressed in my appointed outfit faster than I had ever gotten ready in my entire life. I’d made a hobby out of taking too long, especially when I was supposed to be getting ready for some fancy dinner my father forced upon me. I opened my wooden treasure chest jewelry box and pushed a few things around. I couldn’t find the gold lotus flower pendant my grandmother had given me for my sixteenth birthday. Odd. I always kept it in the first drawer.
It took me three searches to realize my jewelry box held no gold at all. Nothing but silver. I’d been robbed. Maybe. Or not. No way had anyone from the outside gotten in this house without someone noticing. But why would anyone here take my things?
I’d have to ask later. The glowing red numbers on my clock changed again. I was taking too long. I grabbed my mother’s silver heart and diamond pendant and clasped it around my neck. A quick glance in the mirror revealed someone satisfactorily presentable, thus releasing me from any need to remain in my room.
I opened my door and, had I been a cartoon character, I’m pretty sure my jaw would have hit the floor.
The house was alive again. People filled the halls, carrying trays, folded laundry, and just milling about in general.
And I knew them all. Well, most of them. The house staff was back. Amy and Martin and Christa and Susan. And Anne.
I threw myself at her, remembering only at the last minute I was no longer human and pulling back so I didn’t crush her under the force of my hug. “Anne!” I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her chest. She was everything a housekeeper should be—plump and huggable. She was also the closest thing I’d had to a mother since Mom’s death five years back.
I must have surprised her, because it took a moment before she gasped and enveloped me in one of her very best hugs. “Oh, Kassandra! My sweet child.” She kissed my head and I felt tears well up in my eyes. “Sweet, darling, little Kass. I’ve been so worried for you.”
“I’m okay,” I promised her, pulling back so I could see her face and wiping the few tears from my cheeks. My face hurt from smiling, but I was so happy to see her I simply couldn’t care. Then her breath washed over me—she smelled like cinnamon buns and flour—and I realized I could hear, and had been subconsciously counting, each fluttering beat of her human heart.
Though I had just fed, I felt my canines stretch.
Anne’s eyes widened.
I forced myself to stop smiling and closed my mouth.
“Oh, my dear girl,” Anne said, lifting one hand to touch my face. “What have they done to you?”
The pulse in her fingers drummed against my cheek and I had no other choice but to step back, denying myself the comforting contact I so wanted. “It’s okay. It’s not so bad.” But apparently I didn’t have as much control as I thought.
My retreat had clearly hurt her. The lines around her eyes deepened, as did the creases by her mouth. “They’ve turned you?” It sounded like a question, but I knew it really wasn’t.
“Yeah. That night.” I wanted to go to her, to rewrap myself in her arms, but I could still hear her heart, still smell her blissful scent. I knew I could keep control of myself, as long as I kept a safe distance. “What about you? Are you a feeder now?”
She straightened her black ankle-length skirt, the same uniform she’d worn for as long as I’d known her. “Not as of yet. But it is a possibility in the future.” Her hands gripped the fabric of her skirt, fighting, I knew, the instinct to hold me.
I wanted to cry. I almost did. “I’m sorry. I’m not all that good at controlling the hunger yet. I’m getting better though.” I forced a smile to my face, hoping it would alleviate her worries, her sorrow. “I fed all by myself this morning,” I told her in the same tone I had always used when I brought home A’s.
Just as I suspected, my nonchalance caused some of the tension to leak out of her shoulders. Her hands released her skirt and she rubbed them together like she always did when she had nothing to do. “I understand. Don’t worry, my Kass. Things will be good again soon. Just make sure you come and hug me as soon as you’re able.”
“Even if it’s the middle of the night,” I promised.
“Kassandra!” Millie’s voice. Not really louder than mine or Anne’s, but clearly from farther away. I had forgotten I was supposed to be hurrying.
One look at Anne told me she hadn’t heard Millie at all. “I have to go. Apparently I have people to meet.”
“You do. And I have things to prepare for those same people. Take care, love. You look lovely as always. Be sure to be on your best behavior.”
I recognized that tone. Normalcy was written all over it. I only ever heard that tone when someone important came to visit. Not my fault I liked to climb trees and fall off roofs. “You know me,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll see you soon.” Millie’s scent was coming from upstairs, third floor. I headed towards the staircase.
“Should I make your favorite cake?” Anne called after me.
Damn. Triple Chocolate Peanut Butter Kassandra Cake. Named after me, of course. “Can’t eat it!” I shouted back. “But make it anyway and make sure Warren gets some!” Amused by myself, I took the stairs as fast as I could, concentrating on stopping gracefully at the top.
Upstairs, no one wandered the halls.
Rhys and the others had all taken rooms up here, with the exception of Millie. The rooms had been studies, libraries, and guestrooms before the take-over. I didn’t know which belonged to whom. Aside from barging in on Rhys the night before, I’d had no reason to come up here before now, but I could smell each of them clearly. Madge’s expensive perfume that covered whatever her natural scent was, and Cade’s military cologne of fire and steel. There were others I didn’t recognize at all—jasmine and water lilies, and sandalwood. At least, that’s what they smelled like to me. We’d had candles that smelled similar.
Of course, there was one more scent I would never forget, never mistake. Fresh earth—Rhys. Third door. The fiction library. The two unfamiliar aromas came from there, as well. I headed towards it.
Millie intercepted, appearing out of thin air just between me and my destination. I knew I wouldn’t be getting into Rhys’s room.
“There you are,” she said, taking me by the arm and leading me back down the hall the way I had come. “Didn’t Warren tell you I needed you to hurry?”
“Yes, but everyone’s back. I needed to talk to Anne. How’s Rhys?”
She stumbled. Honest to God, faltered in her steps. But she recovered quickly and looked at me with an utterly calm expression and the falsest smile I had ever seen. “He’s better now. Don’t worry.”
“If he’s better then why isn’t he on my case this morning?” Rhys was usually the first one up, and always roaming the halls. Normally I would have seen him at least three times already. And that was on the days when he wasn’t my shadow.
Hadn’t thought I would miss that shadow.
Millie’s expression turned to something a little more condescending. “I told you not to ask about it, Kassandra.”
“No. You made me promise not to say anything to him about it. Asking you is still on the table. Besides, I thought I’m supposed to be meeting the general, and from what I can tell,” I pulled us both to a stop and pointed back at the door I had tried to get through. “He’s in there with Rhys. We’re headed in the wrong direction.”
“You’ll meet the general later. He’s busy at the moment.”
Yeah, busy dealing with whatever had taken Rhys down the night before. I didn’t much like being left in the dark. I was supposed to be learning how to be one of them, yet they hardly told me anything. Not fair, if you asked me. Of course, no one asked me.
“This is crap, Millie.”
Her tiny little nose scrunched up. “Crap?”
“Yeah. Why can’t I know what’s going on?”
“It doesn’t work that way. For everyone, not just you. Years go by before the general trusts you with even half his confidence.”
“I’m not asking for his deepest secrets. I just want to know what happened last night and I want to see for myself that Rhys is okay.”
“Rhys is okay, I told you that. As for what happened last night, that is one of the general’s deepest secrets, so you don’t get to know. Please just trust me.”
I searched for the longest time for some sign of insincerity. I wanted it to be there. I wanted a reason to believe she was playing me, lying to me. But I found nothing. Nothing but truth.
“Fine.” I gave up. For now. “So where are we headed then? I hope I didn’t get all dressed up for nothing.” I flicked my skirt.
“Of course not.” She started walking again, heading for the stairs. “You have other people to meet today, and other things to do as well.”
I decided not to follow, opting instead to stand still and watch her. “Uh huh. The second new scent is in Rhys’s room, too. So who would I be meeting?”
It took her long enough to realize I wasn’t walking with her. She turned, and suddenly I questioned the claim that she and Rhys weren’t really related. I’d seen that look on his face hundreds of times. “I need to brief you on some things. Since the general is busy, we should make good use of the time and go talk now.”
“Who’s the second person?” I felt like being a pain.
“Her name is Aurelia Cinilla,” Millie said, one foot on the first step. “She and the general have been together for a very long time. Comparatively speaking, they’ve known each other their entire lives. Very few years without each other. Now please, come downstairs with me.”
She was trying to keep me away. Her job was to get me off the third floor. Too bad for her. Now I just really wanted to stay. “Where’s Cade?” I asked, trying to buy myself some time.
Her lips flattened into a tiny pink line. Whatever she was keeping from me, Cade was involved. And if I poked around long enough she would give something away.
She cleared her throat. “Kassandra, I will drag you if I have to.”
“You know, all this evasiveness just makes me more curious. And it also makes me worry. You suck at this keep-Kassandra-away game.”
She opened her mouth, probably to argue further, but then closed it again without a word. Her gaze left mine, and trailed over my shoulder instead. Light footsteps treaded behind me, and the fragrance of jasmine and water lilies wafted down the hall stronger than before. Millie drew her foot back up off the steps, straightened her pleated white skirt, then gave me one of those you’ve-done-it-now looks.



Great. Swell. Leave it to me.
Best to get it over with quickly. I turned on my heel, holding my unneeded breath in preparation for what lay behind me.
She looked like she had stepped straight out of a movie about ancient Rome. High-class, with a dress made from fabric so exquisite it couldn’t have existed back then. Her hair fell in perfect chestnut curls and had been pinned back to cascade over her shoulders. While clearly made in the current century, her dress had been cut in the ancient toga style, draping from one shoulder and flowing simply around every curve to her feet. White looked exquisite on her. Her gray-eyed gaze fixed on me, and I knew who she was immediately. She emanated power.
This would be when I’d be smart to listen to Anne and be on my best behavior.
“You must be Kassandra,” she said. Her voice sounded ancient, but had no particular accent. “I’ve heard much.”
I didn’t know what to do. Curtseying was the only thing to come to mind, but that seemed a little silly. Though it probably wouldn’t have hurt to kiss her feet.
I settled for standing still and keeping my mouth shut.
“I was just about to take Kassandra downstairs to talk,” Millie said, obviously far more comfortable than I was, but the edge was still there.
“Julius would like to see you,” Aurelia said, glancing at Millie for only a moment. “I’ll look after Kassandra.” When she said my name, lengthening the sound of all the a’s, it sounded more exotic. It made me nervous.
“Julius wants me?” Millie had stepped forward where I could see her now, and her bright eyes had widened. She seemed to ask the other woman many more things without saying a word.
My nerves cringed. I didn’t know who Julius was, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to reason out he was probably the general. And the general was with Rhys. And last I’d seen Rhys, something had been wrong.
Now everyone was in his room.
I didn’t believe for a second that he was okay.
Aurelia nodded at Millie. “Things were better before you left. Go ahead.”
Millie was gone in an instant. And I was alone with the Roman goddess. I inched away from the wall, feeling rather cornered all of a sudden, as well as horribly inadequate. How did anyone live with a woman like this in the house?
“Come with me, Kassandra. We will talk.” An order if I’d ever heard one. She went straight for the nearest door—the old study—and grabbed the knob.
A crash thundered down the hall, followed by smaller, successive thuds. A bookshelf? Rhys?
I had only taken one step towards his room when Aurelia grabbed my hand and all but tossed me into the study. The door shut behind us both, and with a sharp click, she locked it.
I caught my balance and turned on her. “What the hell was that? What’s going on? Rhys isn’t okay at all, is he?” I knew that. Knew it as certainly as I had known trouble was on its way the night before. My heart thumped once then went still again.
“We have things to discuss, and none of them are Rhys. He will be exactly as he was the next time you see him. So be quiet and speak only to answer my questions.”
That power I had felt before grew again. It tingled along my skin, giving me goose bumps. Maybe she really was a goddess. Nothing else would have made sense. My busy thoughts kept me quiet, and thankfully she took that as my acquiescence.
“Now let’s talk,” she said, keeping herself between me and the door. “What do you know of past lives?”
 



Chapter Eight: When in Rome
“Excuse me?”
She loomed over me, making me feel like an insignificant bug. That sense of power pressed at me, and that annoying prickle at the back of my neck started to act up again. Caution was becoming a daily ailment.
“Past lives, Kassandra.” Aurelia glided across the floor, sending me skittering backwards and farther into the room. “You have heard the term before, no doubt.”
I crashed into a tall round side table, toppling it and all its contents. Something shattered on the floor behind me. “I’ve heard of them, yes.”
“Sit down. I am not going to harm you.”
“I’ll stand, thanks.” No way was I putting myself in that vulnerable a position. Sitting eliminated what little height I had.
Aurelia studied me for a moment. She seemed to look past me, through me, into me. I thought about past lives. Did I believe in them? Maybe. I’d never seen or heard anything to convince me in either direction. Reincarnation sounded cool. Finish one life, come back and try another. Make up for past wrongs, do something you couldn’t do before. Fun times, in theory. Of course, even that had been taken from me. Reincarnation needs death in order to work, and immortality and death weren’t on the best of terms.
Really, it made me want to believe in past lives just so I could have one more thing to be bitter about.
I probably needed therapy.
“Tell me this,” Aurelia said, breaking my depressing train of thought. “When you look at us, do you get the sense that there is something more?”
“No.” Other than the sense they secretly want to eat everyone. Though a few of them were beginning to change my mind on that.
“No? Not at all?”
“Well, I’ve been a bit preoccupied with my almost constant sense of dread. I’ll try paying attention from now on.” And we’re done. I can leave now. Right?
Delusional.
My generous giving of information only piqued her interest further. “Sense of dread?” She stepped closer to me, running a hand through the air around my head, as though she was feeling for something. “Tell me about this sense.”
I kept very still, but shrugged one shoulder to try to make light of the whole matter. “It’s something I’ve always had, though it seems on overdrive ever since I got turned. It’s just a little prickle at the back of my neck when something’s about to go wrong.”
She drew her hand back. “Interesting. And is this feeling always accurate?”
“Uh…yeah, pretty much.”
“And when was the last time you felt it?”
“Well, it’s acting up a bit right now.” I had all my weight on my heels. If she came any closer, and I leaned any further back, I would be on the floor.
“Now?” One perfectly plucked eyebrow rose to almost meet her hairline.
“Yes, well,” I readjusted my weight before I fell, scooting around the fallen table and to the other side of a plush leather chair. “You are a little intimidating and way older than me—in a good way,” I added after realizing what I had said. “I mean, you could probably squash me like a bug.”
“Indeed.” She moved away, curls bouncing across her back, then swinging to one side when she spun back around to face me again. “I will not harm you, Kassandra. It is the wish of no one in this house. But you are right to be wary of someone like me. It will keep you alive in our world. The old ones are not to be taken lightly.”
“Good to know.”
“Before now, when did you last get this feeling?”
“Last night.”
As I suspected, those two words were all she needed to understand. I could see it in the way her eyes crinkled at the corners while her mouth tightened. She knew what had happened, and she would leave me in the dark just like everyone else. Why should I need to know? It’s not like I was there or anything. Not like I had seen firsthand the pain on Rhys’s face.
“We shall work on developing this instinct of yours. It will benefit you greatly. And perhaps the rest of us as well.”
“So glad I can be useful.”
“We all play our parts, Kassandra. Yours has yet to be determined.”
My part. Somehow I knew that would come up once I met the general. If he ran everything, then I assumed that meant he would run me, too. Joy. So much for the freedom of eighteen. Now I had to wait for the freedom of one hundred. Maybe I could gain some privileges early for good behavior. Not that I’d gotten off to a good start in that direction or anything.
“Let me tell you a little something about myself.”
Oh goody. Story time. I kept my mouth shut and hoped she’d continue on her own.
She sat in one of the other leather chairs, her white dress standing out sharply against the deep, rich tone of the high back and wide arms. “There are aspects of this life that are not largely known,” she said. “A few of your movies and books have alluded to the truth, or have speculated, but none have ever gotten it perfectly right. But the point is this—some of us are gifted in ways the others are not. It is just as it is with humans. For me, this ability was present in my human life and I made good use of it. I was a priestess, and an oracle, and I was good at what I did.”
I didn’t get where she was headed with all this. Yeah, I had that bit of intuition and it seemed to be stronger now, but I’d never used it for anything. Other than arguing fruitlessly with my father.
“Unlike in your movies,” Aurelia continued, “we do not all possess imagined powers. In all my years I have met one mind reader, and it is no gift. I have never met a vampire who could move objects with his mind, nor have I met any who could manipulate any point in time or see far into the future. But I have met, and continue to meet, those who can sense the past lives of others as well as remember their own.”
“That’s…interesting.” I wished I was closer to the door.
“I am one who can sense such things. I remember each of my past lives, though there are few since I was turned early on in modern human history. I can glimpse hints of past lives in humans as well as vampires, and I know where each member of our family has been before they came to us. And you,” she stood again, then skipped the middle ground and appeared inches away from my face. “Have the same ability.”
I stumbled backwards, catching myself on the arm of the other chair. She was crazy. I’d never sensed anything from anyone—other than danger, of course—and I’d certainly never remembered a past life. “You must be mistaken.”
“You are young. The memories will not come immediately.”
“No, I mean I can’t sense past lives.”
She paused, physically and audibly. I crept around the leather chair until it acted as a shield between me and her. Confusion danced across her features, illustrating each thought in her eyes. She hadn’t expected me to say what I had.
“You have not sensed the presence of other lives?”
“No.” Please don’t kill me.
“Try.”
“What?”
The chair was suddenly gone, sliding across the hardwood floor to the other side of the room and leaving me naked to attack. I really needed to work on my reflexes. Backing up, I slammed into the windowsill, bruising my lower back. I curled my fingers around the edge, desperately seeking some sort of protection. This vampire could kill me with a look, I was sure of it. And while she hadn’t been outwardly threatening—yet—I had the distinct feeling Aurelia was the kind of woman whose mood changed on a dime.
“Try.” She grabbed my hands and slid her own fingers around mine until they had clasped palm to palm. Her gaze bore into mine, and my skin tingled where it came in contact with hers. I tried. I tried like a drowning person tried to find the surface, but came up with nothing. No glimmers of the ancient world, no mental pictures of a life that had never been mine. The only thing I sensed was my desperate need to get away. I was sure she hadn’t been lying when she said no one here meant me any harm, but the hierarchy of the vampire world had made itself very clear to me in this one moment. She was older, more powerful, and more experienced. Every bone in my body screamed for a show of deference. Even if I had been able to sense her lives, I wouldn’t have.
Finally, she released me. I gasped, out of habit of course, but even without a racing heart I panted and clutched at my chest with relief and lessening fear. Aurelia just set her arms back at her sides and regarded me with a look that made me feel like a puppy that had failed its master’s expectations.
“You have the power. I can feel it,” she said. “Why you cannot access it is beyond me, but we will change that.”
I had opened my mouth to beg her to just let it be when her attention was drawn away. It would have been the perfect opportunity to risk my life and hop out the window, had it not gained my attention as well. A new scent. Flowery, and human.
Aurelia growled, baring her teeth for one short moment, then flew to the door and opened it. “Olivia.” Her tone would have stopped me dead in my tracks, even if a serial killer had been nipping at my heels. “Come here this instant.”
Though the woman had scared the living daylights out of me only moments before, I crept towards the door, wanting to see who this was, and how it would play out. When Aurelia stepped out into the hall, I slid into the doorway to watch.
A young woman had frozen just in front of Rhys’s door, one hand poised over the knob. Her brown hair had been pinned back out of her face, and the deep blue dress she wore left little to the imagination. She spun away from the door, clasping her hands behind her back and plastering what was meant to be an innocent smile across her face. “Aurelia,” she said, her voice a light soprano. “I didn’t see you there.”
Aurelia either wasn’t amused, didn’t believe her, or both. “That’s because I wasn’t here for you to see.” The vampress’ tone had darkened even more than it had with me. Olivia was in far more trouble. “What do you think you are doing?”
“Me? Oh, I was just coming for Rhys.”
“You have not been called for.”
“Not exactly, but,” Olivia shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “He’ll need me shortly.”
“When you are needed, someone will send for you. Until then, you are not to set foot beyond that door.”
“But if Rhys is in trouble, then—”
Aurelia moved so fast I didn’t see it. Olivia cried out when her back slammed against the wall across the way from the door she had been trying to get through. Aurelia had one hand clamped around the girl’s neck, the other pressed against her mouth. “Silence. Learn to hold your tongue. If you cannot manage to think before you speak, then I will solve the problem for you.”
My first instinct was to move to help the girl. However, logic kicked in fast enough and kept my feet plastered to the floor. All I’d do was make the situation worse.
Olivia choked and squeaked, and I saw her chin attempt a downward motion. She couldn’t nod with Aurelia’s hand around her throat.
Aurelia released her, dropping her back to the floor. Olivia caught her balance rather expertly, but hugged the wall as she rubbed her neck. I began to weigh my options—get out of there, hide in the study behind me, or stay there in the hall.
“Kassandra.” Aurelia made my choice for me. “Come here.”
I did so, but I kept a reasonable distance between myself and the human girl.
“This is Olivia,” Aurelia said, her stormy eyes locked on the girl, though she turned her body towards me. “She is one of our more headstrong feeders. As a part of our family, I expect you to remind her of her place just as any of the rest of us would.”
Oh great. Like I could give orders like that. Not really my thing. And I certainly wasn’t going to bully all the humans in the house just because I was a vampire. Still, after seeing Aurelia in action, I nodded. The gesture didn’t commit me too much, but it served to answer her command.
Olivia looked at me for the first time. Clearly older than me, though only by a few years, she had the eyes of someone who had seen far more than their years normally would have allowed. Her pert little nose was the kind that spent most of the day upturned at everyone else, and her china doll lips would always look perfect no matter what kind of scowl she attempted.
She scowled at me then. “Who is she?” she demanded in no uncertain terms. I almost felt as though she had spit on me.
“This is Kassandra Thomas. You will give her the same respect you give all of us.” How strange to have gone from being interrogated by the woman, to being defended by her all in the same hour.
Olivia seemed to have no qualms when it came to asking questions. In a way, I envied her. “And where did she come from? I didn’t hear anything about someone new joining the family.”
“She is Rhys’s fledgling.”
Fire. Honest to God there was fire behind Olivia’s eyes. Aurelia looked smug.
“Rhys?” Olivia almost couldn’t get the word out. “Rhys turned her?”
“Yes.”
“But—but Rhys never turns anyone!”
“Things change.”
Olivia chirped for a while, not quite managing a coherent sentence. I had backed away only one step, deciding perhaps my presence was needed elsewhere, when she turned her glare on me.
“You,” she said. “You had just better be careful. I see what you’re up to. Rhys and I have been together a long time. Don’t think just because you got turned that makes you special.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I know Rhys better than anyone. You’re not even his type!”
“You’re insane!” I snapped. “I have no idea what you’re getting at, but you’ve got it all wrong. I don’t even want to be a vampire!”
“Well, how sad for you.” She left the wall and started towards me. “You get what so many of us want and you have the audacity to take it all for granted!”
Aurelia grabbed Olivia again, this time by the arm, and tossed her down the hall. Olivia landed with a loud thud, catching the floor with her hands just in time to save her head. “Enough,” Aurelia said. “Kassandra is your superior and you will treat her as such. We have talked about this before, Olivia.”
For a moment, I thought Olivia would continue the argument, but instead she took a deep breath and lifted herself from the floor. Straightening her dress, she composed herself. “You’re right,” she said, all proper and polite. “I apologize for forgetting myself. I suppose it was just my worry for Rhys.”
“Watch that it doesn’t happen again.”
“Yes, madam.”
Jeeze. It was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The question was, which one was more dangerous?
And just how was she with Rhys, a tiny voice in the back of my mind spoke up. And what constituted a long time when you were human and he was immortal? She must be his feeder. What other possibility could there be?
A door creaked open—why had this one been left alone when they had ruined and quieted mine?—and all my thought processes came to a crashing halt. The scent of fresh earth washed through the hall and I knew before I looked that I would see him.
He was perfect. Not a hair out of place, not a single sign of discomfort in his expression. His blue eyes were clear of pain, and he had changed clothes at some point in the time since I had last seen him. He looked between Olivia and me, one single line creasing his forehead.
“What’s going on out here?”
I’d never been so happy to hear his voice. He seemed so normal, so okay, I started to ask—then squelched the urge. I wasn’t allowed to say anything to him about last night. I screamed silently to myself. Why? It made no sense!
Olivia lit up like the Fourth of July when she saw him and half-skipped, half-strolled back down the hall until she was directly in front of him.
Between him and me. Obscuring my flawless view of his inexplicably relaxed face.
“Rhys, I’m so glad to see you,” she said, smiling sweetly. “I was so worried when I arrived and they said you weren’t seeing anyone.”
Confusion furrowed what I could see of his brow. “I was with the general, Olivia. That’s all.”
“I know. But someone said they thought you weren’t feeling well, so I rushed here so you could feed as soon as possible.”
So, Olivia could ask, but I couldn’t? Something was wrong with that.
“I feel perfectly fine,” Rhys said. “Why wouldn’t I?”
Okay, something was wrong with everything. Didn’t he remember last night? Or was he just covering, not wanting to talk about it?
Olivia shrugged. “All that matters is that you feel fine now. Should we go somewhere so you can feed?”
“Not right now. I have things to do. Kassandra.” He stepped to the side and looked straight at me. My still heart thumped once in my chest. “I assume you’ve met Aurelia.”
“Yes. We’ve been introduced.” I still didn’t believe everything was okay. I wanted to run up and shake some sense into him, to check him over for injuries and brain maladies myself. But that was out of the question. I would have to settle for him appearing to be himself once again.
“Good,” he said. “Then the hard part is over.” He smirked. Aurelia rolled her eyes, but didn’t look otherwise offended. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Olivia, rigid and glaring. “Come meet the general.”
“Just how much of an option is that?”
“None,” he said. “I’ll drag you if I have to. But you’ll make a better impression if you’re not flailing about in that dress.”
That was the second time someone had threatened to drag me today. Did I look like I needed to be dragged? “Point taken.” Doing my best to ignore Olivia’s fiery glare, I stepped past her and clapped my hands against my sides once, letting them bounce off. It relieved a bit of the tension that had sunk into my body. “I’m ready.”
“I hope so.” He stepped to the side, out of the way of the open door and laid a hand on my lower back. My heart thumped again. While annoying, I kind of liked it. It reminded me I wasn’t quite dead. Not completely, at least. However, I failed to step any further into the room. Rhys gave me a push.
I heard another pair of footsteps start to follow.
“Stay here for now, Olivia,” Rhys said. Then he shut the door.
I’d seen this room a million times before, and just last night when I had come in search of Rhys. It had been my favorite room in the house. The room where my father kept the good books. The fiction. We had everything here, from old classics like Pride and Prejudice and The Iliad, to every book that had come out in the past year.
The room looked exactly the same as it had when I had last seen it, comfy chairs, bookshelves and all. This was the room Rhys had chosen as his own, but he hadn’t moved in yet. Unlike Millie, he had no pictures scattered about, no belongings, and no shoes or socks left carelessly on the floor. Maybe I had been mistaken. Maybe he hadn’t been staying here. Just because he had been here before didn’t mean it was his room. It made me curious though. We did have one closet here, off to the right. The door was closed currently, but a large gash ran down the length of the wood.
I remembered the crash I had heard before.
But one thing stood out in the room that kept me from investigating further, though it was not so much a thing as it was a man.
A huge man. Tall and dignified, with just a touch of gray through his otherwise dark hair. His features looked like they could have been carved from stone, and the thin lines that ran across his face were indistinguishable as scars or wrinkles. He probably had both. His arms were huge, easily as thick as my skull, and from what I could tell those tailored dress pants covered legs that matched. He wore a cobalt blue dress shirt, which had been left unbuttoned at the top, and thank God for tailoring, or he never would have fit into it.
This man was pure muscle, and had been for centuries. No, for nearly two millennia. That odd sense of age and position returned, and even if Rhys hadn’t brought me here for the sole purpose of meeting him, I would have known who he was.
All business, he came forward and extended his hand to me. “Kassandra Thomas, allow me to introduce myself. I am General Julius Augustus, Chairman of the Western Alliance of the Vampiric Order. Welcome to our family.”
 



Chapter Nine: The General
I took his hand cautiously. His huge fingers curled around mine, dwarfing them. But instead of shaking, he leaned down and ever-so-graciously placed a kiss on the back of my hand. I felt my cheeks go hot. Not what I had expected. A bone-crushing handshake wouldn’t have surprised me at all. Did they shake hands in ancient Rome? I guess two thousand years was enough time to pick up an assortment of greeting customs.
Releasing me, he chuckled. Another surprise. “My dear, I can see you have not been warned about me.”
“Warned?” I expected my pulse to race, then remembered I was dead.
“We didn’t think a warning was needed,” Millie said, her voice all bells and chimes. I hadn’t noticed her before. She and her sister sat off to the far left, surrounded by a scattering of books. “After all,” she said, placing a book back on the shelf. “You’re such a gentleman.”
“Only you girls think so,” the general said.
Madge put away two more books. “It’s always fun to watch someone meeting you for the first time. Such an array of different reactions.”
“My girls flatter me too much,” he said to me, as though it was a secret no one else should hear. Against my initial judgment, I found myself liking him. He wasn’t nearly as frightening as I had thought he would be.
He laughed again, stepping away from me and clapping his hand against Rhys’s back. “Rhys, she barely speaks. Whatever have you done to her?”
“Trust me, she speaks just fine.”
The general’s laughter continued to fill the room. Millie stepped around him, then leaned down to whisper in my ear, placing a hand on my shoulder. “He’s not what you expected, is he?” I shook my head, still wordless. “Don’t be completely fooled though. He may be a big teddy bear with us, but he’s deadly outside of the home.”
Good to know. That didn’t apply to me though. Right?
“Kassandra.” His deep, bass voice made me jump. I almost knocked Millie’s hand into her teeth. “You’ve been with us for how long now? Two weeks?”
Oh, God. I had no idea. “I’m not sure,” I said, forcing myself to look him in the face and not stare at the floor. “I know I, uh, woke up on my birthday. On the eighteenth.”
“Really?” He looked at Rhys.
“Yes,” Rhys said. “She took her time.”
Booming laughter, yet again. “Good for you, Kassandra. Good for you. Strong will. I like that. Of course, it is to be expected when you don’t know beforehand what’s going to happen to you.”
“Some notice would have been nice, yes,” I said. Dammit. Pretty much the first time I open my mouth and what happens? I get all snippy. Dammit, dammit, dammit.
“Well, I could apologize for that,” the general said. “But what would be the point? It’s all in the past anyway, and I think you’re adjusting to life here with us quite well.”
I crushed my lips together to keep from lashing out verbally again. This was the man whose invasion had resulted in the death of my father, as well as mine, regardless of the different outcomes. I had to remember that.
“So,” he continued, “I am told you have taken a feeder.”
“Yes, sir.” Safe. Be polite.
“Warren, is it?”
“Yes.”
“And you get on well?”
“I like him, yes.”
“Good, good. Liking him will help you avoid mistakes this early on in your new life. Millie was wise to choose him for you.”
Millie beamed.
“I’m glad she did,” I said.
“But I hear you still will not bite him.”
Crap. Who’s been telling on me? The man’s been here less than a day and already he knew everything. He was as bad as my father.
“No,” I said. “I don’t want to.”
The general folded one arm across his chest and rubbed his chin with his free hand. “Yes, well, that’s fine for now. But you will not be able to avoid it forever, young lady. Biting becomes a necessity. Warren cannot be with you every second of the day, and times arise when we are often on our own for days or weeks. This life is not simple, Kassandra.”
“I’ve never thought it was.” What the heck was he talking about?
Millie walked back towards her sister, waggling her finger in the general’s face when she passed. “Don’t scare her, you big bully.” I caught her smiling just before she sat down and went back to helping her sister replace the books.
“I’m not trying to scare her. I am reasoning with her.”
“You like to scare everyone when they’re first turned. You did the same thing to Madge and me.”
“I did no such thing.”
“You told us that story about the vampire who dried up,” Madge said, trying to hold back the smile I could see pulling at her lips.
“It’s a true story,” the general defended himself.
“Not in the context in which you told us,” Millie said, whacking him on the leg with one book. “Madge and I could barely go an hour without thinking about blood after that.”
“You exaggerate.”
“Julius, you are a trickster and you always have been.” Aurelia had opened the door and stepped inside. “I had to personally go five days without feeding just to show the girls that they would not dry up.”
“Aurelia, my goddess, you wound me. I taught the girls to feed, did I not?”
“You did. But the thirst would have accomplished that just as well.”
The general shrugged. “Life is more fun my way.”
Aurelia huffed.
I was confused.
Cade followed Aurelia in. Though, I could have sworn I had smelled him in here earlier. When had he left? Maybe while Aurelia was busy frightening me in the study. I really needed to be more observant. But maybe it wasn’t even possible to be that observant, even when you were a vampire.
“Julius, the package is here,” he said.
“Ah, good. Well, then.” He swept towards the door, catching Aurelia’s arm in his as he went. “Come, Kassandra, I have a bit of a test for you.”
Test?
“No, you don’t,” Rhys said, suddenly right at my side. “You tried that one with me.”
The general stopped, turning back to look at Rhys. “Did I? Imagine that. My memory must be getting rusty.”
“Your memory is perfect,” Rhys said, not amused. “Of course, I’m sure you’ve improved upon the trick in five hundred years.” Now he sounded amused.
“I have, but now you’ve ruined it. I will have to think of something else for Kassandra.” He and Aurelia glided out the door.
I whimpered. I hated practical jokes in the human world. I knew I would hate them more now in the vampire world.
Rhys grabbed my hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll talk him out of it. Besides, he should be too busy with other things to have time for playing tricks.”
“Okay,” I muttered, not sure I believed him.
“Come on, he’s not done talking with you yet.” He pulled me out of the library.
“Oh God.”
Olivia was perched on a decorative bench out in the hallway. She jumped up the moment she saw Rhys, placing herself at his side as we walked. I suddenly had the urge to walk faster. Fast like a vampire, just so she couldn’t keep up.
Rhys just silently accepted her presence, almost like she wasn’t there at all. Had he grown that accustomed to her? That even after weeks without her she could follow him around like a lost puppy and go unnoticed? I was always acutely aware of Warren. I wondered once again why Rhys had left Olivia behind when he had first come here.
The general and Aurelia had disappeared from sight, but I could still smell their path. Rhys followed it down two flights of stairs to the ground floor. We wove our way through the staff, all of them pointedly not staring. Down the main hall and around the far corner, I breathed a sigh of relief when we passed the dining room. I’d feared the general would want to talk there, and I still cringed at the thought of returning to the site of my last argument with my father.
I wondered what would have happened if he had believed me.
When we reached the study, Rhys ushered me inside, then once again told Olivia to stay outside. “We’ll be a while,” he said. “Don’t wait.” Then he shut the door.
Just before the door closed, I saw Olivia’s dumbfounded expression. Clearly, she was not used to being left behind.
“Come and sit, Kassandra,” the general said, far on the other side of the room. bent over one of the tables that stood between the chairs of various shapes and sizes. Aurelia had set herself in the high-backed wooden chair, carved sometime in the late nineteenth century, or something like that. Cade stood beside the general, quiet.
I chose one of the plush armchairs, tucking my legs under my skirt and drawing them up onto the cushion. I had a feeling I might have to wait a bit before the talking commenced.
I was right.
The general pondered over whatever occupied the wooden box on the table in front of him. My view was mostly of his back, though I had placed myself slightly off to his left side. I could see his hand stroking his chin, his other arm firmly braced against the table, muscles taught. Cade said nothing.
Rhys had become distracted by a painting that hung over the mantle—an Irish countryside by some little known artist my mother had met once in her travels. Aside from the blue sky and gray stones, almost everything was green. Yet nothing was the same exact shade. Tiny yellow flowers accented the differences here and there. I loved that painting, though it had taken me a few years of growing up to really appreciate it. That, and a trip to Ireland. Before that, I had always seen the painting as a sort of fairy tale, a myth. But afterwards, I knew it to be truer than most things. Green really did exist like that.
Had Rhys seen Ireland? If he couldn’t remember his human life, then perhaps he didn’t know just how beautiful his home was. But, that would have meant he hadn’t been back in five hundred years. Watching him study the painting, I didn’t doubt my sad hypothesis.
“Kassandra.”
“Yes.” I snapped to attention when the general said my name. Too quickly. I winced and rubbed the back of my neck where I had pinched a nerve.
“You are in your final year of secondary school, are you not?”
Wow. Hadn’t heard anyone put it that way in—okay, never. “Yeah. I’m a senior. Rhys said something about me going back, but I’ve missed a lot of school now, I don’t see how I’ll ever catch up.” Don’t send me back, I prayed silently to myself. Don’t make me risk killing my friends. Warren I could manage, but he was just one guy. A whole school full? I didn’t think so. I’d had a lot of time to think since Rhys first mentioned it. My friends were better off without me now. Safer. I wanted to see them, but not at such a high price.
The general waved off my concerns as though they were nothing, still concentrating on whatever was in the box. “Missed time is no difficulty. It has been taken care of.”
“Excuse me?”
“My dear,” he finally turned and looked over his shoulder at me. “Do you really think I would not have protocols in place for instances such as this? You will finish school, I insist.”
“My papers are really late. I’ll have a failing grade.”
“Nonsense.” He went back to the box.
“Everyone may think I’m sick, but I don’t have a doctor’s note to excuse me, and I don’t see how I could get one.”
“Gia will write you one.”
“Gia?”
“My feeder. She’s a doctor, you know.”
Fabulous. Of course. Why wouldn’t he have a doctor on staff? Silly me for not thinking of it myself.
He reached into the box with one hand. “And if there are any further problems, I will have them taken care of. So, you shall return to school and you will earn your diploma. Then, we shall discuss a higher education.”
“College?”
“Education is very important, my girl. I will give you a few years to finish adjusting to this life, but yes, you will go to college.” He withdrew his hand, folding it into his other arm across his chest. “I am at a loss. What do you think, Cade?”
Cade didn’t move from his spot against the wall. “I think it’s Petri. It’s the only possibility. Despite the tampering of his scent.”
“If it was Petri, why would they disguise the identity rather than throw it in our faces?”
“To confuse us. To weaken our resolve. Petri has been missing for years. We have no way of acquiring immediate proof.”
“You have a point. Aurelia, do you think you could see anything?” The general turned to her, offering a strong hand to assist her from her seat. It had to be all manners. Aurelia was not a woman who needed help standing.
She regarded him for a moment, still sitting. “If I touch it, I may catch a glimpse of something.” She took his hand and floated to her feet.
Was it the product of two thousand years of practice, or had she simply been that graceful in life? I couldn’t imagine myself ever moving like that, even when dancing.
Aurelia dipped her hand into the box and closed her eyes. For a moment, I felt the presence of the power I had felt before, that push on the air, then it faded away. She opened her eyes, disgust written in every line that creased her normally perfect face. “Petri. Without a doubt. They dismembered him while still alive. Drained him.”
The three of them were silent after that. I clutched the arms of the chair tighter, having no idea what any of that meant. Dismemberment was self-explanatory enough, but something told me it meant something much more in this world. As for draining…I didn’t think I wanted to know.
The general reached in and drew out Aurelia’s hand for her, holding it gently in his own. Their eyes met, and suddenly I felt the need to look away. Two thousand years of companionship, of love, obviously made even the littlest thing intimate. I remembered the way my father had looked at my mother. Always so hard and militaristic, my father had been the kind of man who you never saw smile. But when my mother walked into the room, everything about him softened. She was so completely his opposite in everything but her conviction and devotion to what she believed in. She was the bright day while he was the dark night. The one needed the other. I felt a tear build at the corner of my eye and quickly wiped it away.
Cade replaced the lid of the box, pressing down until it clicked in place. Aurelia looked paler than before. She lifted the general’s hand to her lips, kissed it, then excused herself, sweeping out of the room in an instant. The general sat himself in the chair she had occupied earlier.
Rhys had ceased his study of the painting and watched the other two men closely.
“Well, that’s it, then,” the general said, clasping his hands together in his lap. “They’ve made their move.”
“Years ago,” Cade said.
“Yes, well, killing Petri was the least of their intentions. It is simply a prelude. They knew taking him would make little difference in our everyday affairs.”
“If they wanted to do that they would have targeted one of us.”
“Indeed.”
Rhys cleared his throat. “Should we really be talking about this now?” I didn’t miss the quick gesture he threw in my direction.
The general looked at me, then shrugged one massive shoulder. “She’ll learn about it all eventually.”
“Now is not the best time,” Rhys said. “She has enough to think about.”
“Fine then.” The general clapped his hands against his thighs, then stood. “You teach her as you see fit. But don’t leave her completely in the dark, or more incidents like last night will happen.”
Last night? I wasn’t supposed to talk to Rhys about last night. Now the general just brought it up like it was nothing? I looked at Rhys, trying to gauge his reaction. All he did was nod. Nothing else. No glimmers of remembered pain, no uneasiness, no anything.
“I can handle it,” he said.
Handle what? I wanted to scream.
“Very well. Kassandra, one more thing before we part. Do you feel ready to mingle with humans?”
“No.” The word slipped out before I could think further.
The general paused in his steady steps. “No? I heard you were doing well.”
“I’ve managed not to kill Warren, but I haven’t really been surrounded by a large number of humans yet.”
“Nonsense. The house is full of humans and you didn’t even notice.” He smiled at me. “You can return to school within the week. Make sure any outstanding work is finished and ready to be handed in. Cade, if you would come with me please.”
He left the room faster than I could see, leaving me looking rather like a fish again. I could feel it in my face. It took real effort to close my mouth. Cade stopped in front of me on his way out the door. “Be ready,” he said. “I’ll test your reflexes again sometime today.” And then he left.
Great. An ambush to look forward to. This was turning out to be one of the best days of my life. I looked at Rhys and realized we were really and truly alone for the first time since the night before. No one to look over my shoulder, no one to enforce the promise I had made. But could I bring myself to ask him? I bit my tongue in order to squelch the impulse. I could get a few questions answered other ways. No need to make him relive anything.
I started on what I figured would be the safest ground. “Do I really have to go back to school?”
“I thought you would be happy about that. You’ll see your friends again.”
“I’ll eat my friends, you mean.”
“You’ll be fine. But Warren can go with you if that will make you feel better.”
I dropped my feet to the rug, leaning forward to better emphasize my skepticism. “And just how would you manage to enroll Warren in my school overnight?”
Rhys shrugged. “It’s been done before.”
I groaned. “Warren doesn’t have to come with me. He’ll just make me thirsty all day. It’ll be better if I ignore it altogether.” Then I had a thought. “Couldn’t you come with me?”
He glanced over his shoulder at me while taking down an old book from the lone shelf that stood to the left of the mantle. “Do I look like a high school student to you?”
“You’re only twenty.”
“I was very nearly twenty-one, actually.”
“Bet you weren’t as close to twenty-one as I was to eighteen.”
He smiled, just a bit. “No, I wasn’t. And I told you it would be perfectly reasonable for you to consider yourself eighteen.”
“Oh, I do. Believe me. But that’s not my point. You could pass as a student, it doesn’t matter that you were a grown man when you were turned. You look just like everyone else now.”
“I’m not going to school with you. I’ll walk you there, and that’s it.”
“I’ll have to attend gym class, and we go outside this time of year. The sunlight will send me into a feeding frenzy.”
“You can spend the next few days outside getting used to it.”
“Do you have an answer for everything?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll find a way to challenge that, you know.”
He flipped through the pages of the book. “I look forward to it.”
“What are you reading?” With Cade’s threat looming on the horizon of my life, I tested myself by jumping up from my chair and quickly making my way to Rhys’s side. The air whizzed past me, then stopped as instantly as I did. I took part in a little mental happy dance when I managed to not slam myself into either Rhys or the wall. I peeked over his shoulder.
“Poetry?” I didn’t recognize the particular poem that occupied the page he currently read, but I knew stanzas when I saw them.
“Yes. Sara Teasdale.”
“Teasdale?” I looked at the poem again. “I don’t know that one.” It was titled Love and Death.
“Lesser known, but no less good.”
I caught a glimpse of the date in the top corner. 1911. “Not too modern for you?”
“Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I don’t like modern things. In fact, I probably have a greater appreciation than you do because of my age.”
“Yeah, yeah, sure.” I pulled away and leaned against the bookcase so I could see him. “So, what were they all talking about before? When you told them to stop because of me.”
He shut the book and placed it back on the shelf right by my head, leaving his hand there and leaning in close. “Things you don’t need to concern yourself with just yet.”
“But I will eventually?”
“If you survive that long.”
“Oh, funny. You haven’t offed me yet. I don’t expect you to try any time soon.”
“How American of you.”
“Again with the jokes. I guess all Americans are cocky and sure of themselves, right?”
“That has been my experience, yes.”
“Then you must have noticed we’re pretty damned persistent, too.”
He rolled his eyes and backed away from me, walking across the room to where a small bar had been built into the opposite wall. “I can see this conversation will go where I don’t want it to, regardless. I suppose I asked for it with my comments.” He toyed with a bottle of sherry. “All right, get it over with.”
I couldn’t help but grin. I loved getting my way. Plus, now maybe I could find out something about what had happened to him the night before. “They mentioned what happened last night. Did that have something to do with the man, Petri, they were talking about?”
“For someone who complains about her observation skills, you seemed to have done well enough today.”
“It’s selective. Now answer my question.”
“The two are indirectly related, yes.”
“And what, exactly, happened last night? Besides a bad rendition of West Side Story, vampire-style.”
“You say the strangest things.”
“You’re not going to distract me, and you’re not going to drink that sherry, so leave it alone and focus.”
He tossed it at me. No warning. I cursed and scrambled to catch it. I managed to save it only inches from the carpet, two handed, and upside down. “Jerk,” I said. I stood and set the poor abused bottle on a small side table by one chair. “Don’t do that again.”
“At least you didn’t break it. On the ground or with your hands. Remember to be careful of that when you return to school. Humans are fragile.”
“You. Are. Stalling.” I folded my arms over my chest and waited.
Amusement played all over his face. Apparently I wasn’t the least bit intimidating. “Last night,” he said, “we ran into a rival family. They don’t have the same values as we do, nor do they agree with the ways of the Western Alliance.”
“Which is?” Warren had mentioned an alliance, but hadn’t explained.
“An organization of vampires, headed by the general, who for the most part believe the world works the way it is.”
That made no sense. I must have looked as confused as I felt, because Rhys elaborated. A bit. “We have laws, policies in place which we have followed for millennia. There are some vampires who would like to change the way things work. It’s all politics, Kassandra. Just like in the human world.”
“So there really is a vampire handbook?” I remembered my first day with Millie, and the rules she mentioned.
“More accurately a law book. Though there is a difference between our strict laws and the guidelines we put in place for general living.”
“And when do I have to learn all these?”
“There are very few vampire laws. The guidelines you’ll pick up as you go.”
“And when do I learn them?” As I broke them? Yeah, that would be a really good idea. Break the laws without even knowing. What kind of punishments did vampires have for crimes? What did natural killers consider a crime anyway?
“Finish high school first,” Rhys said. “Until then, I’m responsible for your actions since I turned you.”
“Wow. You trust me to be good that much, huh?”
“I don’t foresee the laws being an issue with you.”
“I’m going to take that as a compliment, even though I’m not sure it is one.” I paused for a moment, seeing if he would say anything else. Perhaps something about his sudden collapse. When he offered nothing, I pressed a little further. “So that’s it? Nothing else happened last night?”
“What else could have happened? You were there.”
So he really didn’t remember. I supposed it was possible he just didn’t want to talk about it, but if that were the case I would have expected him to be more evasive. Instead, I had simply confused him. I wondered what would happen if I asked him right out. But I had promised. And I didn’t want to cause him pain again.
I would find out though. I promised myself.
“I guess I just felt like checking.” I let my arms drop to my sides. “I mean, it all kind of happened so fast, and I’ll admit I was pretty much scared senseless. I had danger alarms going off in my head so loud I couldn’t really focus on anything else.”
“Then, if you’re done, we should head outside and get used to the sun some more.” He started towards the door.
“Just one more thing,” I said, feeling suddenly brave. “What’s in the box?” It had been left on the far table, and its soft wooden walls taunted me.
He stopped and looked back at me. His eyes dark, like something haunted him. “You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I really do.” I wasn’t scared of much, and my curiosity would drive me nuts all day long if I didn’t get a good look.
“I’d prefer you didn’t.”
“That didn’t sound like an order.”
“I told you I wouldn’t do that. If you’re so sure you want to know, then go ahead and look.”
Despite the fact that his expression clearly stated the torment my decision caused him, I had to know. The dismemberment, the draining, it all added up to something. Something important, and I wanted to know what. Trying, for his sake, not to appear too eager I made my way over to the table with the box. This had to be more than just politics. Besides, how tame could vampire politics be? I didn’t care that they had once been human. I’d been a vampire for barely two weeks, but already my thinking had changed on a lot of things. I drank blood from a living human being, for crying out loud.
The wood box was light-colored, soft-looking. The lid joined the four walls flawlessly. You could have turned the thing on its side and never known which end was up had someone not stamped the word “confidential” across the top. Suddenly I felt very special. Either confidential was code for something else, or I was about to get a look at something few others would ever see. A surge of excitement rushed through my veins. Glancing back at Rhys one more time to make sure he hadn’t changed his mind, I gripped the edges of the lid and pulled.
The first thing I noticed was the smell. Or rather, the complete lack of smell. I couldn’t sense anything. The bottom of the box had been lined in straw, pale and brittle. Amidst all that sat something dark and puckered. Pieces of it had flaked away, speckling the straw. Four long fingers stretched out, gnarled and otherwise unrecognizable. Another digit lay below them at an obscure angle. I’d only ever seen anything like it in museums. In the mummy rooms.
A hand. Cut off at the wrist. And appearing to be centuries old.
 



Chapter Ten: School
Of course the heavens couldn’t have blessed me with a cloudy sky for my first day back at school. I’d all but kicked and screamed my way down the street. Rhys had offered to drive me the short distance, but I had foolishly thought it would be a good idea to start off my day with a huge dose of sunshine.
Wrong.
My skin itched again, and I felt as miserable as I had my first day as a vampire. Despite feeding from Warren right before I left the house, I was still thirsty.
Stupid sun.
I pulled my baseball cap down further over my eyes, then tugged on the sleeves of my long-sleeved tee-shirt before wrapping my arms around myself in an attempt to remain in control. My dark sunglasses gave the world a dim tint, fitting my mood. Luckily, though I knew I looked ridiculous dressed like this at the end of May, my extensive covering had so far kept me from being recognized by any of my classmates passing by.
Rhys strolled casually at my side, hands in his jean pockets, skin exposed in his tee-shirt and lack of hat. Skipping all this initial vampire nonsense would be good. Just head right on over to five hundred years of experience and control. That would be fantastic. No go, though.
“It’s warm out,” he said. “Aren’t you going to be hot dressed like that all day? You must be warm from feeding.”
“Shut up.” I got snippy when miserable. “It’s your fault I have to do this.”
“My fault?”
“Yes. You turned me, so that makes you responsible for pretty much everything, but besides that, you didn’t try to tell the general I’m not ready to go to school yet.”
“But you are ready.”
I huffed and hiked my backpack onto my shoulder in a more comfortable position.
Rhys sighed that sigh I had become familiar with the very first day. “Kassandra, you’ll be fine. Nothing is going to happen.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes, I do.”
“I’m tempted to massacre everyone just to prove you wrong.”
“But you won’t.” He grinned at me, victorious. “The day that happens is the day Madge does something completely selfless.”
“Wow. Not nice.”
He shrugged. “She would admit it readily. The point is, you couldn’t hurt a fly.”
“You know, your insistence that I’m so nice is really starting to wear on my nerves.” I glared over my sunglasses at him.
“Who said anything about you being nice?” He made a face like some unsavory smell had caught his nose.
I whacked his arm. Hard. Vampire hard. He winced and looked at me in surprise while rubbing what I hoped would turn into a bruise. Cade had showed me that in private. I’d been saving it for a special occasion. I figured a miserable sunny day on my way to a school full of unsuspecting human children was special enough.
“When did you learn to do that?” he asked.
“Cade’s been working with me.”
“You mean he’s been doing things other than mowing you down at random intervals?”
I cringed, remembering the latest attack disguised as a so-called test. Cade had ambushed me right before bed last night, ramming me into the iron fence that circled my house. I’d completely missed him coming. His scent hadn’t even hit me until I was already up close and personal with the iron rails. I reached back and gently touched the long bruise that traveled up my back just to the right of my spine.
“Every now and then he decides to show me something useful,” I said. “I usually pay for it later that day though.”
“You’ll be grateful later.”
“Sure.”
“Just wait. The first time you dodge him I have a feeling I’ll have to hear about it for weeks.”
“Will it bother you?”
“How annoying will you be?”
“As annoying as it takes to bother you.” I grinned.
He stopped, knocking the brim of my hat down over my face and glasses. “I’ll avoid you until you’re finished gloating then. We’re here.”
I pushed my hat back up to its proper position and fixed my glasses so they weren’t crushing my nose and looked up. Sure enough, Hartford Public High School loomed against the irritatingly blue sky.
“Crap.”
“Have a good day. I trust you can find your own way home.”
“What? Hey!” I chased after him when he started back down the way we had come. “That’s it? You just dump me?”
He turned on one heel, giving me the same look a parent gave a troublesome child. “Kassandra, you’ve done this your whole life. I think you can handle it.”
“What happens if I eat everyone?” My voice was a little louder than it should have been.
Rhys grabbed me by the shoulders and dragged me over to the edge of the sidewalk. “Don’t be ridiculous. Just go to school, do your work, and then come home. You are not going to eat everyone.” His nose wrinkled in disgust at the very concept. “Now go.”
He blinked out of existence.
Or at least, that’s how it seemed. Even to me, who should have been able to see him move. I hoped someone else had noticed the sudden lack of companion at my side. That would certainly cause a stir. It would serve him right.
I grumbled to myself for a good minute, clenching my fists and growling through my teeth until I felt like most of my aggression had been filtered out. Then I took a deep breath, trying my best to keep it even, and forced myself up the walk and through the front doors of my long-missed school.
I got all the way to the main office without anyone recognizing me. Score one for me. But as soon as I walked in the door, our secretary, Mrs. Zimmerman, waved her hand at me. “No hats in school, you know the rule. Off.”
Keeping my eyes down, I waited until I was at her desk, then reluctantly took off my hat and glasses. Then I waited.
It took all of three seconds for her to finish writing whatever note she had been scribing and turn her head to greet me. “Now,” she said. “What can I do for you?” The last word trailed off with an extra syllable, her eyes widening with recognition. Thanks to my father, everyone knew who I was.
“Hey, Mrs. Z.” I said sheepishly.
“Ka—Kassandra. It’s—it’s good to see you.” Mrs. Z. never stuttered. “We were so sorry to hear about your father.”
For a moment I thought she meant she was sorry for my loss, but then I remembered the story that had been concocted to explain his absence. “Oh, yeah. Well, uh, yeah. Me, too. He really liked it here.” There, that sounded normal enough, right?
She nodded a few times, accepting my answer. “And you, you poor thing. We were told you were ill.”
Yup. That more or less summed it up. “Yeah, I really felt like dying a few times, but I’m better now.” As soon as I’d gotten out of the sunlight the thirst had receded. I was confident I could at least make it through A period without killing anyone. “I have a note.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the folded paper Rhys had handed me on our way out the door this morning. I’d read it at least half a dozen times. It said, in that infamous doctor scribble,
 
Kassandra Thomas has been ill for the past two weeks, and should be excused from her extended absence. She is now fit to return to school, though if she complains of discomfort or any other ill feeling, she should be allowed to rest and/or get some fresh air.
 
It was signed, Dr. Gianna Salvio. I still hadn’t met her, but I decided I liked her. She had given me an out.
I handed the note to Mrs. Zimmerman.
“Ah, excellent,” she said. “I’ll just get a copy of this so you can show it to your teachers, and then I’ll put the note into the system. You should have no trouble at all concerning graduation.” She smiled as though sure that had been my biggest worry, then stood and went to the copier.
I contemplated how long it would take me to dig a hole in the ground, then bury myself in it. The halls outside had filled up during our little conversation and the scents were starting to leak in under the door.
No. I would not think about that. I could do this. I could do this. I repeated it to myself over and over again until Mrs. Zimmerman came back.
“Here you are, dear.” She returned my note. “So glad to have you back and well again.”
I shoved the note into my pocket, feeling somewhat protected by it. “Thanks,” I said. “Have a good day.”
She waved, then went back to work. I mentally talked myself out of the office and into the crowded hall. Of course, since this was high school, about five people bumped into me instantly. My skin tingled where bare flesh had touched bare flesh, and I was suddenly very glad I had dressed in long-sleeves. I crammed my hat and glasses into my backpack, made sure it wouldn’t tumble off my shoulder, shoved my hands in my pockets to avoid any more unwanted contact, and pressed forward.
Even though I’d never smelled her scent like this before, even though I hadn’t seen her since my life had been turned inside out, I knew I would see her when I turned the corner that led to my locker. Spices. Sara.
Bittersweet. I’d heard the term a million times before, but I’d never really understood it until that moment. My best friend, the one person I had always confided in, laughed with, cried with. The person who made me think maybe all those people who preached about past lives were right, just because the connection had been so instant. From the moment we’d first said “hi” in fifth grade, it had been like we’d always been friends.
And she smelled so frickin’ good. Good enough to eat. Joy.
I wanted to run up to her. Throw myself at her and hug her until she begged for breath. But that was out of the question. At the back of my throat a tiny thirst itched, poking at me and making me hate myself.
Grinning was safe though. And yelling. “Sara!” I waved over the heads of the other students, then jogged to where our lockers were conveniently placed so close together.
She jumped, startled, her hazel eyes wide with shock. “Kass?” She threw her books into her locker, stepping forward to meet me only feet away from my own. She’d cut her hair off since I’d last seen her and now sported a cute pixie cut. She also had a purple streak in her blonde hair. That was Sara for you. “Kassandra! It is you!”
She threw her arms around me and I held my breath. I hugged her back, almost crying. It felt so good to be with her again, to remember my normal life. But the itch grew stronger and I felt my fangs stretch, so I broke the hug, smiling as best I could while I stepped back.
“I missed you,” I said.
“Missed you, too. What the heck happened to you? Your father left, and they said you were staying to finish school, but when I stopped by to check on you some stranger opened the door and said you were sick!” The bangles on her wrists jangled with each gesture she made.
I was caught up in the realization that she had come by the house and I hadn’t known. When? While I was dying, or after? God, if she’d been there while I died…I hoped my screaming hadn’t been too loud at the time.
“Yeah,” I struggled to remember the story Rhys had drilled into my head the night before. “It got pretty nasty for a while there. I felt like I was dying.” Ha ha. Funny, right? Watch me tell my best friend as much as possible without breaking any rules. “But I feel better now.” Mostly. Just don’t get too close again. Or stop smelling so damned good. Couldn’t my best friend be completely unappetizing? She could at least help me out a little.
“I’m glad you’re okay. I was getting kind of worried.”
“I’m good,” I assured her. “I didn’t miss anything completely crippling while I was gone, did I?”
She thought for a moment. “You missed a lab in astronomy, but it really wasn’t all that interesting anyway. We had to plot out the ecliptic. Oh! Travis and Melanie broke up. Huge fight, right in the hall. She punched him in the nose. It was fabulous.”
“You’re sick.” Though, Melanie and Travis broke up and got back together on a regular basis, and it usually entertained the entire student body for a good few weeks. Blood wasn’t always involved though. Thank God I hadn’t been there.
Sara shrugged. “So who was that new guy that answered the door at your house? Did you get a new staff?”
Crap. Rhys and I hadn’t talked about this. “Uh, yeah. There are a few new people. Anne’s still there, though.” Distract her. Change the subject. “So where’s Jude? You didn’t ditch him already did you?” I teased.
“Ditch him? Please.” She flipped a wrist-full of bangles at me. “He’s the best boyfriend a girl could ask for. I hardly ever have to carry anything.”
“You’re a fiend. I’m telling him you’re only using him as a mobile backpack.”
“Oh, he knows it.”
It felt so good to laugh and joke again. Sara loved to tease about her relationship with Jude, but I knew the truth. She honestly loved him. He’d had a crush on her since middle school, and had finally gotten up the courage to ask her out our Sophomore year. They’d been together ever since. They had that rare teenage love you just knew would last. I envied them. I’d never had so much as a Friday night date.
I ditched the books I didn’t need in my locker and retrieved the rest. Sara chattered away about more gossip and drama I had missed in my absence all the way to A period. Math. Just what everyone needed at seven-thirty in the morning.
As soon as I stepped through the door all talking stopped. The change was so profound, I almost thought I saw a paper airplane stop mid-flight. This was what I had dreaded. All eyes were on me.
Keeping my head down, I slipped to my desk at the back of the classroom, and wished I could put my hat back on. Sara followed, taking her seat next to me. Silence still hung on the air.
“What’s their problem?” Sara asked, tossing her notebook onto the desk.
“I don’t know. Maybe they forgot what I look like.” Or maybe my lack of humanity had set off alarms in their human heads. Caution—predator.
Sara scoffed. “That’s ridiculous.” She turned to our classmates. “Is something wrong?” she asked, loud enough for all of them to hear. “You all remember, Kassandra, don’t you? You could say hi and welcome back instead of staring at her like she has the plague or something.”
I sank further into my chair. “Thanks, Sara.”
I had never been Miss Popularity. I always attributed that to the fact that my father set the rules for everything. But not two seconds after Sara had reprimanded everyone the class erupted with noise. Noise that asked how I was, welcomed me back, and inquired over just what I had been ill with. Bradley, a boy who gave most people the creeps for no real apparent reason, wanted to know if boils and puss had been involved.
I pretended I couldn’t hear him over the rest of the class.
I’d never been so glad to see Mr. Shimer walk through the door and announce the start of class. Of course, once he took attendance, and I had to stop him when he skipped my name out of habit, it all started up again.
By D period, not only had I managed not to eat anyone, but I’d also gotten so good at spouting off my excuse story I could do it without much thought. The note in my pocket had been unfolded and folded again so many times I began to fear it might rip. B period study hall had been atrocious. Kids I knew, as well as some I didn’t, had bombarded me with questions and well-wishes. Some of them had smelled way too good. I had one near-disaster when an underclassman I’d never even really seen before reached across me to grab a paper from someone else. Her wrist had passed just under my nose, and she smelled like fresh apples. My brain blocked out everything but the sound of her pulse, and for a moment that lasted a lifetime, I contemplated breaking my self-imposed rule and sinking my teeth into her flesh just to see if she tasted as good as she smelled.
Thank God in all the excitement someone got bumped behind me and spilled his water down my back. The shock broke the spell she had put over me and I excused myself, with Sara, to the bathroom to dry off.
Rhys would not be forgiven for making me come back here anytime soon.
D period, however, had the potential to be far worse. Gym class. And what were we doing on this particularly lovely spring day? Playing baseball. Outside. In the sunshine. Because it wasn’t bad enough I had always been a ball-magnet of sorts as a human and constantly got pummeled by whatever projectile the evil gym teachers had selected. Now my ineptitude would be compounded by the diabolical sun.
I really needed to dig a hole and climb in it.
Sara slapped me on the back as soon as we were both dressed for gym. “Come on, Kass. You can always claim some mysterious symptom of your long illness. I’ve seen that note you have enough times now. If it gets really bad, just say you’re worn out and Mr. Mack will have to let you sit out.”
She skipped out of the locker room, tugging me along. Gym was the only class we had with Jude.
Mr. Mack already had everyone else lined up at the door when we reached them. Jude smiled at me and held the door as we started outside. I was glad to find that, while he didn’t smell bad, he didn’t make my mouth water, either.
“Hey, Kass. Glad to see you back.”
“Thanks. I’m glad to be back.” Lies. All lies. I liked Jude, though. He’d been a good friend to me as much as he’d been a good boyfriend to Sara. And they matched. Honestly, I’d forgotten how crazy it was how much they just looked like they belonged together. The same shade of blond, same hazel eyes. I’d teased Sara at first about having a genealogy test done to make sure they weren’t secretly related.
I hesitated before stepping outside, wishing I had my hat with me. The sun’s rays hit me full force, and I almost called out to Mr. Mack right then to ask to go back inside. But the braver part of me, the tougher part, argued it wouldn’t get any easier if I avoided it.
I trudged out to the baseball field.
I dodged six baseballs, and only got hit by one. In the knee. Ow. I made a mental note to thank Cade later, though. Maybe Rhys, too, but only if I wasn’t uncontrollably bitter about the whole school thing in its entirety.
I kept a safe distance from my classmates, and held my breath a lot. The sun was hot for so early in the year, and by the supposed third inning the thirst at the back of my throat had become more than a simple itch. I knew I’d spent at least thirty minutes outside, so I reminded Mr. Mack of my doctor’s note and headed inside feeling rather triumphant. The student body remained unharmed. I was a champion.
I did use a tiny bit of my vampire speed to sneak into the cafeteria early and snatch a large cup of ice from the back of the kitchen. I had eaten all of it by the time Sara and Jude found me at our usual table and felt much better. The ice cooled the burning thirst pretty thoroughly. If this was one of those tricks Rhys knew but hadn’t told me yet…he was in trouble. I set my head down on my arms.
Sara slid her tray onto the table and sat next to me, Jude on her other side. At the sight of her crunchy fries and pepperoni pizza I realized I had a problem. Ice was the first non-blood food I’d had in weeks.
I hadn’t packed a lunch. Nor did I feel like ruining my perfect memories of the glorious food known as pizza by eating it now.
Dammit.
“You okay, Kass? You looked a little sick when you left gym.” Sara popped a fry into her mouth.
“I’m okay. The sun just got a little hot for me, I guess.” Think quick.
“Are you going to eat? You probably should, since you were sick for so long.”
There was my out. Use the sickness. “My stomach’s a little uneasy actually. I only have two more classes left. I think I’ll be okay until I get back home.”
“Are you sure?” She looked worried.
“Yeah.” I sat up and brushed my hair out of my face. “I drank some water when I got in, so I’m hydrated and all that.”
 passed the bottle of water he had bought down the table. “Here, keep this with you. I’ll go get another one.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I insist.” He smiled again, dimples making it impossible to turn him down.
“Well, let me at least give you the dollar for it.” I reached into my pocket, hoping I had shoved something in there before I left the house.
“It’s not a problem, Kass.” He stood and left without another word.
“Isn’t he the best?” Sara said, watching him walk away for a second before turning back to me.
“Yes. He’s the best.” I really was thankful. Apparently water and ice weren’t so hard for me to stomach. Blood would have been better, though. Maybe it was time to invest in a good thermos that couldn’t be seen through…
I could not believe I just thought that.
I made it through World Cultures and Astronomy without incident. I had G period, the last period of the day, free and since I was a senior I could leave.
Sara and Jude, who also had that privilege, had to all but chase after me when I sprinted for the door. I’d never been so glad to be free of school. I’d also never felt so victorious. Though it meant Rhys had been right, I had been ready to return. I was sure I could twist everything around so I ended up with the bragging rights, though.
However, hat and sunglasses still went on as soon as I passed through the door.
I repeated a new mantra in my head. You did it, just get home. You did it, just get home. I supposed it was the general’s fault just as much as it was Rhys’s. But Rhys was more fun to blame.
I’d never really realized just how much hotter the sun got in the afternoon. Okay, that was a lie. Of course I’d known that. But it seemed so much different now. In the morning, my beat-up ball-cap had done a respectable job of keeping the sun’s rays at bay. Now, it felt like the sunlight came right through it. With each step my victory seemed further away.
“Kassandra, are you listening to me?”
Sara’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. I adjusted my sunglasses and did my best to look innocent. “Of course.”
“Then what did I say?”
Crap. No idea. “Sorry. I guess I spaced out.”
Sara’s nose scrunched up. “What’s with you today? I know you’ve been sick, but still. You’re quiet, which is never normal, and you’re dressed like an old lady on the beach.” She plucked at my long-sleeved tee.
I twisted away, pretending to check for traffic even though the cross-guard had waved us across. “I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.” Except a large-scale government take-over at home, and the fact that I now craved human blood. “It was just a long day. School took a lot out of me.” God, please don’t let her see that I’m lying. I was way too tired to make sure I pulled it off properly.
“Are you sure? I mean, you’re gloomy. And you’re never gloomy.”
“I’m fine. Peachy, ducky.” My mother had always said that. She and I had used it for code when something was really wrong but we didn’t want to talk about it in front of whoever was around at the time. Sara didn’t know that, though.
“Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced at all.
“Leave her alone,” Jude said, taking Sara’s hand. “She’s probably been laid up in bed for days. It takes a while to get back on your feet.”
Jude had just earned himself a place as my favorite person.
I was just about to thank him by promising him a trip around the world in a hot-air balloon when I saw him. Down the street, lounging against the old stone wall by the corner, scars visible on his face even from this distance. I couldn’t smell him, but realized he had placed himself downwind. His eyes met mine, and the feeling of dread returned. Strong. That chill on my neck burned like dry ice, and my stomach sank.
What the hell did he want? Hadn’t he had enough fun the other night?
I stopped dead in my tracks.
Another scent, behind me. Steel. Almost like Cade, but with an edge of something flowery. Tabitha.
I couldn’t smell the other two. I hoped that meant they weren’t there.
Sara and Jude paused and stared at me. “Kass?” Sara took one step towards me. “You okay?”
I couldn’t speak. Malachi and Tabitha were so close. What if they tried to hurt Sara and Jude? I wasn’t good enough yet to stop them. And we were still too far from home for Rhys and the others to tell that Malachi had returned. Maybe if I screamed…
But that would look crazy. Malachi hadn’t moved a muscle. He just watched me, smiling. The smile was what made me so nervous. Tabitha’s scent still clung to the air, wafting by my nose with each gentle shift of the breeze. If I screamed, would they leave? Or would they attack?
Could they attack? It would expose us. I didn’t know the laws yet, but given the fact that vampires were everywhere and no one knew, I was willing to bet that was one of them.
What could he possibly want?
Sara let go of Jude and grabbed my hand instead. “Kass, sit down or something. You look like you’re going to faint. Breathe.”
Damn, I hadn’t been breathing. I didn’t need to, but Sara had no way of knowing that. She tugged on my hand and I sucked in a deep breath for her benefit.
In that same instant, I heard a light chuckle. Then I smelled it.
Human blood.
The sun beat down on me.
Sara’s pulse drummed against my wrist.
 



Chapter Eleven: Crash
I yanked my wrist back from her, stumbling to put distance between us.
“Kass?” She reached for me again.
“Don’t touch me!” I kept my arms close to my body, breathing hard though I tried to stop. The blood on the air taunted me. I’d been resisting it all day, but now…I felt my canines stretch in my mouth.
Jude had taken Sara’s arm and held her back, away from me. He spoke calmly. “Kassandra, what’s wrong? Do you feel sick?”
I probably looked like a crazy person, holding myself tight and focusing on not breathing rather than breathing. I didn’t know what to do. “I—I need to go home.”
“Okay, we’ll get you home,” Jude said, stepping towards me.
“No!” They couldn’t come with me. I needed to be alone. I’d kill them for sure. I forced myself to calm down long enough to not speak like a lunatic. “I mean, I’m sorry. I can find my own way home. You guys go on without me.”
Sara continued to stare at me. Probably ready to call the men in white coats. “Kass, we’re not going to leave you alone.”
I panicked. “You have to!” The smell of blood was growing stronger, and I had no idea where it was coming from. I tried to keep my mouth closed as I spoke so they wouldn’t see the fangs that had crept down to their full length. “Really, I’m okay. I can get myself home just fine.”
They didn’t believe me. Jude had pulled out his cell phone. He whispered in Sara’s ear, but I heard every word. “Maybe we should call an ambulance.”
Malachi laughed at the end of the street, still casually leaning against the wall.
Suddenly, I had an idea. “No! I’m okay, really. I don’t need an ambulance. Call my house, Jude. Tell whoever answers I need to be picked up.”
The hand holding his phone bounced for a second, but then he nodded and flipped it open. I felt a wave of relief when I heard the high-pitched tone of his dialing.
The laughter from down the street stopped. I saw Malachi’s face twist into a frown before he disappeared from my immediate sight.
Crap. Hurry up, Jude. I heard him speaking into the phone, but I couldn’t tell who had answered. It didn’t really matter. The information would get where it needed to be regardless. I hugged myself so tight I thought I might break my own ribs. Searching everywhere for Malachi and Tabitha, I staggered back until I met the wall that lined the sidewalk. I pressed myself against it, closing my back to any attack.
Where was the blood coming from?
I clamped my eyes shut and held my breath. It was probably better if I didn’t know.
Then it was right under my nose.
I opened my eyes and found myself staring straight into Tabitha’s dark eyes. Her hand was covered in blood.
“Hello, Kassandra.”
“What the hell do you want?” I had to breathe to talk and the scent of the blood hit the back of my throat. Delicious.
Only her palm had been coated red and she kept it turned so others could not see. Her fingers came close enough to touch my cheek. The blood was still warm. I bit my lip in a poor attempt to distract myself. “We weren’t given any time to get to know one another the other night,” she said. “We watched you at school all day and thought you might need an after-school snack.”
“No thanks.”
She shifted and her hand twitched. I thought for a moment she would grab me by the throat, but then I remembered all the people on the street and sidewalk.
“Now that’s impolite,” she said. “I go to the trouble of finding you a nice meal, and you turn it down.”
“If you hurt someone…”
“Oh, I’m not going to hurt anyone. Well, not aside from the one I already hurt. You are.”
Wherever Malachi had gone, I could smell him now. I wondered if Sara and Jude would run if I told them to.
I glanced to the side, looking for them. Jude had put Sara behind him, and by the expression on his face I had the sinking feeling he was deciding how to deal with Tabitha. As close as she was to me, she had to look threatening. I tried to tell him with nothing but my eyes to stay out of it, but Tabitha guided my attention back in her direction with a finger under my chin before I could determine if he had understood.
“You look ridiculous, you know. In all these clothes.” She touched my sleeve, then the brim of my hat with her clean hand. “Is all this supposed to help you?”
I kept my mouth shut and held my breath. Why wasn’t anyone coming yet?
She flicked my hat off my head. “The sun is a bit troublesome, isn’t it?” My sunglasses disappeared in a flash. “You should try absorbing a little more.”
The thirst burned my throat. I clenched my teeth shut and cut the inside of my mouth with the fangs I wasn’t accustomed to. The taste of my own blood sent fire through my veins.
“Malachi has our present for you. See? Just over my shoulder.”
I didn’t want to look, but my gaze flicked in that direction anyway. Malachi had placed himself across the street, right outside the ice cream parlor most kids frequented in the summer. In his arms was a girl. I recognized her from school. I think we’d had chemistry together junior year. He held her like a girlfriend, pressed up against his chest, his arms firmly around her. Most people probably wouldn’t have noticed anything out of place without a careful second glance. But her face was white. Petrified, she didn’t move.
Blood ran down her left arm.
Malachi smiled at me and stroked her hair.
I forced myself to look away and reached out to push Tabitha back. “Let her go.”
Tabitha laughed, taking a single step back when I pushed her. But then she pressed forward again, slamming me against the wall. “You need it. Go have a taste.”
“No.”
“She tastes brilliant.”
“Go to hell.”
She held up her blood covered hand once again. All pretenses fell from her face. Her eyes went cold, and any trace of amusement died. “You’ll do it.”
“No, I won’t.”
Just as I finished my last word, she ran her fingers over my lips. Instinctually, my tongue darted out and tasted the blood she had left there.
I began to shake with need.
I slammed my left fist into the stone wall behind me. I heard rock crack and felt it crumble under the force. The pain cleared my head a bit.
“Take her,” Tabitha snarled.
“I’d rather die.”
“That can be arranged.”
I heard sirens in the distance. Someone had called the police.
Crap. The last thing I needed was more humans around. Tabitha’s lips curled back in annoyance.
She grabbed me by the shoulder and catapulted me into the traffic on the street.
I pulled myself to a stop, keeping my balance and my feet. I heard Sara scream behind me. A horn blew. Brakes squealed. I was in the middle of the road.
I didn’t see the green sedan barreling at me until it was too late. I threw my arms up to protect my face and braced myself for impact.
Steel wrapped around me, shaking my balance, then came to a jerking halt.
In shock, I realized I still stood. The car had bent around me like a telephone pole. I had an instant to react. I threw myself to the ground.
Everything happened at once. People yelled and hollered at one another, some for help, others in disbelief. The sirens got louder and louder, and soon I heard cars stopping, skidding against the pavement. The horn from the car that had hit me blared on and on without end. Smoke filled the air, masking the scent of blood, for which I was grateful. I prayed no one tried to touch me though. Unlikely.
Sara was screaming my name.
In an instant, I was surrounded by people. I could hear each of their pulses, smell all their unique scents. I curled tighter into a ball on the blacktop, ignoring their inquiries and flinching every time one of them tried to get my attention with a gentle hand. Sara had gotten closer, and I heard people shift to let her through.
“Kassandra? Kass, are you alive?” She wisely did not touch me.
“Someone look for a pulse,” a strange voice ordered.
Oh, no. Don’t look for that. I don’t have one. I had to assuage Sara’s concerns, all of their concerns. “I’m alive. I’m okay. I think. Just give me a minute.” It surprised me how flat and quiet my voice sounded. Almost like a robot. Maybe I was going into shock. Could vampires do that?
Then another voice came, cutting through all the white noise that surrounded me and making my heart jump inside my chest.
“Kassandra?”
I felt the crowd break, and then I felt his hands on my shoulder and head.
“Please, just get me home,” I said, still afraid to move.
“You’ve got it.” His arms slipped underneath me and lifted me from the street as though I weighed nothing at all. I curled into his chest and tried to remember how to think.
“You shouldn’t move her,” another strange voice said as Rhys stood. “She could have serious injuries. That car hit her dead-on.”
“I know what I’m doing,” Rhys said. “If you could all clear the way, please.” He walked so smoothly I barely felt it.
I remembered the girl. I tried to see if I could still smell Malachi and Tabitha, but came up with nothing. I tugged on Rhys’s shirt. “Where did they go? They had a girl. She was bleeding.”
“Cade and Madge are trying to hunt them down,” he said, low enough so only I would hear. “Gianna is with the girl. She’s good at taking care of vampire victims. She’ll have her convinced it was just a normal hijacking in no time at all.”
That was good. But…“Everyone saw me get hit by a car.”
“Yes.” He sounded angry.
“I should have been killed. Tossed into the air.”
“We’ll find a way to explain it.”
“I totaled that car, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did.”
“That’s kind of cool. In a sick, morbid way, I mean.”
He laughed once, but it came out more like a puff of air.
“Sara and Jude.” My brain was scattered and all over the place. “My friends, they saw everything. They’ll be worried.”
“Yes. They’re following us.” We were off the road now, I felt the change in the way his feet hit the ground. “I need to take care of a few things. Are you all right to sit for a moment?”
“I think I’m in shock.” His shirt was a really nice blue, I’d been staring at it for a while.
“Probably.” He set me down on the sidewalk, propping me up against the stone wall Tabitha had had me cornered against earlier. Crouching down, he looked me straight in the eye. “Does anything hurt?”
“I don’t know. It won’t kill me anyway, right?”
“No, it won’t.” He looked so serious. His blue eyes were so dark I was glad I was on his good side. “Wait here a moment. I’ll be right back. If you tell your friends anything, make it good.”
“I think I’ll play dumb. Easier.”
“Good idea.”
Then he surprised me. He reached out and touched my face so gently it snapped my brain out of its stupor and almost set off a round of uncontrollable crying. Everything crashed down on me with as much force as the car had. Tabitha’s attempt to make me kill that girl in broad daylight, in front of everyone. Tossing me into traffic. She had to have known what would happen. She hadn’t been trying to kill me.
She had been trying to expose me.
A tear escaped my eye and rolled down my cheek. I felt like hyperventilating.
Rhys took my face in both hands. “Kassandra, listen to me. You’re fine. Everything is fine. We’ll take care of it. Sit here, talk to your friends, and I’ll be right back. As soon as I’m finished we can go home.”
I nodded, holding my breath to see if it would stop my crying.
He watched me for a moment, still holding my face, then stood. He only took three steps away from me, but the distance felt like a mile. I didn’t feel safe without him right there with me. I closed my eyes and settled for listening to his voice as he spoke with a pair of cops who had demanded his attention.
Sara appeared at my side instantly, Jude right behind her.
“Oh my God! Are you okay? Is anything broken?” She reached out like she wanted to touch me, but I could see in her face that she was afraid to. Good.
“I don’t think anything’s broken,” I told her. “Just lots of bruises.”
Jude knelt next to her. “I can’t believe you’re not dead. I mean, not that I’m not glad, but—shit! That car hit you straight on!”
“I know.” I was there.
Sara whacked his arm, then pulled herself across the sidewalk so she was closer to me. “There’s an ambulance here. You should let them look at you.”
“No. I’m okay.”
“Kassandra Amelia Thomas, you were just hit by a car!”
Yeah, and all the paramedics would find would be a dead girl sitting on the sidewalk having a conversation with her friends. While the dead part would probably be expected after being stuck by a moving vehicle, I doubted the talking part would be. “I’m fine. Really. I just want to go home.”
She glanced over her shoulder, then looked back at me, frowning. “That guy. The one who got you out of the road. Who is he?”
The vampire who turned me. “He’s a friend. My, uh, bodyguard. Kind of.” Crap, that sounded ridiculous!
Sara seemed to agree. “Bodyguard?”
“Yeah, uh, Dad hired him when he left. To watch out for me.”
“Well, he’s not doing a very good job!” She glared at Rhys’s back.
“It’s not his fault. Don’t get mad, Sara.”
She turned on me. Face red and tears pooling in her eyes. “Don’t you tell me not to get mad! You were almost killed! Who was that woman? Why would she throw you into the street like that? As soon as she got in your face I had Jude call the cops. They’d better catch her. I don’t see her anywhere.”
I hoped she had distracted herself enough that I wouldn’t have to answer the main question. I didn’t thank her for calling the cops. It probably just created further issue. More witnesses.
“Who was she?”
So much for avoiding that. Time to lie. “I don’t know. She didn’t say. Maybe she has a problem with my father. That kind of stuff happens, you know.” There. That was a good lie.
On top of everything else, though, I remembered how much I missed Dad. I couldn’t mourn him here, because no one knew the truth. Instead, I thanked him silently for giving me a good excuse to use. He would have been proud of my resourcefulness.
My lie mollified Sara well enough. She stopped pestering me. The three of us were quiet for a while, and I spent the time listening to Rhys talk to the cops. I couldn’t really pay close attention, though. All I caught were snippets. Something about jurisdiction and investigative rights.
Sara perked up suddenly. “I’m going to get a medic over here.” She ran off before I could stop her.
Crap.
“Jude, please go stop her. I don’t want to be poked and prodded.”
“Sorry, Kass. I’m with her on this. You need to be seen by someone.”
I groaned and went through all the curse words I knew. Silently. In my head. It wouldn’t have been nice to say them aloud.
I needed to get out of there. “Rhys.” I didn’t have the strength to yell, but I didn’t need to. I knew he heard me.
Unfortunately, the police still demanded his attention, and Sara returned with the paramedic.
Middle-aged with a bit of a gut, he got on the ground beside me with a kit full of stuff that wouldn’t be able to help me. “Kassandra, right?” he said, clarifying like he didn’t know. “Do you hurt anywhere? Can you move?”
He reached for my wrist and I jerked it away. “I’m fine.”
“I know you’re scared, hon, but I need to just check a few things out.” He grabbed my wrist while he was still talking and set his fingers where my pulse should have been.
For a moment he looked confused, and in that instant, I pulled away again.
“That’s funny,” he murmured. I saw him reach for my neck.
“Thank you, sir. I’ll take it from here.” Rhys’s hand clapped against the man’s shoulder.
The medic craned his neck to look up at him. “I couldn’t find her pulse. If it’s that thready, then—”
Rhys reached down and took my wrist, expertly feeling for the pulse he wouldn’t find. “Her pulse is strong,” he said. “She’s a difficult patient. You must have just missed it before.” He coaxed the man back to his feet and out of the way, then wrapped an arm around my waist and lifted me from the sidewalk. I swayed a little on my feet, so I ungracefully leaned into Rhys’s solid form for balance.
The medic was persistent. “She should be taken to the hospital.”
“We’re well equipped to deal with anything she may need,” Rhys said, producing a leather wallet of sorts from his pocket. The sun glinted off something shiny when he flipped it open.
Clearly, whatever he had shown the man put the argument to rest. The medic swallowed his next comment and nodded curtly. “As you say, sir.”
“Thank you for your dedication,” Rhys said, sickeningly polite. The older man left without another word. Now all we had to deal with were my friends.
Rhys was extremely polite to them as well. “I’m going to take Kassandra home now. Feel free to come by and check on her sometime tomorrow.”
Sara looked like she would argue, but Millie appeared out of nowhere, gently placing an arm around Sara’s shoulders. “If you wouldn’t mind,” she said sweetly, “I’d like to take your statements on the incident.”
Jude stopped staring at Rhys long enough to see me nod at him that it was all right. “Sure,” he said, gripping Sara’s hand. “We’ll see you tomorrow, Kass.”
“Okay,” I said, suddenly very tired. “Thanks.”
Millie led them both away, asking questions immediately.
I sank further into Rhys. He flipped the leather wallet he still had in his hand closed, then slipped it back into his pocket.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“A badge that basically says I outrank everyone.”
“Oh. Do I get one of those?”
“Not yet.” He scooped me up into his arms and started walking.
I closed my eyes and tried to forget everything that had happened. My muscles ached now, and I could feel the bruises darkening on my skin. At least the thirst had gone away.
“I told Sara you’re my bodyguard,” I said stupidly, the rhythm of Rhys’s steps lulling me to sleep.
He huffed. “I’m not a very good one then.”
“Eh, you did okay.”
Silence.
“I forgive you,” I said.
“For what?”
“For making me go to school. I was mad at you all day for it, but I’m not anymore.”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”
“I know.”
“Go to sleep, Kassandra.”
“I guess I don’t have to worry about not waking up, right?”
“You’re absolutely fine. The car, however…”
“I broke the wall, too.”
“What wall? When?”
“The one by the sidewalk. When Tabitha was trying to make me go after the girl. I kinda punched it.”
“You’re a destructive little thing today, aren’t you?”
“Sorry.”
“It’s a good thing. Go to sleep. I have you now.”
My heart beat. “I know.”
 



Chapter Twelve: War and Pieces
I woke to the sounds of a heated argument. Lots of raised voices. Curses, too. I tried to roll over, but gave up. I felt like I’d been run over by a freight train. Everything hurt. I dragged my sore eyelids open. It was dark outside my window, and the clock beside my bed said two thirty-one in big red numbers. I’d been asleep for a good ten hours. I didn’t even remember reaching the house.
I remembered everything before that, though. I groaned and let my eyes slip shut again.
“You awake?” Warren’s voice was little more than a whisper.
“Yeah.” Carefully, I rolled my head to the side and opened my eyes again. He sat in my desk chair, pulled up beside my bed. “So are you.”
He laughed. “Yes, well, you could keep better hours for me.”
Laughing hurt when I tried it. So I stopped. “Sorry. I’ll try to be more considerate.” With a deep breath, I forced my arms to move and pushed myself up into a sitting position. It hurt. My ribs, especially. Of course, my ribs were what had stopped the car, so that made sense.
“You want some help?”
I painfully reached back and propped my pillow against the headboard, then leaned against them both. “No, I’m okay. Thanks, though. You didn’t have to wait up for me.”
Warren rolled the chair closer. “I’m under orders.”
“Oh. That’s nice.” I needed some aspirin. Though it probably wouldn’t have helped much. I wasn’t sure I had a real circulatory system anymore. “Where’s Rhys?”
“Downstairs arguing with everyone else.”
Duh. Why would he have been here when I woke up? Stupid, Kassandra. “What are they arguing about?”
“Everything.”
I wanted to be a part of that. I had to know what was really going on. Malachi and Tabitha had been up to something. Something more than just disagreeing with the general and his family’s personal beliefs. “Did they find Malachi and Tabitha?” I held my breath, and swung my legs over the side of my bed. As soon as my feet hit the floor I stopped and let out a silent scream of pain.
“No, I don’t believe so. What are you doing?”
“Getting up. I’ve got to walk this off.”
Warren stood, kicking back the chair and positioning himself right in front of me. “I think you’re supposed to stay here.”
“Too bad. Now, are you going to help me up, or get out of my way?”
Grudgingly, he held out his hands.
“Thank you.” I took his help and pulled myself to my feet. My muscles strained and stretched. Really, it was the same pain I used to get after dancing too hard. The kind when your legs just didn’t want to move properly. I could live through it. Walk on it. I’d feel better if I did.
Waiting for the initial shock of holding my weight to taper off, I looked down and noticed for the first time that I was wearing my pajamas. “Who changed me?”
When I got no quick answer I looked back at Warren. He looked decidedly uncomfortable.
“Warren. Who?”
“Aurelia.”
Surprising, she didn’t exactly seem like the caretaker type, but Millie had been at the crash, and Madge had been with Cade. That doctor, Gianna, had been out, too. No one was left.
“And Rhys.”
He said it so quietly I wasn’t sure I had heard him right. I couldn’t have heard him right. “What?”
“Rhys helped, too.”
I felt my face heat up. “Rhys, too?” Oh God, oh God. What had I worn for underwear yesterday? I couldn’t remember. I hoped I’d picked something relatively new, and maybe even a bit pretty. Oh God.
“Well, he had to. You wouldn’t let go of him. And you…freaked a bit when he tried to leave the room.”
Oh God. Floor, open up and swallow me now. I hid my face in my hands.
“It’s understandable, though!” Warren sounded frantic to console me. “You had a traumatic experience. You got hit by a car, and assaulted by a couple of mean vampires. Anyone else would have been the same way.”
Sure. Aurelia wouldn’t have gone into shock. She would have killed Tabitha without a second thought, I was sure of that. The general, too. Millie, Madge, they would have put up a better fight. Cade would have kicked butt. Rhys never would have blubbered like I did.
I was young, weak, and helpless. It sucked.
“Thanks, Warren. It’s not true, but thanks for trying.”
He didn’t argue.
“Are they in the study again?”
“Yes. Do you want to feed before you go down there? Rhys said it might be a good idea.”
I cringed. “No offence, but the last thing I want right now is blood.”
“Okay. Can I at least help you get downstairs? You look like you might fall over.”
I limped towards my door. “If you think you can catch me, sure.”
When I opened my door the arguing got louder. Nothing they said was understandable, though, even when I did my best to concentrate. Warren kept close and I gripped the railing tight as I took each step, working my way down to the ground floor.
Stairs always sucked when your muscles hurt like this. My muscles snapped back like rubber bands when released of my body weight. At the bottom I took a moment to let some of the ache recede, then started the long journey to the study at the back of the house. They hadn’t closed the door, and I could see Millie’s white slacks and navy top next to Aurelia’s gorgeous green dress. Both of them were tense. Aurelia’s arms were crossed, her chin high, and Millie’s arms rapidly illustrated each word that came out of her mouth. They spoke so fast, I still couldn’t understand. But once I got within five feet, I heard Warren turn around and go the other way. Then something strange happened. Their voices warped into unrecognizable sound for one brief moment, then stretched out.
I could hear every single word perfectly.
“It’s an act of war.” Aurelia.
“We cannot jump to such conclusions.” The general.
“What else could it be, Julius?” Millie. “They’ve made no secret of their aggression this time. They attacked in broad daylight, with dozens of humans as witnesses.”
“I agree with Millie,” Cade said. “I know you don’t like to think ill of them because of the relationship we once had, but you know the truth. They’ve turned against us, and they’re using their knowledge of us to strike deep.”
The general grumbled, a low sound similar to what a grizzly bear might sound like. “You’re right. This is unacceptable.”
“I say we issue the order for their deaths. They have broken our law.” Aurelia moved out of my immediate view, so I crept forward a bit more, still keeping out of the doorway.
“I agree,” the general said. “But that means I must appeal to the rest of the council.”
I recognized Madge’s scoff. “I doubt anyone will have a problem with it.” She sounded almost bitter about it.
“The council is divided nowadays, Madge. Both viewpoints have almost equal say. Malachi and his clan of miscreants have supporters.”
“Not when it comes to breaking the law. It is nonnegotiable.” Aurelia’s tone was clipped and angry.
“I know that as well as you do, my love,” the general said. “But the world is changing.”
“Kassandra is here.” Rhys.
All conversation ceased.
Traitor. I had been learning a lot.
Millie appeared in the doorway, bright and cheerful like the sun. I knew it was an act. I’d heard her before. “Up and about already, are you? How do you feel?”
“Like I got hit by a car.” I stepped into the doorway, having no need to hang back any longer. “What’s going on?”
“Just discussing what should be done next.”
“Discussing isn’t the word. I heard you all the way upstairs. I’m surprised you haven’t woken the entire house.” Even if they had, no one would have come investigating. I was the only one dumb enough to do that. “I can stay, right? I want to know what that was all about.” I looked at Rhys instead of Millie. Everyone always defaulted to him when it came to me anyway.
I hadn’t counted on feeling overwhelmingly safe again as soon as my eyes met his. I hadn’t realized how shaken up I had still been.
Did everyone feel like this with the one who had turned them? Or was it something else?
I had a feeling it was something else.
“Yes, you can stay,” he said. “It involves you directly now.”
I slipped all the way into the study. Millie shut the door.
“So fill me in. Why am I a target?”
Aurelia took a seat across the room, beside Madge who twirled a thin silver—something—between her fingers. I couldn’t tell what it was. Cade and the general stood around the same table they had the other day, only now where there had only been one box, there were six.
I crept all the way to Rhys’s side.
“You are a target, my dear, because you are the youngest and newest member of my family,” the general said. He maintained eye contact with me, tracing the edge of one of the boxes. “And as such, you are the easiest to pick off.”
“Fabulous.”
“But the issue will not remain for much longer. We will settle it.”
“It’s just a theory,” I said, “and granted I don’t know much about anything, but I got the feeling they weren’t trying to kill me.”
“No. They were not.”
“What law did they break?”
“The only law. Do not endanger or otherwise expose our existence to the human populous.”
I had been right. Go me. But my muscles screamed at me. I sat in the closest chair. “Why would they want to do that?”
The general glanced at the boxes, then took a seat himself, right beside Aurelia. She took his hand in hers without ceremony. “There are those in our world who believe a change is needed. That vampires should cease living in hiding and should instead become the dominant species of this planet. Others, like myself, feel the world has functioned well under the current conditions and there is no need to displace the humans and their governments.”
“But you have,” I said. “You replaced my father, and I know there are more of you, all over the world, all taking over the major governments.”
“With every intention of giving them back once the world is stable again.”
Rhys and I had already been over this, so I let it go. “So they were using me to start trouble.”
“Using you to create a catalyst, yes.”
“So what happens now?”
Rhys answered. “First, you go nowhere on your own.”
“Fine by me. I didn’t want to go to school anyway.” I shifted in my seat, feeling each and every bruise. I could see a few now, on my legs.
“You’re still going to school,” Rhys said. “We can’t let them think they’ve scared us into hiding.”
I rolled my eyes. “I get a day off to recuperate, right?”
“No one expects you to go back right away after an accident like that.”
Speaking of which. “And how are we explaining all that?” I couldn’t wait to hear this. It would be priceless. I could see the tabloid headline, Supergirl Mangles Car like Cheese!
I must have giggled or something, because Rhys looked at me like I was crazy.
“Most of the witnesses have been convinced they didn’t really see what they thought they saw. After Cade got back he and I went to the impound lot and reshaped the car so it no longer has a Kassandra-shaped dent. Don’t look at me like that. You could manage it, too, if you took the time to really learn to control your strength.”
Supergirl Molds Car like Balloon Animal! Yeah, right. “You reshaped the car?”
“We pulled the dent out a bit, yes.”
I tried to imagine Rhys and Cade at the impound lot, pulling and pushing at the car with hands and feet. It was rather comical, cartoonish even. I would have liked to have seen that. “And people are going to believe that?”
“Julius is in charge of everything now. They’ll believe what he tells them to believe.”
“Wow. I feel like I’m in a bad movie.”
The general waved a hand at me. “The alternative is the truth, and no one would willingly believe that. Our fabricated story will be more welcome.”
“I guess so.” I flexed my arms, stretching and feeling the stiff pull. “So the story is what? That I wasn’t really hit by the car? That it hadn’t been going as fast?”
“Something to that effect, yes,” the general said. “We’ll claim the driver managed to stop the car just shy of hitting you.”
That reminded me. “Is the driver okay?” I didn’t even know if it had been a man or a woman.
“He should be fine. A few minor cuts, bruises, and a concussion. The head injury will work in our favor. He shouldn’t remember much of the details.”
That made me feel better. I would have felt terrible if I had killed the man from slamming into his car. “Anything else I need to know? Before I go back to school, or my friends show up or something?”
The general shook his head. “Those are the basics of the story we will tell. You, too, have a good excuse for being unclear on the details. It was quite the shock.”
Shock was an understatement. Strangely enough, I was torn between being freaked out and perversely impressed. After all, I smashed a car. I had to admit, that was pretty cool.
I let a few moments of silence pass, making sure I had fully absorbed the lie I would have to tell later. Then I got back to the meat of the conversation. “Warren told me he didn’t think you had caught Malachi and Tabitha.”
Cade’s face hardened. “They got away, yes. But not for long.”
“How will you find them?”
“We have our ways,” Cade said.
“Are you really going to have them killed?” No one seemed surprised that I had overheard that part of the conversation.
“They made a serious attempt to break the law by which we all live,” Aurelia said. “Death is the punishment.”
“The law that says not to expose us?”
“Yes.”
“But, they haven’t. It didn’t work. You covered it all up.”
Aurelia’s perfectly plucked eyebrows drew together. “In times of war, intent is good enough.”
“War? What does that have to do with anything?” Human politics shouldn’t have that kind of an effect on vampire politics.
“Not the human war, Kassandra,” Rhys said as though reading my mind. “We have our own issues at the moment.”
“A vampire war?”
“Yes.”
“At the same time as the human war.”
“Unfortunately.”
“And yet you still find time to try to end the human war?”
The general set his chin on his fist as he regarded me and my thought process. “The timing is regrettable. Most likely, we could have ended the fighting between the human nations some time ago, had we not been forced to deal with fighting within our own species as well. Though, given the intentions of the other side, that was probably their objective.”
“Other side? This isn’t just a dispute between families?” That strange feeling crept up on me again. I started to draw my knees up to my chest, but it hurt too much. I placed my feet back on the floor.
Madge snorted. “Civil war is more accurate.” She tossed that silver thing in her hand across the room. It landed with a thunk in the wood of the lone bookshelf that stood right to the side of Rhys. I gasped. It was a thin blade of some kind. Like an oversized needle.
And she had just put a hole in the bookshelf my mother had picked out while we were in India.
I jumped to my feet. “Dammit, Madge! That was my mother’s!” The pain caught up to me. My ribs screamed and I dropped back to my chair. I waited for the stabbing ache to pass, doing my best to glare at Madge in the meantime.
She watched at me for a long moment, then shrugged. “We can get you another.”
“You can’t get me another!”
“Madge, that was inconsiderate.” The general’s tone sounded scolding, but Madge didn’t seem overly affected. She remained reclined in her chair.
“I’ll get her another one.”
Rhys grabbed the knife, dagger, whatever the hell it was, and pulled it free from the wood. “You know as well as the rest of us that you can’t replace family possessions that easily.” He pocketed the item instead of returning it to her. “Think before you do something stupid.”
Madge stood and tucked her hair behind one ear. “There can’t possibly be that much damage.”
Millie walked across the room and fingered the dent her sister had made. “You should apologize.”
“No thanks.” Madge headed for the door, the fake scent of her perfume following her. I did my best to stay in my seat. As much as I wanted to beat her senseless, I knew I’d never be able to get near her in my current condition.
Rhys grabbed her by the arm before she could grab the door knob. “Kassandra’s a part of this family now, the same as the rest of us.”
“Not quite.” She yanked her arm away from him. Suddenly, the silver blade was in her hands again. Rhys’s jean pocket was slit down the middle.
She surprised me when she looked over her shoulder as she walked through the door. “Sorry,” she said. Then she was gone.
I didn’t feel like accepting.
Millie set a hand on my shoulder. “She’s not herself. I’m sorry about that. The damage isn’t so bad, though. I’ll fill it for you.”
“It’s okay. Thanks.” Why the hell was Madge carrying around something like that anyway? And she didn’t have to pick on me like that. I had enough trouble in my life as it was.
“I’ll have a talk with her,” Rhys said.
“No.” Millie let her hand drop from my shoulder. “I’ll talk to her. And I’m sorry about your pants.” She flicked the flap of denim that had once been a pocket. “But you should have known not to try to take that from her.”
“I would have given it back eventually.”
“I’m sure. But still, you know how attached she is to it.”
Rhys’s expression twisted as though he had just tasted something unpalatable. “Ridiculous.”
For as disgusted as he looked, Millie’s soft expression was all understanding and sympathy. “We all have things we cannot let go of,” she said. Then she looked over her shoulder at the general and Aurelia who had been rather quiet about the whole thing. “Do you need me for anything else?”
The general waved a hand in her direction. “No. Go find your sister.”
Millie left, and the room got very, very silent. The general and Aurelia stared into each other’s eyes as though they were having a private conversation, one which needed no words. Cade had his back to me, facing the boxes that littered the table at the back of the room. They all looked exactly the same as the one I had seen the other day. The one with the hand.
A shudder ran through me before I could stop it. Six boxes now. If one held a severed hand, then what did the others hold?
Rhys stepped in front of me, blocking my view. “Are you all right?”
I leaned back so I wouldn’t have to hold up my head when I looked at him. “What’s in those boxes?”
No surprise crossed his features. Just reluctance. I saw it in his shoulders and the way they slumped just slightly. “You already saw the first one. You don’t need to see the others.”
“I want to know.”
He watched me for a long time. Or at least, it felt like a long time. I caught him chewing on the inside of his lip. I’d never seen him do that before. Then he sighed, but didn’t move away. “Cade, tell her what’s in the boxes.” He held my gaze the entire time. I didn’t try to break it. I felt better looking at his gorgeous blue eyes. I had a basic idea of what Cade would describe.
I heard the boxes move across the table, and what I suspected were the lids being removed. Cade spoke mechanically, detached, as though he were simply relaying data from some horrible investigation. “The first box came the day Julius arrived, you know that. The hand inside belonged to an associate of ours who had been missing for the better part of two decades. Yesterday, while you were being thrown into traffic, five more boxes were delivered by standard mail. They contain a second hand, a foot, an ear, another foot, and an entire head. As far as we can tell, not one of them came from the same vampire. The ones Aurelia was able to identity were all connected to the other powerful families in the Western Alliance, and all have been missing for anywhere from ten to thirty years.”
I still stared at Rhys’s perfect face, but the image of the mummified hand played over and over again in my head. My imagination integrated what I had seen in the first box until I had mental pictures of the contents of each new wooden box. “Why? What does it mean?” My words came out as a whisper, but it didn’t matter.
The general answered me. “This argument has been going on for the better part of the past century, but it has always stayed as just that—a verbal argument. Now, the situation is coming to a head. The other side has begun to make their moves. We will be in a state of real civil war in a matter of short years.”
What a great time to join the vampire race. I’d traded one war for another. At least I was used to being at the front of it. Always a general’s daughter. It must have been written somewhere in my threads of fate.
“The hand looked like it had been dead for centuries,” I said, still staring at Rhys, using him as my anchor so I could continue to think clearly.
“Yes. That happens after a draining,” the general said.
Last time this conversation had happened, Rhys had stopped them from telling me all the gory details. As I asked my next question, I watched his face carefully. “What’s draining?”
Rhys didn’t make a move to stop anyone from answering me. I couldn’t believe it when his lips began to move. “Draining is one of the few ways we can be killed, and it can be done two ways. One, you cut a vampire and simply let them bleed until there is no blood left in their body. This way is harder since we heal quickly. The wound has to be kept open. The second way…” he hesitated, his gaze dropping from mine briefly.
“You don’t have to tell me,” I said, though I wanted to know badly. Not because I still wanted to kill myself—I’d gotten over that—but because that sense of dread had returned. I needed this information. It was vital.
Rhys’s fingers tightened around the arms of the chair, but he looked at me again. “The second way is for one vampire to bite another. By drinking another vampire’s blood you quicken the blood loss and keep the wound constantly open. The vampires in the boxes were drained this way.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure I actually made any sound.
Rhys leaned down close. His scent filled my nose and cleared my head. For one second I forgot about the severed body parts that sat only feet away. “Don’t ever let another vampire bite you for any reason,” he said. “It’s too dangerous.”
I nodded. My heart thumped again. My gaze flicked down to Rhys’s lips and for a moment I had a crazy daydream about what it would be like to kiss him.
I made myself think about the boxes.
“And so, the lack of blood makes them look so old?” I asked before I could think about other things.
Rhys moved back, giving me space. I didn’t want space.
“Yes. If we’re drained of the blood we’ve acquired for ourselves, our bodies decay almost immediately to the state they would have been had we died when we were turned.”
“Only mummified.”
“Yes. The Egyptians actually got the idea from early vampires.”
“They never told us that in school.”
The corner of his mouth twitched in the beginnings of a smile. “You’re going to learn a lot of things like that now.”
“Sounds great.” Sounds like an idiot. God, what was wrong with me?
Aurelia stood, going to the boxes and looking at their contents. “Rhys, why don’t you take Kassandra back to bed. This is much too early for her to be up, and she needs to feed. I know Warren is awake and willing.”
I guessed her word was as good as law, because Rhys lifted me from my chair without another word. He did it so swiftly I barely felt a thing. My muscles started to scream out of habit and expectation, but then I realized he hadn’t hurt me at all. It felt good to move painlessly. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like.
The general, Aurelia, and Cade were speaking in low whispers as we left. So low I doubted even Rhys could understand.
We were in my room in an instant. I really wanted to get better at that. It felt so cool when Rhys did it. I was getting better, but I doubted I could get up a flight of stairs, turn corners and open a door without breaking something.
He set me down on my bed then sat facing me on the edge. I didn’t feel like sleeping.
“Did you send Warren away?” he asked after a quick glance around my otherwise empty room.
“No, but he followed me downstairs before. He’s probably entertaining himself somewhere. Or sleeping. He looked tired.”
“You need to feed.”
“I’m fine. Warren needs to sleep.”
“I’ll get you blood from the kitchen.” He stood.
I grabbed his wrist. Our eyes met again, and I forgot why I had stopped him. I released my grip. “Nevermind,” I muttered, staring at my sheets.
“I’ll be right back.” His voice was quiet, with a hint of uncertainty. He left.
I grabbed my dragon from my pillow and groaned, toppling over onto my bed, hiding my face in my rumpled sheets.
I expected the mummified remains to haunt my thoughts as I fell asleep, but they didn’t.
All I saw was Rhys. And if he came back with the blood, I wasn’t awake to know it.
 



Chapter Thirteen: A Dream
I dreamed of Rhys again.
This time he was inside the painting that hung in my father’s study. The different shades of green made his eyes seem all that more blue. He wore old fashioned clothes again—a knee-length plain gown with hose and ankle-high shoes. But he didn’t look silly. He looked absolutely perfect.
And his hand was extended to me.
I took it, setting my pale hand against his. I’d never seen him so pale before. Even though the sun shone on both of us, his skin was that flawless Irish cream color, the same as mine. It would take a week or more at the beach to change anything about that.
He pulled me close and I felt a smile break out over my lips. My heart hammered in my chest, beating quickly and regularly. It had been so long since I’d felt my pulse.
Rhys wrapped his arms around me and I set my head against his chest. As warm as always. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of safety that came with being so near him. A steady rhythm drummed beneath my ear, almost lulling me to sleep.
His heart.
Rhys had a beating heart.
I’d never heard so much as a stray beat from him before. Not like my heart, which acted up on a regular basis. Sinking into him, I let out a quiet breath and listened, memorizing the unique sound his heart made. I slid my hands around his waist and flattened my palms against his back to keep him from putting any space between us.
He held me tighter.
I heard him whisper something, but I missed it. Still, it felt familiar, like he had spoken to me, so I lifted my head, mourning the loss of his heartbeat right beneath my ear, but forgetting it the moment I looked into his eyes.
His hands wandered to my face, tracing my nose, cheekbones, eyes, and jaw. I closed my eyes. He cupped my face in his hands and I felt his breath come close, caressing my cheek for the short moment before his lips met mine.
My heart skipped a beat.
My eyes snapped open, and I recognized the S-shaped crack in my bedroom ceiling.
I waited for that familiar hammering of my heart against my ribs that always happened to me when I woke up suddenly. But my heart remained still. I felt dead after remembering what it felt like to have a living heart.
My lips tingled with the memory of Rhys’s kiss.
I’d never been kissed before in my life.
Okay, there had been this one time with Tanner Brawnbeck in seventh grade, but that had been god-awful and I preferred to pretend it never happened.
This had been…oh, boy. I touched my lips tentatively. I don’t know what I thought I would find. Certainly not Rhys. Slamming my hand back onto my mattress, I tried to chase the dream away.
No luck. Closing my eyes, I could see everything again perfectly. I could feel everything perfectly.
Unlike the sloppy lack of technique I had experienced with Tanner, Rhys knew what he was doing. Well, Dream Rhys knew. Just enough pressure and just enough gentleness.
I forced my eyes open again.
I didn’t know the first thing about kissing. Not other than watching movies. But Dream Rhys was a figment of my imagination. That meant the dream kiss had nothing to do with Rhys, and everything to do with my own perception, however uneducated, of what a kiss should feel like.
I wasn’t making myself feel any better.
I sat up, surprised when only a dull ache followed, rather than the pain I had fallen asleep with. The sun shone in through the window by my bed, and Hello Kitty Clock told me it was past noon.
I’d never slept this much as a human. And I thought vampires weren’t supposed to need as much sleep. Huh.
The kiss came back to me like a flash in a movie.
A shower would be good. It would clear my head. I swung my legs out of bed with only minimal discomfort and stood.
Then I saw him.
Propped up against the wall farthest from my bed, Rhys sat on the floor, one leg extended, the other bent. His arms were folded securely over his chest, wrinkling the same shirt he had been wearing the night before. His eyes were closed and he didn’t react when I took two experimental steps.
I’d never seen him asleep before.
My dream hadn’t really done him justice.
Ack! No. Stop it, Kassandra. A dream created by the subconscious is bad enough, leave daydreams out of it.
I’d crept all the way over to him before I could stop myself. He still didn’t move. Odd. I never would have pegged him as a heavy sleeper.
Carefully, I bent my knees until I was crouched in front of him, just off to the side of his bent leg so I could get a good look. He looked younger while he slept. I’d never realized how much tension he usually kept in his face until now when it was completely gone. Everything was softer. Who would have thought he could get more handsome.
The scent of him washed over me, and I realized it had been missing from my dream. Of course, so had our dead hearts. My gaze flicked to his chest, remembering the way it had felt to lay there and feel his heart pump blood through his living body. Suddenly I wondered what it was really like to live so long dead. Five hundred years was a long time. Did you forget what it felt like to be truly alive? Maybe it didn’t matter at all, maybe you just got used to it. My body didn’t feel lifeless. Different, yes, but I didn’t really feel like I was dead.
Only when my heart beat and I got a surge of life did I consciously remember I no longer had a pulse.
And that only happened when I looked at Rhys.
I froze, in my thoughts and in my body. I’d never admitted that to myself before.
Crap.
I couldn’t be…falling in love with him. Could I? He’d taken everything from me. My life. But, he’d been under orders. It wasn’t like he had done it for his own reasons. Really, the general had been the cause of my death. Rhys had never been anything but kind to me.
And I’d never made things easier for him.
I studied his face, resisting the urge to reach out and touch him the way he had touched me in my dream. That would have been a good way to get myself killed. I held my breath so he wouldn’t feel it so close and leaned in just a bit. Maybe if I stared at him long enough I would get the answer I wanted.
His lashes lay lightly against his sun-kissed cheeks, his nose sat perfectly in the middle of his face, and his lips…
“Kassandra.”
I screamed and fell backwards, knocking my tailbone against the floor. “Ow…”
“What are you doing?”
I recovered quickly. “Dammit, Rhys! Don’t scare me like that!” I rubbed at the most recently abused portion of my body.
“Scare you? You were the one creeping so close to a sleeping vampire.”
Crap, double crap. Deny. “I was not.”
“I smelled you right away.”
“You…smelled…me?” Time for a hole again. I wanted to die. “Oh God,” I moaned, putting my face in my hands and leaning forward until I had folded myself in half over my crossed legs. I couldn’t look at him now.
“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t?” He didn’t sound angry. Actually, he didn’t even really sound amused. Not to the point of laughing at me for it. He sounded…casual. That was unexpected.
I didn’t say anything.
“So what were you doing?” he asked after giving me a moment to continue not answering his previous question.
“Nothing,” I mumbled against my hands and the floor.
“Somehow, I don’t believe you.”
I didn’t believe me, either. Yay for us. God, strike me down, please. Find some way to distract him, quick!
I had it. I sat up so quickly I heard my back crack. “What were you doing sleeping in my room all night, huh? Isn’t that a little improper, Mr. Sixteenth Century?” Ha! Take that.
Rhys looked at me like I was stupid, and now I could detect the amusement in his blue eyes. “I came back with blood for you, but you had fallen asleep. And I had every intention of waking you up, making you drink, then leaving, but when I touched you on the shoulder you started mumbling things about wars, your father and mother, and out of control cars. So I opted to let you sleep. When I went to leave the room, you woke up and forbade it.”
I heard my mother’s voice in my head, “Kassandra, close your mouth.” I needed a word stronger than crap. “I—I what?”
He tried not to smile, but failed. “You told me in no uncertain terms that I was not to leave you alone.”
“And you listened to me?” That was really the hardest thing to believe.
He shrugged. “My only other choice was to go back downstairs and help Cade store the boxes and their contents. I figured sitting in your room wouldn’t be so bad.”
“W-Well,” I stuttered, trying to think of something to save myself with. “Well, don’t ever listen to anything I say when I’m asleep! I don’t think clearly.”
“So you’re not scared of Malachi or Tabitha coming back to try something again?”
I didn’t remember saying that. All I remembered was that nice dream in the Irish countryside…“Can I choose not to answer that?”
He set his arm over his knee. “We’re both awake now. I suppose it no longer matters.”
I leaned forward over my legs. “So what happens now?”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”
“Now that Malachi has thrown the metaphorical gauntlet. What happens?”
“Julius will contact the council, and from there it will be decided if what Malachi did was severe enough to warrant punishment.”
“Death?”
“We hope so, but depending on the opinions of the rest of the council they could only get imprisonment.”
“How do you imprison a vampire?” Unless they were young and stupid like me, vampires could easily bend bars like string cheese and punch through brick or stone walls.
“Don’t ask me that question.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’ve heard enough for one week.”
He meant his explanation of draining. I knew that. I let it go. He was probably right. I didn’t need to know any more of the details of that side of vampire life right now. Especially if it was completely inhuman.
“Okay. So we wait? That’s it? What if they do come back?”
“They won’t.”
“What if they do?” Always plan for everything. My father made that very clear to me from a young age. Of course, he hadn’t planned for vampires, had he?
“If they do, then we’ll do whatever we have to do to keep the family safe. I already told you, someone will be with you wherever you go from now on.”
“Does that mean you?” I couldn’t quite tell where that hope had come from, but I knew this, I wanted him to be the one to stay with me. Not Millie, not Cade. Rhys.
He dropped his knee to the floor and sat cross-legged like I was. “Most likely, yes.”
I felt a million times better knowing that, and I hadn’t even realized how worried I was about it all until I wasn’t any more. But one thing still bothered me. “If they issue the order for Malachi and Tabitha’s deaths, how will they find them? I mean, they must know they’ve crossed the line, right? Won’t they lay low?”
“Maybe. It depends on exactly what they’re planning. We have ways of finding one another. But as I said, I don’t think they’ll be coming back any time soon.”
“And why is that?”
“Because Julius is inviting Bartolome Cordoba to come stay with us for a while.”
The name made my throat close up. “Who’s that?” I asked once I’d swallowed the lump.
“An old friend of the general’s, and Malachi’s sire.”
“Excuse me, what?”
Rhys sighed. “Julius has known Cordoba for the better part of a thousand years. The man has been both a Conquistador and a High Inquisitor among other things.”
“He doesn’t sound very nice then,” I said.
“Don’t interrupt me.”
“Fine.” I wiggled, getting comfortable and leaning my arms on my knees. “Continue.”
“Malachi was Cordoba’s first initiate. He’s only a hundred years older than I am. When Julius first turned me, Cordoba and Malachi were staying with him, Aurelia, and Cade, along with Garrett.”
“Which one is that?”
“I thought you weren’t interrupting me?”
“Well, I’m sorry, but I’m trying to keep everything straight here. Is Garrett the redhead or the blond?”
“The blond. Can I continue now?”
“You know, Garrett doesn’t sound like an old enough name for a vampire over five hundred.”
Rhys leaned closer. “It’s a variation of his original name. Satisfied?”
I perked just a bit. “You mean I can change my name in a few centuries if Kassandra goes out of style?”
“It won’t matter if I kill you before then because you insist on being so annoying.”
“Always threatening my life.” I wiped away a fake tear melodramatically. “I’m beginning to think you don’t like me.”
“I’m beginning to think you don’t want to hear this story.”
I made a motion of zipping my lips, then offered him the invisible key.
He took it and pocketed it. I almost laughed at his willingness to play along. But I didn’t. My lips were locked, laughing would have been awkward.
“They only stayed with us for two or three decades, I can’t remember exactly. Then Cordoba moved on, but he and Julius remained in touch. The next time we saw them, it was 1776, Cade was enjoying himself in the American Revolution, and Malachi had turned Tabitha for himself. He joined Cade in the war and that’s where he found Henry.”
I raised my hand. Rhys rolled his eyes. “Yes?”
“I don’t see what this has to do with anything.”
“I’m giving you a brief background.”
“Why was Cade fighting in the revolution?”
“Because it’s what he does. He’s participated in every major war since he was human.”
Well how about that. I wracked my brain trying to remember my history, trying to figure out what his first war would have been. I realized I didn’t know just how old Cade was. “How many?”
Rhys shrugged. “I’ve lost count. I’m sure Cade knows, though. Are you going to keep this up?”
“No. I’ll bother Cade later. He’s due to ambush me again anyway. Please go on.”
“Siring vampires is a sign of independence. The fact that Malachi had two initiates of his own meant that something was about to change. It was around this time the second faction of vampires became more vocal, expressing their vision of a vampire controlled world. Malachi shared that vision. He tried to convince Julius and Cordoba, but they refused to see things his way. In response, Malachi took Tabitha and Henry and he left. Garrett chose to go with him. No one took this new faction seriously. They were too small in number to do any real damage. Cordoba wrote Malachi off as a rebellious child and went about life, expecting him to come back eventually. In the meantime, he sired a couple of new protégés and moved on again.
“We didn’t see him again until the early 1900’s. The small faction we had all thought would fade away had grown and become the Vampiric Freedom Organization. Their mission was to free vampires from the prison of living in a human controlled world. Malachi and the others had joined. That was really the beginning of the civil war we face now. Malachi had returned to make one last attempt to recruit Cordoba, but failed. He caused a bit of trouble for us in return, then left. This is the first we’ve seen of him since.”
His tone had taken on a story-telling quality, and I had leaned so far forward our noses were almost touching. I hadn’t taken a breath the entire time. “So what does it matter that the general’s called in Cordoba? Malachi hasn’t been with him for decades.” My voice barely stretched above a whisper.
“Maybe not, but Malachi still respects Cordoba, regardless. And then, there is the whole point of control a sire has over his initiates.” He tapped the back of my skull with one finger.
“Ah.” I hadn’t been thinking about that. “It’s not such a great idea to go against your sire in that case, is it?”
“Not usually.”
“Unless you got turned by a softy, like me,” I teased.
“Don’t make me regret my promise.”
We were still so close. Now that the story was finished, my dream came back to me. Not really a good idea. I found myself looking at his lips as often as his eyes, remembering…Would he kill me if…?
I heard the familiar clink of the coin and saw it pass over his fingers between us. I looked back at his eyes and found myself slightly annoyed by the amusement I found there. “Are we really doing this now?”
“Technically, we’re always doing it. I never said the coin had to be out in order for you to take it.” He flicked it into the air, caught it and returned it to its rolling state without breaking our gaze.
I really wanted that coin. Not so much for the satisfaction of obtaining it, but for the sheer pleasure of wiping that smug look off Rhys’s face.
I watched him and not the coin. Waiting, studying.
Then I got an evil idea. I could kill two birds with one stone. Get the coin, satisfy my curiosity, and replace that look on his face with something much more amusing from my point of view.
Hopefully. This plan also had the potential to end in my death.
I counted on good luck to get me through.
I stared him down a moment longer, waiting for just the right moment. Then I struck.
I pressed my lips against his, keeping my eyes open as a precaution. He went completely still, eyes wide in shock. My heart beat twice.
Not quite the same as my dream, but strangely just as good.
I pulled back, quite pleased with myself. Rhys stared at me for a long moment, then blinked out of his stupor. He looked like he wanted to speak, but I had confused him far too thoroughly.
Grinning, I got to my feet. “Nice doing business with you, Mr. O’Shea.”
“What?”
I flicked the Irish sixpence into the air, then caught it without ever taking my eyes off him. “You owe me a lesson now. I expect to be rolling this over my fingers by the end of the week.”
Rhys remained silent.
I chuckled. “I can be very resourceful when I need to be.” I flicked the coin one more time, then put it in my pocket. “I’m going to go find Warren. See you later.” I used my newly acquired speed to get to the door quickly. I escaped into the hallway, the realization of what I had done catching up with me.
I’d kissed Rhys.
I’d liked it.
And I was very sure that when my lips met his, I had heard his heart beat along with mine.
 



Chapter Fourteen: Perception
I didn’t quite know what to do with myself, so I decided to do what I had said I would do and went in search of Warren. I hadn’t fed in a while, and the thirst was becoming irritating again. I hoped Rhys wouldn’t follow me too quickly looking for an explanation as to my actions. I didn’t have one.
I pulled the sixpence from my pocket while I walked downstairs, dragging my feet. The coin was so old I could feel the indentations and smoother parts where Rhys had rubbed it repeatedly. Uneven from primitive coining practice, it had that mysterious quality only really old antiques carried. I marveled at the knowledge that this coin had seen Rhys human. I turned it over in my hand, memorizing every shape—most indistinguishable now—and trying to imagine it brand new.
How had Rhys managed not to lose it even after all these years?
I wondered if it had some sentimental value, and if I should give it back. After I was finished gloating over my victory, of course. I needed something to distract him from the fact that I had kissed him to get it.
I stepped onto the cold tile of the kitchen and was pleased to see Warren sitting at the table eating a sandwich. He wasn’t alone though. Brody sat next to him, and Olivia had the seat across the table, next to a woman I’d never seen before. Olivia stopped chewing her salad the moment she saw me. We hadn’t really come in contact with one another again since that first day. Apparently she still didn’t like me. Fine.
Warren turned and beamed at me, happy as always. “Hey, Kassandra. I was wondering when you would wake up.” He patted the chair beside him.
I took the seat, making a point of ignoring Olivia’s unwelcoming glare. “I live an exhausting life.”
“Apparently.”
I looked across him. “Hi, Brody. Long time no see.”
A flawless smile answered me. Brody really was too good-looking. People like that didn’t belong in real life. “I’ve had to entertain myself a lot lately. You keep Millie rather busy.”
“Oh, jeeze. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep her from you. I’ll use it as an excuse to get her to leave me alone next time I don’t feel like being babysat.” Though given the current situation, who knew how soon that would be.
He laughed around a mouthful of food. Thank God he wasn’t completely perfect. “Sounds like a plan.”
Warren swallowed then shook a finger to get my attention. “Kass, you haven’t met Gia yet.”
For the first time I gave my full attention to the other woman at the table. She was older than the rest of the humans there. Not that she was old, she looked close to thirty, maybe a little older, but considering Warren and Olivia were my age, and Brody was a grand twenty-seven, thirty was the oldest I’d seen so far. And aside from that, she just seemed older, more mature. I could see it in her green eyes, she mothered the rest of them.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kassandra,” she said. “I’ve heard much about you.”
“You know, that never makes me feel anything but embarrassed. I hope whatever you heard was good, or at least true.”
“I think so,” she said with a smile, standing and bringing her plate to the sink. Her brown hair bobbed lightly behind her, loose over her shoulders.
“The staff will do that for you,” I said when she turned on the water and started washing. The few times I had made an attempt to help out around the house, Anne had chased me out of the kitchen, accusing me of making a mess.
Gianna finished washing then put the plate in the drainer to dry. “I don’t like to make extra work for other people. I’m very capable of cleaning up after myself.”
“As long as Anne doesn’t care,” I said. “So, you’re a doctor?”
Olivia slammed her hand down on the table. “What is that?”
“Huh?” I turned away from Gianna and found myself on the receiving end of the most terrifying death-glare I had ever seen. Olivia was so tense she shook, and I could hear her teeth grinding together. “What’s what?” I asked cautiously.
“That.” She lifted one shaking hand to point at my own.
I hesitated in looking where she pointed for fear she would try to attack. But I looked. My thumb circled the sixpence in my right hand. I had forgotten I still had it out.
“Oh,” I said stupidly. “It’s an old Irish sixpence.”
“It’s Rhys’s.” There was no question in her voice.
Crap. This wouldn’t go anywhere good. “Uh, yes. It is.”
Her face had turned red. “He doesn’t let anyone touch it. Ever.”
Maybe not, but he had challenged me to try. I shrugged, trying to look casual, hoping it would allay her apparent anger. “Well, I’m just borrowing it.”
“Does he know you have it?”
Good God. “Yes. He was there when I took it.” Staring at me in utter shock and looking unbelievably adorable as he did so.
Olivia froze. Quite literally. Everything about her just stopped. She stopped shaking. She stopped breathing. She stopped talking. I waited, wary of what would come next.
She exploded. She pushed back from the table, her chair toppling over behind her, and skittering across the kitchen floor until it banged against the stainless steel refrigerator. “Give it back.”
“I plan on it.” Crazy woman. “But Rhys is the one who started it all, so he’s not getting it back until he follows through with his part of the deal.”
Olivia danced from foot to foot for a moment, then lunged at me, her hand reaching for the coin. I pulled back and dodged her easily. She winced when her hip slammed the edge of the table. Brody stood and grabbed her by the arm.
“Enough, Liv. Kassandra’s not a thief. If she says Rhys gave it to her, then he gave it to her.”
She glared at him, though not as hard as she had at me. “I’ve known Rhys for three years. Not once has he let that coin out of his sight.” She pulled her arm away from him.
Brody refused to be intimidated. “Times change. It’s not your business anyway.”
“Not my business?” Her voice went up an octave.
Gianna moved in close, unruffled. “Olivia, calm down.”
Olivia’s eyes flicked one more time to the coin in my hand, then she turned and stormed out of the kitchen without another word.
The coin felt cold in my hand.
The kitchen door swung shut. “What the hell was that all about?” I eased myself back into a comfortable position on my chair, closing my fingers tight around the coin, half afraid someone would try to take it again.
Warren’s gaze was still on the kitchen door. “Not sure. She’s been weird the last few days.” He shrugged and swung back around to the table. “Normally she’s not really so…”
“Bitchy?” I offered.
“I was gonna go with angry, but yeah, that works, too.”
Brody grabbed his chair and sat back down, one arm slung over the back. “Liv needs to chill out. Though I will admit, it is weird that Rhys let you get your hands on that thing.”
I grumbled, exasperated. “Like I said, he started it. It’s been a kind of test. Of my reflexes. He told me to try to get it from him. It took some doing, but I did it. Now I get the coin and I get to learn how to do that thing he does over his knuckles.” I made a pitiful attempt to illustrate what I meant. The coin clattered to the table. I snatched it back up.
“It’s Rhys’s business,” Gianna said. “Boys, make sure you clean up when you’re finished.”
“Yes, mom,” Warren said, the hint of teasing clear in his tone.
Brody rolled his eyes. “Gi, you’ve got four years on me. Quit treating me like one of the kids.” He said it with a straight face, but I could still detect the good humor.
Gianna took it all in stride. “When you act your age, Brody, maybe I’ll find it easier to remember.”
“Ha ha ha.”
Warren tossed his napkin onto his plate. “So what brings you here, Kass? Hungry?” He held out his wrist.
“I’ve asked you a million times not to be so casual about it.”
“And I’ve told you a million times, it’s my job.” He lowered his hand anyway. “Truthfully though, I’d rather you let me finish digesting before you take your turn.”
“Not a problem. There’s blood around here somewhere, right?” I looked around at the different cabinets, cupboards, pantries and fridge. No idea where the blood would be kept.
Gianna got a tall glass out from over the counter, then went to the fridge. I smelled the blood as she poured it. I didn’t recognize the scent, though most humans smelled more or less the same, with subtle differences I only noticed when I knew them well. The vampires were the ones with sharply distinct scents, like fingerprints.
“Thanks,” I said when she placed the glass in front of me. I started drinking immediately. I couldn’t help it. And I had to admit, though I hated it, it wasn’t as good as I knew it could be when fresh from Warren’s veins.
Warren threw out his trash and took his plate to the sink, washing it when Gianna cleared her throat as a clear reminder. “I’ll be in my room when you need me,” he said, stretching.
Brody hopped out of his seat and clapped his hands down on Warren’s shoulders. “We’ll be outside getting some fresh air.”
Warren slumped under the pressure of Brody’s grip, then twisted away. He mumbled something I didn’t understand, mostly because my attention was monopolized by the blood going down my throat.
“No more books for you today,” Brody said grabbing Warren again, this time with a friendly chokehold. “You spent all morning reading. Time for some ball.” He dragged my poor feeder from the kitchen. “See ya, Gi.”
“Play nice,” she told him with a gentle wave.
I set the empty glass down on the table, having already waited for that very last drop to make its way down the sides and into my mouth. I resisted the urge to drag my finger along the inside and eat the rest like it was cake batter. “So,” I said, remembering the conversation I had attempted before Olivia went all psychotic-break on me. “Rhys says you’re a doctor. Thanks for the note, by the way. It was practically my life-line all day at school.”
“You’re welcome. I’m sorry it couldn’t have been more help to you later that day.” She took my glass and headed for the sink.
“I can do that,” I said. After all, she had made everyone clean up after themselves. Well, except for Olivia. Her plate still sat across from me.
“It’s no bother. You look a little shaken.” Once the bloody glass was clean she came back for Olivia’s mess. She carried it to the counter, but left it unwashed. Instead, she came and sat with me again. “Is there anything you’d like to talk about? I’m a good listener.”
Old alarms went off in my head. “You’re not a shrink, are you?” They’d tried to make me see a psychologist after my mom had been killed. It hadn’t gone over well. After three tantrums and five sessions of me playing mute, Dad had given up and simply started spending more time with me. Between our quality time and Anne’s watchful eye, they deemed me well-adjusted after a few months. Honestly, I just hadn’t wanted to talk to a stranger about my feelings. I wasn’t into that. Staring at Mom’s picture and talking to her at night had been far more therapeutic.
Gianna laughed lightly. “No. I’m not a shrink. I’m your regular old run-of-the-mill doctor. Everyday medicine. But I think any good doctor develops a good sense of people.”
“Did you always want to be a doctor? Or did you only do it because the general made you?”
She set her chin in her hand. “My, you have learned a lot, haven’t you? I hadn’t completely made up my mind when I first met Julius, but I had been thinking about medical school. When he requested I go through with it, and when he offered to pay, how could I possibly say no?”
There was a twinkle in her eye when she said his name. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
She chuckled again. “You’re very perceptive.”
My brain went haywire. “But, how? He’s with Aurelia. Has been for two thousand years.”
“That doesn’t affect the way I feel about him. He’s a good man, and I know he’s fond of me.”
“Wouldn’t you rather have your own life? Your own man?”
“This is my life now. I’m happy with it. And now that I have completed my education, I’m hoping Julius will see fit to turn me.”
“You want to be a vampire, too?” Another one. First Olivia and now Gianna. Did everyone but me want to be a blood-sucking demon? “In that case, I’m sorry.”
“Whatever for?”
“For being a vampire. I have what you want and I don’t want it at all.”
“You don’t seem too bothered by it.”
“It took some getting used to. Trust me. Rhys had to all but sit on me the first few days.” Speaking of Rhys, he hadn’t come to kill me for kissing him yet. Was that a good thing or a bad thing?
For a moment it looked like Gianna had spaced out. Her gaze went unfocused, and she stared at nothing. I raised my hand to try to get her attention back, but she snapped out of it on her own. She smiled at me like our conversation hadn’t paused. “You don’t need to apologize,” she said. “Your circumstances were far different from ours. Would you like to walk? It’s a beautiful day out.”
“Uh, sure.” I stood. “I’m not really all that good at being in the sun yet though, and I’m not really dressed.” I plucked at my plaid pajama pants, then pulled self-consciously at my white tank top. “I guess if we stay around the house though…” No way was I ready to brave my room yet to get clothes. I’d left Rhys there.
“That suits me just fine.” Gianna pushed in her chair then gestured to the door. I matched my pace to hers. “The general tells me you’re a dancer,” she said. “What a wonderful skill to possess. Julius will want you to keep up with your practice. He told me once that it is the responsibility of the vampires to preserve as many things from human history as they can.”
Her tone was far too conversational. Suddenly I felt like she was distracting me. We passed by the stairs and I heard running up above. Quick running. Quiet running. Not human. I stopped and grabbed onto the rail, craning my neck to get a skewed view of the second floor, but there was nothing left to see. I set one foot on the steps, intending to investigate.
Gianna touched my elbow lightly. “This way, Kassandra.”
I looked at her closely. Completely human, that was for sure. She’d been in the kitchen when I came downstairs, and hadn’t at any point left. There was no way she knew something I didn’t. No possible way anyone had asked her to distract me from something. I was getting paranoid, and for no good reason. No one had hidden anything from me really. Not even the body parts in the boxes.
I searched the hall one more time. Nothing. I couldn’t hear anything either. I sighed and let it go. Stepping off the stairs, I twirled my hair together at the back of my neck. “I guess information really does get around quick here. You don’t all sit by the fire and pow-wow about me, do you?”
“No.” She looked clearly relieved that I had come along without a fight. My suspicions returned. “But Julius is impressed with you. He’s so pleased to have you as part of the family.”
“Imagine that. He just doesn’t know me very well yet.” I stepped out the back door and into the sunlight. My earlier snack still fresh, it didn’t bother me so much.
“Yes, well, Rhys likes you. And that’s enough for Julius.”
I hopped off the back deck and grabbed the lowest branch of the closest tree. Leaning backwards I regarded her comment with skepticism. “Rhys likes me, huh?” With one great pull, I launched my legs up onto the branch, then hauled the rest of my body up until I was seated nicely against the trunk. Much easier now that I was mythological.
Gianna strolled leisurely around the yard, never going too far from the tree so she could hear me easily. I would have been able to hear her no matter where she went in the yard. “Oh yes. Anyone can see that.”
I couldn’t. But a tiny part of my brain started a little hopeful happy-dance at her words. Okay, maybe the part wasn’t so little. “How can you tell?” He hadn’t killed me yet, but why kill something when you’d gone to such lengths to make it immortal in the first place? He’d saved me a bunch of times, but I could attribute that to the same thing.
Gianna bent over a small garden I’d never noticed before. The wooden box surrounding the plants implied it was portable. “When you’ve known Rhys a while, you can tell. Though I have by no means known him the longest, Julius goes on and on about him constantly. You’d think Rhys was his son.” She pulled out a pair of scissors and started trimming and cutting at the various plants. “He’s usually a very quiet boy. Sweet, though perhaps a little distant. Since I’ve been here I’ve noticed a considerable change in him. He’s a little more alive.”
“It must be his desire to kill me,” I said, hoping my hyperbole would distract her from where she had been going with all this. While bouts of happiness ran rampant in my brain, right beside them were trails of discomfort and unease. What if she was wrong?
Laughter answered me—light, like the breeze that crept through the tree. “Yes, exactly,” she said. “He hasn’t held so much passion in all the time I’ve known him. Not for anything.”
Oh, crap. “I think you’ve got things a little confused.”
She stood, her hand full of tiny leaves and flowers. She looked straight at me. “You like him, too, I think.”
I almost fell out of the tree. A quick switch of my grip was all that saved me. I prayed, as I repositioned myself on the branch, that it had happened too quickly for her human eyes. But the smile on her face made me doubt that. I shrugged, hoping to seem nonchalant. “It was either like him or hate him. And it’s easier to get through the day if you like the person you’re stuck with most of the time. What did you get from the garden?” Please let the subject change. Please.
She did. Though I could see the glimmer of amusement sparkling in her eyes. “A few herbs. Rosemary, yarrow, aloe. Julius prefers a few older herbal remedies to some of the newer ones. I grow a small supply so they are always on hand.”
“Glad I don’t have to worry about that anymore. No offense, but I’ve been around the world a bit. Those herbal remedies almost never taste good.”
“Unfortunately,” she said with a chuckle.
I heard Warren and Brody at the side of the house. I was fairly sure someone—most likely Warren—had just been tackled, and from the sound of it a chase was about to ensue. Feet scrambled against grass and dirt. I hoped they didn’t come this way. Gianna seemed about ready to go inside and leave me alone, and that’s what I wanted.
“I’m going to put these where they belong,” she said, gesturing to the plants in her hands. “Are you coming back inside?”
“No. It’s kind of nice being able to stand the sun. I think I’ll stay out a little longer.”
“All right. It was a pleasure meeting you, Kassandra.”
“You, too.”
I watched her walk back inside, counting her steps and comparing the number to her heartbeat and breathing. I lost the numbers as soon as I realized I had counted three different things at one time. Couldn’t someone just warn me about all this? Figuring it out myself and being surprised by most of it was just plain annoying.
I tried again, just to see if I could. I closed my eyes and focused on finding the boys out on the other part of the lawn. Warren’s breathing was heavier than Brody’s, as was his pulse. Of course, that was to be expected. Brody was pretty much a physical anomaly. Honestly, where had Millie found him? I had just started counting when the air around me shifted.
I caught his scent too late.
Cade.
Crap.
I let myself fall from the branch, hoping to avoid him. The action was mostly a success. I avoided being slammed into full-force by the bulk of his body, but he still managed to grab my wrist as he came around the other side, pulling me violently to the ground with him.
I landed on my butt, my arm feeling like it had been pulled out of the socket. I could still move it though, so my guess was I couldn’t claim that. Too bad, it would have been fun to see what Cade did if he ever actually hurt me.
“I hate you,” I said once I remembered I actually had the capacity to speak.
“Too bad. You’re doing much better. You knew I was coming this time.”
“I smelled your rank stench.” Lie. He smelled good, of course.
He huffed. “You don’t smell so good yourself, you know.” His hand went out to me.
I took it and pulled myself up, but his comment had me thinking. I had no idea what I smelled like to everyone else. I’d learned all their scents, but not my own. Was that normal? I’d ask Rhys, whenever I felt like I could talk to him again. I couldn’t be sure Cade would tell me the truth only because he’d probably find it amusing to tell me I smelled like dead fish.
“How much longer does this ambush game go on for anyway? I’m getting a little tired of living on constant alert.”
“It never ends. The best you’ll get is someday it won’t be me you’re looking out for anymore.”
I dusted my hands off on my pants and realized my pajamas were now in need of some serious cleaning. Grass stains. Ugh. These were some of my favorites. Now I needed to change, but I had no way of knowing whether or not Rhys was still in my room.
Of course, I could just ask.
I sucked it up. “Have you seen Rhys?”
His expression didn’t change, still all business. “He went out with Aurelia.” He answered me so quickly it was almost like he had expected the question…
“Out with Aurelia? What for?”
“I didn’t ask.”
Yeah right. Cade knew everything everyone was up to all the time. Something was up. I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting him to tell me though. Millie would be an easier target. I started towards the house. At least now I knew it was safe to go change.
Cade followed me.
Weird.
But his presence got me thinking. “Hey, Cade. Can I ask you something?” I kept walking and didn’t look back at him.
“You can ask.”
But I might not answer, I finished for him in my head. Fine. Whatever. I opened the back door and went inside. “Rhys said something when he was telling me about Malachi, and the more I think about it, the more I get confused.” I heard his steps on the floor behind me and knew he was listening, waiting for me to continue. “He said that when Malachi started turning his own vampires it was a sign of independence. So, that got me thinking because, well, Rhys turned me, but no one seems worried about him branching out on his own.” I took the stairs slowly, forcing Cade to follow me at a human’s pace.
“Normally, becoming a sire is a sign of independence, but Rhys is different. He’s incredibly loyal to Julius, so much so that no one doubts his intentions to remain with him for the rest of his existence. Aside from that, Rhys turned you under orders from Julius, so that erases any traces of independence that might be seen.”
“Oh.” I stopped at my door. “I guess that makes sense. Have you ever turned anyone?”
“No.”
“Can I ask why not?” He certainly seemed to have enough experience to branch off on his own.
“Because with me it would be seen as a sign of independence. The council has wanted me as an independent for years, but I refuse.”
“Why? Wouldn’t you like being the boss for once? Not that I can’t see that you really like the general and all, but—” I let the rest of my question hang on the air, unspoken.
Cade didn’t seem offended by anything I’d said. “I prefer to be in the action. If I had Julius’s job, that would no longer be possible.”
“Too much paperwork?”
He actually smiled. “Yes.”
I marveled at the realization that I actually liked Cade. Liked the man who had come into my home and started this whole mess. I supposed when you knew nothing had been done maliciously it was harder to hate the ones at the center of it all.
“Thanks for answering me.” I turned the knob and opened my door.
“You’re welcome.” True to form, he turned and left without another word.
I stepped into my room. Immediately I held my breath.



Rhys’ scent was still there.
Hurriedly, and not risking breathing for fear of the memories it would dredge up, I ran to my closet to get changed.
 



Chapter Fifteen: Teach Me
“Cut it out, Millie!”
“Stop being such a baby. It’s just a little make-up.”
“Make-up is for covering things up, not for creating them!” I shimmied away from her for about the thousandth time that morning. Turned out I had returned to school on a Thursday, spent Friday recuperating from my car crash—or car crush as I liked to call it—which meant, lucky me, I’d had the whole weekend to further recover.
Or at least, that was the story I would tell when I got to school this morning. If I even went. This whole cover-up nonsense was getting to be a bit much.
Millie still had the purple and yellow makeup in hand. “Three days is not enough time for a human to be free of bruises. Especially after getting hit by a car.”
I rubbed at where she had blotted a purple mark on my temple to act as the injury acquired when I fell onto the road. “I thought the story was I didn’t actually get hit.”
“You got hit well enough to put a few bruises on you. And you went sprawling to the pavement. Now get back over here and let me finish.”
I relinquished my resistance. Not because she was right, she was way overzealous with all this, but because I just didn’t care anymore. I wanted to get to school and forget about everything in this house for a few hours.
While Millie added another scrape to my face, I twirled the silver sixpence in my hand. I still didn’t know how to pass it over the back of my fingers. Because Rhys had yet to come home. Millie assured me it was nothing to worry about, that he and Aurelia just had some important things to do. But I had the sinking feeling his absence had more to do with me than anyone was letting on.
“There,” Millie said with a satisfied air after the longest five minutes of my afterlife. “Now you look acceptable.”
I turned my head and took a good look in the mirror. The left side of my face, the side I had supposedly fallen on, was mottled with both bruises and scrapes. All of which looked to be healing, of course. I had yet to get dressed, because Millie insisted on marking up my sides and legs as well. Just in case. I doubted Mr. Mack would make me participate in gym class, so I wouldn’t be getting changed in the locker room. Still, I pulled my hair over my left shoulder, trying to hide as much of my face as I could. Clothes would do the rest.
“Madge could have done a better job,” Millie said, scrutinizing her handiwork.
Too bad there was no way I was letting Madge close enough to get at me with even something as benign as a blush brush. She wasn’t in any hurry to spend time with me either. “Please,” I said, walking to my closet and feeling glad the injuries were fake. “You did a great job. The only way I could look more authentic would be if you actually mugged me.” Which is what Madge would have done, and why she could have done a better job, in my opinion. Millie claimed it was because her twin had a gift when it came to fashion and beauty. Uh huh.
I stepped into my favorite worn-out jeans and grabbed a thin long-sleeved tee-shirt that sported the image of a guitar on the front. It was comfy, wouldn’t make me hot and would do the work of covering my fake bruises as well as keep my skin out of direct sunlight. I’d need to find some more of these.
Millie plopped down onto my desk chair with a sigh. She smoothed the skirt of her blue 20’s dress as she watched me get dressed. “I do wish you’d let me pick out your clothes.”
“I’d stand out like a sore thumb in a dress that’s more than a century old,” I pointed out. “Besides, I’m going for comfortable. I’m supposed to be in pain, remember?” I thought about pulling my hair back out of my face, but opted against it. I threw the elastic around my wrist anyway, though. Sneakers were next. I sat on my bed to slip them on, then asked the question I hadn’t dared to ask all weekend. “So, who’s coming with me?” I wasn’t allowed anywhere alone, not even down the street to the coffee shop. That had disappointed Sara when she stopped by to check on me on Saturday, but she understood that I “didn’t feel well.” I’d gotten to speak with her for all of five minutes before Millie realized I didn’t look like a victim of a car crash. That had been the end of that visit.
Rhys had promised he would be the one to go with me, but since he wasn’t here…
Millie shifted uncomfortably in her seat, glancing out the window. She had been doing that every two minutes or so since she came in here to torture me.
“Millie?”
“Um…give me just one minute.” She stood and hopped onto my bed, opening the window.
“What the heck, Mil? Did someone write the correct answer on the house across the street? Who’s going to school with me? You?”
“Maybe…” She dragged the word out for a while, then suddenly she grinned and bounced back off my bed. “Nope. Not me.”
“Then who?” You’re acting like a crazy person is what I wanted to say, but I held my tongue. I couldn’t imagine Cade suffering through a day of school with me, and the general certainly wouldn’t waste his time. No way was Madge going.
“Time for school!” Mille chirped. She grabbed my wrist in one hand and my backpack in the other and pulled me out of my room, going full speed. Ouch. Now I’d have at least one real bruise.
We were outside and on the front walk in less than five seconds. I stumbled when she released me, but caught my balance before I could add any more real injuries to my fake ones. Millie set my bag at my feet, then thrust the ruby-colored steel coffee mug we had purchased over the weekend into my hands. It smelled like Warren.
“Have a good day.” She grinned ridiculously at me, then rushed back into the house. I stared at the front door watching it open and close again in a blink.
What the hell?
“Kassandra.”
Oh God. I knew that voice. I knew that scent.
I turned slowly on my heel, not trusting that I hadn’t imagined it. But there he was, leaning against a dark blue car I’d never seen before, looking just the same as he had the last time I had seen him. The light breeze ruffled his dark hair and the shirt he’d chosen that morning almost blended in with the car perfectly. Our eyes met, and suddenly his expression twisted from relaxed to concerned. He covered the ground between us in only two steps.
“What happened?”
I kept quiet for a moment, not sure what he meant. He reached out towards my face. When his fingers brushed my temple I understood instantly. “Oh! Oh. Millie.”
Now he just looked confused.
I gathered my thoughts and tried again. “Make-up. Millie did it. Seeing as how all my bruises were gone by Saturday, she thought I needed to look a little more like someone who had been hit by a car.”
Relief. He dropped his hand and nodded once. “Ah. That makes sense.”
“Thought she beat the crap outta me, huh?” I smirked.
“My guess would have been Cade.”
“I actually almost avoided him last time.”
“Good job.”
It was when he smiled at me that I remembered I was supposed to be mad at him. I whacked his biceps. “Where the hell have you been?”
He stepped back, clearly not expecting my mood swing. “With Aurelia. Didn’t anyone tell you?”
“Doing what?”
“Finding Cordoba.”
I grumbled. “Nice of you to tell me you were leaving.”
“Aurelia didn’t want to wait.”
“Why couldn’t someone else go?”
He shrugged. “She asked me.”
Convenient. I held the coin up in front of his face. “You owe me a few lessons.” It wasn’t until after I’d spoken that I realized I’d unintentionally brought my little kiss into the conversation.
“Yes. School first though.”
I could see in his eyes he was avoiding the topic as much as I was. Fine. Who said I wanted to talk about it anyway?
He picked my backpack up from the ground, then headed towards the car. I followed, pocketing the coin. “You’re coming with me?”
“Didn’t I say I would?” He opened the passenger-side door and tossed my bag inside.
“I think your words were closer to a probably than a definitely. We’re not walking?”
“You’re too injured to walk all that way.” He left the door open and headed for the other side.
I limped dramatically to the car and got in, sticking my tongue out at Rhys when he rolled his eyes. “Do you even know how to drive?” I asked as I buckled up.
Rhys did the same and put the car in gear. “Nope. Never got around to it.” He pulled out of the driveway.
“Well, I’m good at car crashes now, so don’t worry about it.”
“Just tell me when you see something you want to hit.” He drove normally through town. I’d half expected him to go as fast as he did when he walked. “Can you drive?” he asked after stopping at a red light.
“Nope. Never got around to it.” I looked out the window, watching a few kids I recognized walk by.
“You’re not joking though.”
“Sad, huh?”
“Why haven’t you learned?”
I shrugged. “No time. Dad didn’t want me off on my own anyway.” I turned back to Rhys. “I always had a driver.”
“I’ll teach you.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“But after you teach me the coin trick.”
“The coin will probably take less time.”
The light turned green and he drove again and we didn’t say much until we arrived at school. I had already reached for the handle to the door when I remembered. “Why are you with me?”
He looked at me like I had lost my mind. “Because you can’t defend yourself.”
“Thanks for the tact. I meant, why are you with me, as in what are we telling everyone in school?”
“You already came up with that story.” He smirked and got out of the car.
I sat perfectly still, trying to decipher that riddle. Had I said something?
Oh no.
I jumped out of the car and had to run to catch up to him. “Wait! Rhys! We’re not seriously telling everyone that, are we?”
“Why not? It makes sense, and you already started it. Can’t change it now.”
“But it’s stupid! No one really has a bodyguard!”
“You do.”
I moaned, telling myself not to cry. Rhys had already stepped through the front door.
School was the epitome of embarrassing. Rhys did his best to remain inconspicuous, but it was pretty much impossible. Even if we hadn’t been spouting off the ludicrous bodyguard story he would have attracted the same absurd amount of attention.
I mean, jeeze! I probably would have had more luck bringing Brody into school. At least no one would have believed he was real.
Rhys was gorgeous, handsome, hot, steamy—whatever word you wanted to use, and he actually looked like it was possible for him to exist.
Needless to say I had to spend the day glaring at every other girl in school. I caught myself scribbling signs in my notebooks that said, “Hands off. Mine. Get your own.” Things of that sort. Very mature.
My math book now said “bite me” on almost every page, but all the “me’s” had been crossed out in favor of “you’s” when I realized that made more sense now.
Still, at least everyone bought the story. I guess it made sense after the public attempt on my life for me to have a bodyguard. Lucky me he was so hot, right?
Pretty much every time I exhaled it sounded like dragon breath now.
The only one not buying the whole story was Sara. She had given Rhys the third degree at lunch.
“So you’re Kass’s bodyguard?”
“Yes.”
“When did you start?”
“When her father left.”
“And where were you trained?”
“Where wasn’t I trained.”
“How come you weren’t with her last Thursday?”
“We didn’t think the danger was so great.”
“Well, you were almost dead wrong, weren’t you?”
“Yes.”
I was amazed at his ability to come up with answers and to play along. He didn’t seem insulted by anything Sara said. If anything, he looked guilty. I wished he wouldn’t. Like he’d said, we hadn’t known anything was going to happen. The whole incident certainly wasn’t his fault.
When the bell rang at the end of the day I was even gladder than I had been after my first day back. I shoved every textbook I had into my bag. Finals were only a week away now. When I couldn’t get it to zip, I simply locked my arms around it and headed for the door.
Sara stopped me. “Kass, I want to talk to you.”
“Uh…Rhys is in a bit of a hurry.” I saw him raise an eyebrow at my lie. He was still leaning causally against the wall opposite my locker.
“I just need one minute, Kass. You can give me that.”
I sighed. “Okay, fine. What’s up?”
She glared at Rhys, then pulled me into the closest stairwell. No door to the outside, no one used this staircase at the end of the day. Great, she wanted privacy.
“Tell me the real story.”
“I’m sorry?”
“About Rhys.”
“Bodyguard.” I’d spouted the word so many times it felt as natural as—well, not breathing anymore.
Sara growled. I almost laughed. I’d always thought of her as a pixie and here she was growling like some creature that went bump in the night. Like me. Ha ha.
“Maybe, but that’s not really the whole truth,” she said. “He’s doing more than just guarding your body.”
It took me a second to realize where she was headed.
“What?”
“Is he your boyfriend?”
“No!” My voice squeaked.
“Don’t lie to me, Kassandra. You’re involved with him, I can tell.”
“You are so far off base here, Sara.” She was blocking the door to the hall. I couldn’t get past her without revealing the fact that I was now much stronger than I had been.
“I am not. I can tell by the way you look at each other. The way you move around each other. Have you kissed him?”
Oh, God. Shut up, Sara! Shut up! He can hear you!
I stuttered for a while. “It’s not like that, I swear. He’s just here to make sure I’m safe.” Not a lie.
“You’re all flustered.” She grinned. “You do like him.”
I whined. “Please, Sara. He can hear you.”
“No, he can’t. The halls are too loud and we’re way over here.”
He’s a vampire with supersonic hearing!
“I’m not talking about this,” I said trying to sound casual as I began to inch around her. “I’ll call you later, okay?”
She let me go. “Whatever you say, Kass. But you won’t call me. You’re too busy lately. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She made the word “busy” sound like it meant all sorts of other things.
I wanted to die.
I brushed past Rhys, not daring to look at his face. I went out the front door, down the steps, across the parking lot and to the car all without really looking at anything. I got in, buckled up, and kept my face buried in my backpack.
Crap.
I didn’t have enough time to come up with some good way to brush off everything Sara had said. I heard the driver’s side door open, followed by the sound of Rhys’s clothes brushing against the cloth seat.
“That went rather well,” he said, then started the car.
“Well?” My head flew up. No way he actually thought that. “How the heck did that go well?”
His lips twitched. “Perhaps that’s not the right word. But smoothly didn’t seem to fit at all.”
“You think this is funny.”
“I think you made it through the day without anyone questioning your story and without once thinking about eating the student body.”
“I did think about it once.”
“When?”
When I got into the lunch room and all the tables around my normal table had been filled with gawking girls. “Nevermind.”
“Millie’s bruises worked well. And they didn’t fade at all.”
“Great. You know, most people hide bruises with make-up.”
“Most people aren’t pretending they’re human.”
I snorted and set my chin in my hand, looking out the window. We passed several downtown buildings, town hall, the post office, and the road that lead straight to the only remaining mall before I realized we weren’t headed home.
“Rhys, where are we going?”
“Lessons.”
“Not at home?”
“I thought you might like some privacy.” He turned down a road I’d never been on before.
“You’re going to kill me now, aren’t you?”
His gaze left the road in order to glare at me. “Would you stop asking me that?”
“It’s a legitimate concern.”
“Hardly.” The car sped up.
“You know, when I said I was good at car crashes now, I didn’t really mean that I want to experience another one.”
“I’m not going to crash. I’m barely going faster than most humans do on the highway.”
“Sure.” I pushed my bag onto the floor at my feet, not caring when my books spilled all over the place. Rhys drove in silence for another ten minutes, then he pulled off the road and parked, turning the car off.
We were in the middle of nowhere.
The little dirt road was the only sign of human life. Large oaks, maples and birch trees surrounded us on almost every side. When Rhys opened the door I was shocked at how loud the forest sounded. Every bird, every cricket, mouse, snake, raccoon, and deer made itself known to me. I heard heartbeats, chirps, breathing, hissing, sniffing. It was terrible.
I climbed out of the car after him. Everything got louder without the barrier of the car. “How am I supposed to learn anything out here? I’ll never be able to concentrate with all this noise!” I covered my ears.
“Stop yelling. Block the sounds out. Consider it an extra lesson. On the house.”
“Jerk.” I shouted it just to be a brat. Then I closed my eyes and tried to forget all the subtle sounds of the woods.
No such luck. I’d accidentally timed my breathing with some squirrel that chattered away in the tree closest to my head.
“I can’t do it,” I said, hands still pressed over my ears. “Give me a hint or something.”
He stepped into the trees, hands in his pockets. “Find something else to focus on.” Then he was out of sight.
I started after him, awkwardly keeping my balance without the use of my hands. Something to focus on. Something to focus on…I couldn’t come up with anything. A rampage through the forest, killing all the furry creatures great and small didn’t sound so bad at the moment though.
Good job, Kassandra. You’re officially a monster.
I sighed and tried to relax. Crickets were supposed to be soothing, so I narrowed in on one particular song.
After about two seconds I wanted to find it and squash it.
New plan. Squirrels were too noisy, deer were too flighty, snakes were too slithery. Dammit. I searched through the heartbeats, trying to find one that kept a calm pace. Nothing. I tried breathing, but most of the animals were so small their quick heartbeats called for quick breathing as well.
I tried listening to the trees, too. Nothing to hear there. Stupid, I know. I was losing my mind. Everything else in my life was so upside down though, why wouldn’t it have made sense for there to be something to hear from the trees? Growing? Breathing? Thinking?
I needed professional help.
I shouted for Rhys again, having lost sight of him and unable to pick up his scent. He’d always smelled like fresh earth to me. Surrounded by that exact thing now, I couldn’t find him.
I stopped when he didn’t answer me and called again. Worried I just couldn’t hear him over all those noise, I dropped my hands from my ears.
Still nothing.
“Rhys!” I screamed it this time. How could he not hear me? I knew the sounds didn’t bother him. He clearly knew how to block them out. I, on the other hand, felt a headache coming on. I also felt like crying.
Then I felt his hands slip over my ears. “Is it that bad?” he said, behind me.
“Yes.” Misery coated my voice. “I don’t know how to do it. There’s nothing good to focus on.”
“Of course there is. I’ll help.”
I felt him move around me until I saw him clearly, standing right in front of me. He switched his hands so he could continue to cover my ears. “Close your eyes,” he said.
“Tried it. Doesn’t work.”
“Trust me.”
Magic words. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.
At first, the sound got louder. As if without other senses and stimuli my brain had nothing to focus on but the incessant noise. But then I detected Rhys’s scent, slightly different from actual earth I compared him to. I locked onto that, cataloguing the subtle differences and nuances that made the smell uniquely him. Oddly enough, once I had broken everything down, I realized what one piece he missed that made him discernable from the actual earth.
Decay.
The living earth was littered with all sorts of decomposition, animal and plant. But the long dead vampire who stood in front of me smelled of nothing but life.
Odd.
Then, for a very short moment, I thought I was dreaming again. Because Rhys’s lips had pressed against mine.
At first, neither of us moved. We stood frozen, lips locked together. We didn’t breathe. I resisted the impulse to open my eyes, afraid that if I did, the dream would end. I wasn’t ready for it to end this time.
Because the world had finally gone silent.
Then his lips began to move. Slow at first, cautious, as though afraid of my reaction. But his hands slid from my ears, to my jaw, holding me rather than blocking the noise that no longer bothered me.
Wanting more, I kissed back.
It was like that was all he had needed. All either of us needed for the explosion to happen.
The kiss turned harder, firmer, passionate—if I dared use the word. I found his neck with my hands, holding him closer and pressing myself against him as much as was physically possible. We staggered backwards until a tree got in the way, my back pressing against it with such force I heard the trunk groan.
I didn’t care. I traced the lines of Rhys’s fangs with my tongue, feeling my own fangs stretch and grow in response. Interesting. But that fleeting thought was all I spared. The rest of my attention anchored to Rhys’s lips moving over mine.
So much better than the dream. And so much better than the peck I had stolen a few days back.
When he broke the kiss and took a single step back from me I thought I might die from the loss. Panting, I stared at him, desperate to make sense of what had just happened. Desperate for it to happen again.
“That worked,” I said stupidly when the silence started to get to me.
“Thought so.” At least he looked as flustered as I felt. And he had started it. “The noise is gone?”
“Yes.” I checked just to be sure. “And not coming back.”
“Good.”
“Is…is that how everyone learns to control the noise?”
He had his breathing back under control. “No.”
“Oh. Okay.” I took a deep breath and held it until I was sure I could stop nearly hyperventilating. “Is there anything else I can learn like that?”
Rhys laughed once. “Not sure.”
I peeled myself away from the tree that had been at my back. A good portion of the bark flaked away and fell to the ground. A crack as tall as I was ran through the trunk. “We broke the tree.”
“It will heal.”
I nodded dumbly, shaking the bark from my hair. Not bad for my first real kiss. Probably a good bet that I had most other people beat in that department now. I kicked at a small stone. “Are we going to talk about that?”
“I think I’ll teach you the coin trick first.”
“Sounds good to me.” I couldn’t talk with my brain all Jell-O-like. Best to wait. I pulled the sixpence out of my pocket and held it up where he could see it. “Teach me.”
 



Chapter Sixteen: Chrysalis
The cold sixpence rolled over the back of my index finger, to the middle, then stumbled and fell to the ground. I’d been practicing for the better part of an hour and that was the best I could do. I’d convinced myself that with my vampire reflexes this should have been far easier. The fact that Rhys sat so close, watching my every move, was distracting me.
I missed the beginning of the lesson, when his fingers had guided mine. He’d left me on my own for a while now. I retrieved the coin from the woody debris we sat on and tried again.
Index finger, middle, ring, pinkie—ground. Ugh.
I grabbed the coin, taking pieces of dead leaves with it and positioned it again. Index, middle, ring, pinkie, ring—Dammit!
“You’re getting better.”
“Not better enough,” I grumbled, trying again. Same result as my previous attempt.
Rhys pried my fist away from the coin when I seized it this time, taking it and brushing the dirt away. I watched the way his fingers glided over the metal, careful and reverent. Almost the same way he had touched me.
“Have you had it a long time?” I asked, suddenly jealous of the attention the coin had taken from me.
“Yes. As long as I can remember.”
“From when you were human?”
“I believe so.”
“You can have it back, you know.”
“You can hold onto it.”
“Why?” My voice had turned to a whisper. I’d leaned so far forward I was almost in his lap.
His gaze rose from the coin and settled on my face. I stopped breathing. “Because I trust you not to lose it,” he said.
“I feel bad keeping it.” He couldn’t remember his human life. If this was all he had…
“Then you can return it to me after you’ve mastered the skill.” He rolled the coin over his hand effortlessly. “And once we’ve gotten you a replacement.”
His smile nearly melted my bones. “All right,” I agreed. All I could think about was that kiss. I thought I might be ready to talk about it. Maybe.
Rhys flipped the sixpence into the air, caught it, then held it out to me. “Try again?”
I reached out for the coin and made sure my fingers brushed against his when I took it back. My eyes never left his. Without even thinking much, I positioned the coin, and let it roll.
Index, middle, ring, pinkie, ring, middle, index…
I dropped the coin in surprise.
“Good job.”
I felt the uncontrollable grin break out over my face. Nearly shaking with excitement I picked up the coin and dusted it off.
“Are you going to try again?”
“I think I’d rather live on this high note for a while longer. I probably can’t do it again right now anyway.” My fingers trembled.
He nodded and we lingered in silence for a long moment. The forest sounds had dulled to a normal roar in the background for me. No longer the obnoxious symphony it had been when I first stepped out of the car. Now, I could focus in on one thing and then another just for fun. So far listening to the playful squirrels was my favorite. They chattered to one another incessantly and I’d convinced myself I would decipher their language.
Yes, I remembered I had wanted to kill them all an hour earlier. Things change.
When I wasn’t listening to the squirrels, I listened to Rhys’s well-practiced breathing.
I polished the coin with my finger, waiting until it shined again before speaking. “Can we talk now?” I kept my eyes focused on the coin, half afraid of his reaction.
I felt him shift and look upward at what little of the sky could be seen through the tops of the trees. “That would probably be a good idea, given the time.”
“Are we expected back for dinner?” I joked.
A soft laugh carried through the air. “Not quite. Though your thermos is empty.”
“I’m not thirsty,” I assured him. Blood was the last thing on my mind. He went quiet and I hesitantly glanced up at him. “Who’s going to start?”
He leaned forward with both arms on his folded knees. “I suppose I should, since I’m the one who kissed you.”
“This time,” I clarified. It wouldn’t be fair to leave out my stolen kiss from the other day.
“Yes, this time,” he agreed. “The explanation begins there anyway.”
I waited patiently.
Or impatiently. Who was to judge?
“After you acquired the coin last Friday—”
“By devious and underhanded means,” I interjected.
Rhys continued on, pausing only long enough to acknowledge my contribution with a quick look. “I didn’t quite know how to react, so when Aurelia asked me to go with her to locate Cordoba, I agreed. The weekend gave me time to think.”
Whatever thinking he did, I liked it. He could think like that all he wanted if it would lead to more of our previous activity. “And so you came up with what?” I leaned closer, putting us face to face. I wasn’t afraid of those teeth.
“That you deserved something far better than that pitiful excuse for a kiss.”
“Hey! It wasn’t that pitiful! It shocked the heck out of you!”
“Yes, it did. I hadn’t expected that.”
“That was the point. But,” I hesitated, not sure how to ask the question rolling about in my head. I tried to start again. “So what does it all mean? What happens now?”
“Well, that depends on you.”
“On me?”
“Yes. What do you want?”
I chewed my lip. “No fair, I asked you first.”
He reached up, pulling my lip free from my teeth with his thumb. My lips burned with the memory of our kiss. “I spent the weekend thinking, remembering, searching…In all my very long life I can’t remember ever feeling like this before.”
I watched his face, afraid to look anywhere else, lest he disappear like a dream or something. “Like what?”
“Alive.”
My heart beat so hard I felt it knock violently against my ribs. Rhys smiled. Obviously he had heard it. Traitorous heart.
“I haven’t lived very long,” I said a little guiltily. “But I’ve never spent so much time thinking about one person before.”
I was perfectly aware of both of us beating around the bush. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter at the moment. We both knew what lingered between the lines.
“We should probably take things at a normal human pace.”
“Why?” I wanted at least more kissing, and I wanted it now.
“Because you’ve never done this before.”
“Have you?”
The corner of his mouth twitched. Caught. “Not that I remember.”
“So then we’re both on the same page.”
“Give or take five hundred years.”
I waved my hand dismissively. “Details.”
“You are a little young for me.”
“Yeah, well, Dad warned me about older guys.”
“In most cases he was probably right.”
I shifted onto my knees so I could get closer to him. “I’m not worried about you.”
Rhys didn’t move, even though I’d put our faces nose to nose. “And why is that?” His scent washed over me with every word.
“Because I only ever feel safe when I’m with you.”
“I see. And so you feel safe now?”
“Very safe.”
“That would explain why you’ve stuck your face so close to a vampire who’s been around for half a millennia.”
“It would. Since I’m not suicidal anymore.”
“So what is your goal then?”
“I think we should try that whole kissing thing again. Third time’s a charm and all.”
“You might have a point. But it’s going to rain.”
“How can you tell?”
“I can smell it.”
I hadn’t noticed before, but it had gotten darker. I guess I’d just figured enough time had gone by for the sun to set. I let my gaze flick upward for half a second and could see the clouds that had rolled in. “Will we melt?” I asked, looking back at Rhys’s face.
“No.”
“Then I don’t care.”
“Roll the coin over your hand one more time, then I’ll kiss you.” He smirked.
I frowned. “This is not a game.”
He took my hand, and set the coin over the back of my first finger. “One more time. Or you’ll think you can never do it again.”
Grumbling, I sat back on my heels and balanced the coin, judging the proper position. I remembered how it had felt to roll the coin the first time.
I did it so quick and so perfect Rhys’s eyebrow rose above his right eye. “Nothing like a little motivation,” I said.
“You win.”
He kissed me.
The sky opened up, and even the thick trees weren’t enough to shield us from the onslaught of marble-sized raindrops.
This kiss was softer. Rhys’s hands returned to my face, my hair, my neck, holding me gently while his lips moved against mine. I wove my fingers into his wet hair, loving the way each soft strand felt against my skin.
This kiss was shorter, too.
All too soon Rhys pulled back. His thumb brushed the fake bruise at my temple. “We should get home.”
“Why?” I whined. I liked it just fine where we were.
“Because I didn’t tell anyone we were going to take a detour after school, and given the current situation it may cause certain people to worry.” He took the sixpence from my hand and slipped it into my jeans pocket. Then he stood, lifting me from the ground with him and setting me on my feet. I wiped my wet hair from my face, then pulled at my shirt. I felt like a drowned rat.
“Wait,” I said when he started heading back through the woods. He stopped and turned back to me. “I guess I should ask—did you and Aurelia find Cordoba?”
“Yes.” He walked back to me, brushing his wet bangs off his forehead.
“And what did he say?” Honestly, I was a little nervous about the whole thing. Sure Malachi had defected, but was that enough to get his sire on our side? The general seemed to see all his fledglings, or whatever, as beloved children.
“He’s going to come and discuss things with Julius as soon as he’s finished with the project he is currently working on. Aurelia stayed to help him, hoping to make things go faster.”
“What’s he working on?”
“England.”
“Oh.” That made sense a full two seconds after I had responded. I looked at Rhys in shock. “You mean when you went away this weekend, you went all the way to England?”
“It’s only a six hour flight.”
Only. Ha. Six hours and a good chunk of change I was sure. No way did Aurelia fly coach.
“We should go now.”
“Just one more question.”
“Yes?”
I reached down and took his hand in mine, winding our fingers together as I spoke. “What do we do now?”
“Probably best to keep to ourselves for the time being. Some people may get a little over excited and go overboard.”
“Millie,” I said.
“Yes.” The fondness for his adopted sister was clear in his eyes though.
I screwed up my face as I thought for a moment, a bad habit I’d picked up from my mother. “How does someone go about being discreet in a house full of super-hearing, super-seeing, practically never-sleeping vampires?”
“Very carefully.”
The ride home wracked my nerves. When he parked, I uncurled my fist from the door handle and readied myself for walking into the house and acting completely normal.
Millie met us at the front door.
“Where have you been? For all that is holy, Rhys, you’ve had us all worried sick! And you’re soaked!”
At least everything was his fault, not mine. That would make it easier to pretend.
Millie grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me inside, mumbling something about irresponsibility and unsuitable appearances.
Rhys shut the door once we were all inside. “I took her to the woods to teach her to control her hearing, Millie. That’s all.”
“And it didn’t once occur to you that maybe you should call us? We do have a good run of attacks going on recently.”
“Kassandra was never in any danger.”
“So you say. At least my handiwork held up. What if she had run into a friend in the rain and her bruises had run all down her face?”
“We weren’t anywhere where we would have run into people.”
Millie huffed.
“I’m going upstairs to take a shower and get changed,” I said. “You two go right on ahead and finish your argument without me though.” Resisting the urge to wring my hair out all over the front rug—Anne would have killed me—I hopped up the stairs to the second floor, glancing back at Rhys only once. Go me.
He looked really good wet.
But once I got under the hot water of the shower, my brain caught up with everything that had happened.
Holy crap.
I’d kissed Rhys. Again. And he’d kissed me.
I put my head under the direct spray of the water, rinsing away the rain and beating some clarity into my skull. I’d been so caught up in everything before that I hadn’t really gotten all the answers I needed.
We were going out? That didn’t quite sound right. Too…human. Things like this had to be far different for vampires, right? Centuries were involved. Millennia. It wasn’t like Rhys had asked me to prom and we’d see where the summer went before we both went off to college in the fall.
Not that I’d had plans to go to college this year anyway. With all the strange politics going on in the world, my father had decided it would be best to keep me close to home.
Didn’t matter now.
I was distracting myself.
I needed to talk to Rhys more. But I was terrified. How would I even begin the conversation?
I took my time washing my hair, let the conditioner sit for far longer than necessary, and scrubbed my body two extra times. I hoped I had gotten all the bruises and scrapes off. Then I hoped Millie could duplicate what she had done today for when I went back to school tomorrow. Oops.
The water was cold when I finally got out. I dried off, threw on the sweats and tee I had brought in with me and started toweling dry my hair.
I was so caught up in my thoughts I didn’t sense him in my room until I saw him sitting on the edge of my bed.
Clean and dry, he watched me patiently. I missed the image of him wet at the bottom of the stairs, but there certainly wasn’t anything to complain about when he was dry either. I snapped out of my shock and tossed my towel into the corner.
“Hey,” I said.
“Enjoy your shower?”
“A little.” I shrugged one shoulder then grabbed my brush and started pulling it through my hair. “How long did Millie grill you for?”
“Long enough.”
“You don’t think she suspects anything, do you?”
“Only that I’m irresponsible and up to no good.”
“Oh. Nothing out of the ordinary then.” I braided my wet hair, secured it at the end then bravely made my way over to my bed. Like it was the most natural thing to do, I plopped down on the mattress beside him. “So now what?”
“Whatever we want.”
“Not gonna lie, I’m a little out of my element here.”
He laughed lightly and took my hand in his, tracing the lines on my palm with a finger. “So am I.”
“I find it hard to believe a vampire as old and as good-looking as you has never done this before.”
He shrugged and the quick movement made his finger tickle my palm. “Girls your age and of your level of attractiveness often manage to find boyfriends before now and you claim to have never done so.”
“A little different. You don’t know how to read those, do you? You’re looking at my hand so intently you’re beginning to freak me out.”
“I apologize.” He went to release my hand, but I quickly put it back where it had been in his. He looked at me as though for permission, then went back to his examination of my palm. “No, I do not know how to read the lines, but Aurelia does. I’ve often wondered how accurate they really are.”
“Can’t you just ask Aurelia then? It seems she would have plenty of experience to back up her opinion.”
“I have. She swears by it. Claims she can tell everything she needs to know about a person just by looking at their hand.”
“Hmm.” I thought about that, studying my palm along with Rhys. Sara and I had gotten readings done once at a fair. The woman had told me my life line confused her, strong and deep until about halfway down my palm, then faint and long all the way to my wrist. She probably wouldn’t have been so confused if she had known about the existence of vampires.
I grabbed Rhys’s right hand and turned it over so I could see his life line. The first part was much like mine, clear, but short. His, too, continued on faintly until it reached his wrist, but unlike mine his line was frayed and whiskered. I wondered what that meant.
“Do you know how to read palms?” he turned the question around on me.
“No,” I said. “But I had mine read once. I was trying to remember what she had said. Had the possibility of finishing my life as a vampire been known, the whole reading probably would have gone over better.”
He took his hand from me and touched my face. The pressure from his fingers increased as he wiped something away. “You missed a bit of one bruise,” he said, wiping the remains on his jeans.
I rubbed at my face subconsciously. “Millie really did a number on me. And she’ll have to do it again tomorrow.”
“Which reminds me, you have homework I’m keeping you from.” He moved to stand.
I wrapped my arms around his middle, holding him back. “You don’t have to leave.” It was more of a plea than a statement.
He sat back down, but looked reluctant. “I thought the plan was to be discreet?”
“Not a problem.” I got up and closed my bedroom door, locking it. Then I grabbed my backpack, which had miraculously made it upstairs at some point, before going back to my bed. I pushed Rhys lightly by the shoulders. “Sit there,” I commanded, aiming him towards the headboard. He scooted back as directed, watching me quizzically.
I ignored all my inhibitions and kept moving, taking out the books I needed and tossing them on the comforter. Notebooks followed, along with my favorite colored pens and a mechanical pencil.
Satisfied I had everything I needed, I climbed up onto the bed and positioned myself in front of Rhys, using him as a comfy back support. “You keep an ear out,” I told him. “If you hear anyone coming I’ll hop over there with my homework.” I pointed to the other end of the bed. “That’s your job. I have math to concentrate on. If we get caught, it’s your fault.”
His arms wrapped around my waist and I felt him chuckle against my neck. “I think I can manage that.” He kissed my throat just below my ear.
I shivered. “I’m not going to get a lot of math done if you keep that up. Not that I like math better.”
His chest rumbled with laughter against at my back. “Sorry.”
“You could help, you know. You’ve got to be better at this than me.”
“Millie is the math expert if you want help.”
“Nevermind then.” I opened my book to the appropriate page and started on the first problem. Thank God we were on trigonometry. I was good at that. Wouldn’t need so much of my concentration.
I had more than a little to spare for Rhys.
 



Chapter Seventeen: Delicacy
Cordoba was due to arrive on Friday.
Aurelia had returned on Wednesday with the news that Julius’s old friend would be coming to discuss the matter at hand. The house had erupted in activity after that. Preparation. Everything was preparation for something. The house staff cleaned every inch of the house, and Anne warned me afterwards not to make a mess of things they had already perfected.
Not a problem. I had plenty of excuses to keep me out of the house.
Rhys being first and foremost.
Every morning before school Millie came in and tortured me with her stage-make-up. Thankfully, every day I was a little less battered and bruised. Healing. Once she was satisfied I met Rhys out front at the car and we were off to school.
School was still school, of course, but there was a light at the end of the tunnel. And along the way a sea of tiny lights lined my way. The other girls still stared, which was annoying, and all through class Rhys kept his distance at the back of the room, but in the halls my life was bliss.
Fleeting touches that lingered just long enough, disguised as motions to keep me in an optimal protecting position, or as a gesture to get my attention. And when we could, stolen moments in the unused stairwells at the far corners of the school. A lot of kids used these locations as make-out spots, but it was always touch and go. We had the benefit of listening for heartbeats to make sure we were alone.
I’d never liked being a vampire so much.
The bloodlust didn’t even bother me anymore. I told Rhys he was far too distracting. If he kept it up, I might forget to feed altogether.
He promised to provide me with delicious human morsels before that ever happened.
After school we delayed going home. Rhys had been fully chastised for taking me so far away from the house on Monday, so that meant no more lessons in the woods, but we came up with plenty of other things to do. Like going to the very edge of the park that was only a mile from my house and practicing with the coin. I had gotten very good at the whole trick. Tuesday and Wednesday were some of the very best days of my life. Human years included.
Then the general remembered something he wanted to pick up for his good friend before he arrived on Friday. Other than himself and Cade, both of whom were very, very busy—no one knew with what—Rhys was the only one who knew where to go to get this gift. So…
Thursday sucked.
Millie went to school with me in his absence. Now the boys stared. The girls wanted to know why Rhys hadn’t come with me. I told them he had important business to attend to. Sara seemed to know that something more was going on, since I was mopey all day, but didn’t say anything.
Unfortunately, Millie picked up on that too. And she didn’t stay quiet.
“What’s wrong with you today?”
“Nothing,” I said, examining the lingering bruise she had painted onto my face that morning in the girls’ room mirror. I had a cut on my lip now too, but that one was real, and had been my fault. Rhys and I had gotten a little carried away while kissing goodbye the night before and our fangs had come down a little farther than we had anticipated.
He’d put the kibosh on our farewell after tasting my blood in his mouth. Apparently we both needed a bit more self-control. I would have argued differently, but Rhys looked upset over the whole cutting me thing, even though I had clearly cut myself on him. It wasn’t like he had bitten me or anything.
I told Millie I had bit my own lip when she saw it this morning, swollen and not healing as quickly as my other injuries had. A setback of vampire injuries, it turned out.
“Missing Rhys?” she pressed.
“What’s the correct answer?”
“Oh come on, Kassandra. You’re allowed to miss him. You spend almost every waking minute with him.”
“Then, sure, I miss him.” I arranged my hair over my bruised temple, as any girl with an ugly injury would, then turned back to her. “I guess I’ve gotten used to his lurking presence.” I headed for the door.
Millie laughed and buttoned the jacket of the gray suit she had chosen to wear for bodyguard duty. “I could lurk more, if it will make you feel better.”
I heard something else in her voice. Suspicion and amusement. I hesitated before going back out into the hall. Did she know? We’d been so careful, there was no way anyone had seen us. “Let’s just get through astronomy so we can go home, okay?”
“Fine, fine.”
I practically ran the whole way home, hoping Rhys would have returned already. No such luck. I spent the rest of the afternoon playing chess with Warren in my room. He beat me the first game, and I asked for a rematch just to kill time.
“Are you thirsty yet?” he asked, sliding his bishop across the board. I could have clipped him off with my rook, but that’s what he wanted. I shifted my king instead.
“Nope.”
“You’re lying.”
“How can you tell?”
“Because you claim to be a good lair, and so when you don’t put the effort in it’s obvious.” He tapped a pawn forward. “And you haven’t fed since yesterday.”
“I had the thermos with me in school.” I studied the board, wasting more time.
“A snack, not a meal.”
“Good God, Warren, we’re talking about the blood in your veins here!”
He shrugged. “My job. Your move.”
“I know it’s my move.” I ran my queen along the board, taking the bishop that had been hunting my king.
Warren remained unfazed. Crap. He’d wanted me to do that. I couldn’t see why though. He shifted his other bishop one place.
Double crap.
Check.
I stared at the board, trying to see his next move as well as plan mine. No matter what I did I was, at the most, two moves away from checkmate.
“You suck.” I moved my knight, hoping for a miracle.
Two moves later I flicked my king over in defeat.
“Good game,” Warren said.
“I’m never playing with you again.”
“Wow, that’s the weakest threat I’ve ever heard from a vampire. No ‘I’ll drink your blood and suck you dry’?”
“You’d like that. You’ve been trying to get me to drink all night.”
“Like I said, my job.”
“If I’d won, I probably would have bit you in my victory dance.”
“Let’s play again then.”
“Ha ha.” I peeled myself off the floor and threw myself onto my bed, staring out the window into the dark night. I’d been listening for hours, waiting for the first sign of him, but all I’d managed was to psych myself out three times. Once when Madge left to go hunting (gross), again when she’d come home, and lastly when Cade had gone outside and started pacing up and down the driveway.
He continued doing just that. Waiting for what, I had no idea.
I felt Warren sit on the edge of the bed beside me. “What are you so anxious about?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re really on a roll with the bad lying tonight.”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. I’m waiting for Rhys to get back.” The sixpence had sat on my desk all day. Looking at it just made time go slower.
“Didn’t he go on some errand for the general?”
“Yes.”
“Then it could be a while before he gets back.”
“He has to get back before this Cordoba guy shows up tomorrow.” I started counting Cade’s steps. Fifteen towards the house, fifteen back. Repeat.
“Do you need him for something?”
Heck yes. “Not really, I just—I guess he makes me feel the safest, being the one to save my butt every time and all.”
“I’m sure you’re safe inside the house.”
“I know.”
He joined me by the window, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “What do you think Cade’s doing?”
“Waiting for Rhys? I don’t know. I’ve never seen him pace like that before. Have you?”
“Never.”
The smell of his blood suddenly coated the air, fresh and clean. My fangs stretched in my mouth. I groaned. “Warren…”
He held his wrist up to me, blood pooling around the small wound he had created. “I’ve been eating and drinking all day, just for you.”
I held my breath, trying to resist. My throat burned. “You eat and drink because if you don’t you’ll starve to death,” I quipped.
“You know what I mean.”
I jumped off my bed, trying to will my fangs back into their smaller state. Warren followed me. “Who put you up to this?” I knew he would never force me of his own accord.
“Rhys.”
Dammit. I guess with all the time we’d been spending together he would have a good idea of the last time I had really eaten. Good thing he wasn’t in the house, I would have chewed him out.
I bounced in place for a moment, testing my resolve. I lost. “Fine. Give me your damn wrist.” I put my hand out, waiting.
I really hated this part of my new life.
Warren, however, looked relived as I drank. I wondered what Rhys had said to him.
I drank until the burning in my throat receded, then wrenched my mouth away from Warren’s wrist before I could drain him dry. I was always surprised by how much clearer everything seemed just after I had fed straight from his veins. So much different from sipping cold blood in a thermos. I felt stronger, more alive, like all my senses were on overdrive. My mind suddenly felt sharp as a tack, like I could win the game if we sat at the chessboard again.
God, I hated this.
I went to the bathroom and washed my face while Warren wrapped up his wrist. As soon as I stepped back out I heard the car pull into the driveway. I recognized that sound. I’d spent enough time riding in the vehicle over the past few days to know its engine among others.
A surge of elation shot through my otherwise lethargic veins. I took off out of my room and down the stairs. Warren called after me, but I ignored him.
The cool night air felt like bliss on my heated skin. I skidded to a halt on the cobblestones that led up to my house and enjoyed every millisecond when my heart beat once in my chest.
Rhys.
It was silly to be so in love with someone after such a short time, but I didn’t care. It didn’t feel like it had only been—what? A little less than a month since I’d been turned? That couldn’t have been right. It felt more like an eternity. Like things had always been this way.
I had opened my mouth to call out to him when I realized something was wrong. Cade had joined Rhys at the car, opening the back door. A series of harshly whispered words passed between them so quickly I couldn’t decode the sounds fast enough to understand. And then Rhys finally looked over his shoulder at me.
He went pale. “Kassandra.” He rushed over to me, grabbing me by both shoulders. “What are you doing out here?”
His anxiety distressed me. I’d thought he’d be as happy to see me as I was to see him. “I heard you drive up.” Something was definitely wrong.
“You shouldn’t be out here,” he said, pushing me back towards the house. “Go inside and wait in your room. I’ll be up to see you as soon as I finish out here.”
I dug my heels into the ground, making it impossible for him to continue guiding me without hurting me. He stopped. “What’s going on?” I said. “Did something happen?”
“No. Everything’s fine, just—” He glanced over his shoulder. “You shouldn’t be out here. Please go inside.”
He looked so tortured, I nearly agreed, just to clear his handsome face of all those tight lines. But then the wind shifted, and I caught the scent of something so exquisite, so fine, my brain forgot almost everything else.
Rhys’s grip on me tightened.
“What is that?” I asked, trying to peer over his shoulder.
He shifted, keeping the car out of my view. “Did you feed from Warren tonight?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Just answer me.”
“Yes. You shouldn’t bully him like that, by the way.”
“I didn’t bully him. Now go inside.” He gave me a light push, hardly more than a nudge.
I fell back two steps, but instead of getting me to the house, I could see around Rhys’s shoulder. I could see what Cade helped out of the backseat of the car.
A young woman, with long blonde hair the color of sunlight, dressed in an indecently thin white silk dress. It was her scent which clung to the air like the fragrance of the very best, mouth-watering cuisine. My throat burned again, but not uncontrollably. The woman, probably no older than twenty or so, floated out of the car with the grace of a vampire, but I knew better. I could smell her blood. She was one hundred percent human.
“What is that?” I demanded, afraid of the answer my brain was putting together. Rhys had gone to get a gift for Cordoba. The human woman was getting out of Rhys’s car.
“Go inside, please.” His third try wasn’t getting him anywhere. I struggled against his hold, trying to get a better look. Cade had the girl by the hand and was leading her towards the other side of the house.
“Rhys, what’s going on?” The wind shifted again, carrying her enticing scent over to me once again. My fangs lengthened. Instinctively, I pulled against him.
He yanked me closer, wrapping both arms around me, locking me against his chest. I breathed in his scent and my mind cleared a bit. Without the thirst to drive me elsewhere, I remembered the conclusion I had started to come to on my own.
“Rhys,” I pleaded, my hands in fists at my side as I concentrated on not going after the human. She smelled so good. Irresistible.
“I didn’t want you to see that,” he said.
“Well, I did. So get talking. What the hell is she?”
“The gift Julius sent me to get for Cordoba.”
“The gift—He’s going to eat her?”
I felt Rhys’s shoulders sag, though his grip on me didn’t relax. “Most likely he won’t kill her. She was incredibly expensive.” The last sentence was said through his teeth. In disgust.
I was having a hard time following everything. It didn’t make sense. Or, more accurately, I didn’t want it to make sense. My voice squeaked. “You bought her?”
“Yes.”
“From where?”
He hesitated, but answered. “From a dealer. He collects and breeds—” he spat the word, “—humans much like the owner of a vineyard cultivates wine.”
I forced myself back, using all my strength to break Rhys’s hold so I could see his face. “He—Like wine?”
Rhys’s expression was miserable. His eyebrows had drawn together and his lips were a tight line. “Yes. There are whole divisions of our world you have yet to learn about.”
“Is that why she smells so good?”
“Yes.”
I bit my lip. As terrible as it sounded, whoever this dealer was, he knew his work well. I couldn’t imagine anyone resisting such a feast. The only reason I’d managed was my repulsion, Rhys’s arms, and—“This is why you made sure I fed from Warren tonight. So I wouldn’t go nuts.”
Now he looked guilty. “Yes.”
Good thinking. Deep down I knew I never would have held back had I not already had my fill of human blood. Too bad my brain switched to angry before I could properly thank him for keeping me from doing something I would have regretted. I pulled away and whacked his chest with one fist. “How could you go get her? How could you purchase a human being?” I was yelling, but I couldn’t stop myself.
Rhys grabbed my flailing fist before it could hit him again and shushed me. “Keep your voice down before the neighbors hear. It wasn’t my choice, all right? I don’t like it any more than you do.”
“But you still went!”
“It was an order from the general, from my sire.”
“He doesn’t force you! You should have told him to go get her himself!”
Growling in frustration, Rhys dragged me from the driveway to the small copse of trees that had been planted in the side yard for shade. “Listen to me.” His voice had risen to match mine. He waited for me to snap my mouth shut before he continued. “No one else could go. The girls have never been there, and everyone else was needed here. Julius asked me to go pick up his order and so I did. It’s only once in a blue moon that Julius gets this kind of gift for a friend or associate. We need Cordoba on our side if we want to get the maximum punishment for Malachi.”
“So she’s a bribe?”
“Only as much as a bottle of fine wine at the dinner table.”
“But this is a human being! A living person!”
He took my face in his hands, giving me no choice but to look into his eyes. “She will not die. I promise you that. She’s a feeder, just like Warren and Brody and Olivia.”
That didn’t make me feel better. “Warren says not all vampires treat their feeders as nice as we do.”
Rhys sighed. “I don’t know what else to tell you, Kassandra.” His hands dropped from my face and I missed the contact immediately. In all the commotion, I had forgotten how anxious I had been for him to return to me.
I toed at the grass for a moment, forcing my brain to slow down and accept the situation for what it was. “What does she think about all this?”
“She doesn’t know there’s any other way to live.” He sounded sad. “She’s just glad someone chose her. I’m sorry you had to find out about this.”
“It’s all right,” I mumbled. “It’s my fault for running out here. I was just so excited to see you. Today was so long and boring.”
His laugh eased some of the ache in my heart. “It was probably worse for me.”
I wrapped my arms around him again, pressing my face into his chest. “How did you resist her all that time? It must have been torture being locked in a car with her.”
“Practice,” he said. “And I had Olivia with me.”
That shocked me. “You did?” I thought back through the day, trying to remember if I had seen her at any point. I hadn’t. But since she ignored and avoided me on a regular basis…
“Yes. You didn’t notice her absence?”
“She doesn’t like me, so even if I had it would have just been refreshing. Where is she now?”
“Still in the car. I told her to stay there until I was sure your thirst was under control.”
“Oh.” Damn. I pulled back from him, putting some space between us. I was sure I wouldn’t go on a feeding rampage, and the car was still in view. Olivia was the absolute last person we needed seeing anything out of the ordinary.
“I’ll tell her it’s safe to come out now.” He started walking towards the car.
“I kind of like the idea of her being afraid of me,” I called after him, only loud enough for him to hear.
He chuckled.
Olivia sprang from the passenger seat before he even reached the car. She smiled at him sweetly. I pretended to gag, then casually started towards them. No way did she get alone time before I did. Besides, apparently she’d had him to herself all day.
“Hey, Olivia,” I said as sweet as the smile she had given Rhys. “Have a nice trip?”
She slid closer to Rhys. “My day was fabulous. How was yours?”
She didn’t miss a beat, I had to give her that. “Things are looking up,” I said.
Rhys didn’t look amused by either of us. “Why don’t you head inside and get some sleep, Olivia.”
“All right.” Wow. No arguing. She must have had a good day. Too bad I knew for a fact it hadn’t been as good as the last three days had been for me. I made immature faces at her back as she skipped into the house.
“How very grown up of you,” Rhys said.
“Please, like she doesn’t wander the house cursing the ground I walk on.”
“I don’t see what problem you two have with each other.”
I stared at him. “You’re kidding me.”
His eyes were nothing but innocent ignorance. Holy crap. Well, far be it for me to burst his naïve bubble. How many could he have left after five hundred years?
“Nevermind. Can we go inside now? I can still smell that girl out here, and it’s worse by the car.” I scrunched up my nose and held my breath.
He nodded. “Cade should have her far enough out of the way by now.”
“Where is he putting her?”
“Down in the basement. Millie redecorated a whole corner of it, before you freak out. The girl will be plenty comfortable.”
“I wasn’t going to freak out.” Maybe.
Rhys took my hand in his, surprising me. Public displays of affection were off limits. I raised an eyebrow at him in question.
“I’ll claim it’s in case you catch her scent again. I need to be able to hold you back quickly.”
“You’re so smart.” I squeezed his hand in pleasure.
We’d taken no more than three steps towards the house when we heard a car coming down the road. We both turned, and I squinted into the bright lights of the oncoming vehicle. It pulled up alongside the entrance to the driveway and I marveled at the sheer length of the car. A limo. The biggest one I’d ever seen.
“He’s early,” Rhys said.
The lights went off and the engine stilled. A man dressed all in black got out and ran around the long car to open the back door. I pressed up against Rhys’s side. There was only one person we were expecting. Only one person this could be.
This friend certainly didn’t have the same sense of being inconspicuous as the general did.
He stepped out, one foot and then the other, clad in perfectly tailored pants. He stood in a motion so swift I missed it. The dim lights of the house illuminated only a fraction of the shining silver buttons I was sure covered his military jacket. Without an ounce of hesitation he headed towards us. With each step, another crooked feature became clear to me. Fashionably shaved, a light beard lined his jaw. His nose had been broken one too many times, whether in life or afterlife, I couldn’t tell. A scar ran through his left eye, over his nose and down the right side of his neck. It reminded me of his ex-protégé, Malachi.
Eyes the color of coal focused in on Rhys, and his smile flashed perfect white teeth. They were the only thing that could be described as perfect.
Rhys squeezed my hand, then spoke. “Bartolome, we weren’t expecting you so soon.” He extended his free hand in a gesture of welcome.
Cordoba stopped just in front of us. He towered over us both. Clearly more than six feet tall. He shook Rhys’s hand with ease. “Things wrapped up a bit easier than I anticipated, so how could I keep my good friend waiting?” His voice was thick with a Spanish accent, but I suspected so many years of existence had twisted it into some unique compilation of dialects.
“We’re glad you could come on such short notice,” Rhys said.
“No problem at all. And just look at this enchanting young creature.” His eyes turned to me and I had to mentally force myself not to back away. “You must be Julius’s newest addition. Kassandra. Aurelia has told me much about you.”
He held out his hand to me. I stared at it for a full second, then, afraid of being rude, slipped my hand from Rhys’s and placed it in the other man’s large grip.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.
 



Chapter Eighteen: The Inquisition
I yanked my hand back as though I’d been shocked. Too late I realized I had just been incredibly rude. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said as quickly as I could, hoping to alleviate the situation. I clasped my hands behind my back, rubbing at my skin where it had touched his hand. It was a brilliant response. An excellent way to greet an incredibly ancient vampire.
He laughed, a great booming sound that came from low in his chest. Immediately I pressed closer to Rhys, sure I was about to die.
“What a delight you are, Kassandra.”
Or maybe not.
He controlled his laughter and gave me a smile full of dazzling white teeth. “Most people blabber on and on trying to flatter me. It becomes tiresome. I’m pleased to find someone unafraid of possible first impressions.”
Compliment? I had every intention of pretending so. Better for my nerves. However, I couldn’t manage to think of anything else to say. That feeling still slithered up and down my neck.
Rhys saved me. “Kassandra is an expert at first impressions.”
What the heck did that mean? I caught the wink he threw my way, but I still twisted my face in distaste. Not nice to say sarcastic things like that. Just because when he’d first met me I was in the throes of denial and self-hate. All completely understandable.
Even my attempt at staking him.
Cordoba laughed again. “Aurelia has told me some entertaining stories about this young one. I must say I didn’t expect her to be so quiet.”
Lovely. What a nice reputation she’d given me. You’d think I was the freakin’ court jester.
Yet again, Rhys saved me, this time by changing the subject. “We should get inside. Julius will be eager to see you.”
“As I am him. Allow me to just give instructions to my companions.”
“If they bring your luggage inside the front door, it will be seen to.”
Cordoba bowed his head. “I will direct them to do so.” He turned and headed back to the ridiculously long limo.
I couldn’t get over how formal they were over all this. Even with the general, Rhys never spoke so ceremonially. I felt like I had stepped outside of time. Perhaps I had.
But the feeling of dread persisted. I tugged on Rhys’s arm while I watched the old conquistador speak into the darkness of his vehicle to a couple of vampires I couldn’t see.
But I could smell them. Rain and the ocean. I shivered.
“Rhys, I have to tell you something.”
He kept his eyes on the other vampire. “Can it wait? We need to get Cordoba inside to meet with Julius.”
“It has to do with Cordoba,” I kept my voice as low as I could. No human would have heard me even if they had been standing right next to me. I hoped no vampire other than Rhys would be able to hear me, either.
Rhys turned to look at me now. “What about him?”
I glanced at the car to make sure no one could hear me. Cordoba didn’t show any signs of listening, but I wasn’t convinced. “Can we go somewhere to talk?”
The little line appeared on Rhys’s forehead. “Let’s get him inside, then you can talk all you like.”
I didn’t want him inside my house. Not with the hairs on the back of my neck squirming the way they were. “Fine.” What else could I do? Cordoba was already halfway back to us.
“They will follow us inside and join us once everything has been unloaded,” he said. “Shall we go see my most favorite of old friends?”
“Of course.” Still holding my hand, Rhys tugged me towards the house as he led the way. I stared at the ground, counting the cobblestones I stepped on. Anything to keep myself from staring at Cordoba in an attempt to make my stupid intuition make sense. Cordoba’s footsteps followed us like heavy stones being laid against cement. I’d never heard a vampire sound so cumbersome. Not even the general.
“I look forward to getting to know you, Kassandra,” he said, startling me.
My head snapped up so quickly I felt something pinch. The pain added to the discomfort I already felt from him. “Uh, yeah. Me, too.” Dumb. Stupid. Idiot. Good job, Kassandra.
Cordoba just smiled and stepped through the front door.
I decided I didn’t like that smile. It reminded me of the villains in most movies I’d seen recently. I hoped I was wrong. This man was a good friend of the general, he had to be an ally. Right?
I rubbed at the back of my neck.
Aurelia greeted us in the front hall.
“Bartolome, I’m surprised to see you so early.” She held out her hand for him.
He took it gently. “My dear lady, what cannot be brushed aside for the service of such old and treasured friends?” He kissed the back of her hand, bowing as he did so.
“We are grateful.” Aurelia leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Come, Julius is waiting.” She gestured down the hall before Cordoba took her arm and walked with her.
I watched their backs until they disappeared—into the dining room I had avoided for weeks. Great. One more thing to deal with. And to think I had been so excited only an hour ago as I waited for Rhys to come back.
My thoughts continued along those lines as Rhys pulled me out of the hall and into the front den. Shutting the door, he let go of my hand and waited.
Suddenly I didn’t feel like revealing my freaky talent for sensing bad things. What if he laughed?
“Everyone’s waiting for us, Kassandra,” he prompted.
I swallowed my pride, ground my nails into my palm for some courage and took a deep breath. “So, I get these feelings sometimes.”
“What kind of feelings?”
“Intuitive ones?” I wasn’t sure how to explain this. The only other person I’d ever talked to about my strange feelings was my mother and she had guessed it herself and then confronted me about it. I hadn’t had to start the conversation. “My mom used to call them that, at least. The only other word would be premonition, but that always sounds too strong. They’re never that clear.”
Rhys leaned back against the door, his expression mostly non-judgmental. “I’m not sure I understand.”
I hesitantly rubbed at the back of my neck. The feeling had receded a little, but only a little. I still felt like I had spiders running up and down my spine. “I feel it here, like a chill or something. The hairs stand up and sometimes my stomach sinks.” No dropping stomach this time, not yet at least. That was a good sign.
“You’re describing fear.”
“I know, but this is different. And it comes at odd times. I was perfectly fine until I shook Cordoba’s hand, and I hadn’t been worried about meeting him before.”
“So you have a bad feeling about Cordoba being here?”
“Yes.” Please, please, don’t look at me like I’m crazy.
He didn’t. Not really. Instead, I saw a hint of a smile. “I know he looks intimidating, Kassandra, but there really isn’t anything to worry about.”
He didn’t get it. “That’s not it. I know I sound insane, but I’ve lived with this feeling for a long time. It’s never wrong.” I emphasized each word. “I got it when my mother died halfway across the world. I felt it the night my father was killed and I got turned. I felt it again both times Malachi showed up. And I feel it now. Something isn’t right.”
“Cordoba has been our friend for a long time. Maybe it was just coincidence that you got the feeling when you shook his hand.”
Possible, but not likely. “I don’t think so.”
Rhys sighed. “What would you like me to do about it?”
What did I want him to do? We couldn’t send our new guests away, we had asked them to come, and it seemed pretty clear that we did need their help when it came to getting Malachi and Tabitha what they deserved. Maybe I should have just kept my mouth shut. “Can you just be careful? Maybe I am wrong, but if I’m not…”
“All right. I can agree to that. After all, if you are right and we did nothing we’d feel rather foolish later.”
I burst forward, hugging him so tightly he actually made a small sound of pain. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Thank you for not thinking me a crazy freak.
He patted my back, then pried me away. “They’re waiting for us. We need to go join the meeting.”
I frowned, remembering where they were meeting. “Do we have to meet in that room?”
He played with a small lock of my hair. “You can’t avoid it forever.”
Groaning, I dramatically fell forward until I was standing only by the support of his body. “Fine. But you have to kiss me first.”
“Such a demand. I don’t think I could ever manage to accommodate you.”
He lifted my chin and kissed me anyway.
I was so blissfully lost in the sensation I missed him opening the door and dragging me back into the hallway afterwards. Dammit. I had hoped to drag our little interlude on a bit longer.
When we reached the door to the dining room, I dug in my heels and stopped short. Rhys turned and, very sympathetically, touched my face. “You’ll be fine,” he said.
Then the door opened and I was inside the room where I had last seen my father.
Everything had changed. The long table still dominated the center of the room, but instead of being covered with place settings and cloth napkins, it now bore piles upon piles of paperwork. Strange objects I had never seen before held sections still and separate. Long rusted spikes, crosses and keys. Knives and daggers—though honestly I didn’t know the difference—sat polished and gleaming in the overhead light. Maps covered one end of the table, with an old compass set at the center of the largest. The walls had been covered in old paintings—some of people, others of places.
All my father’s things were gone. The antique flags, the blunted Civil War sword, even the gold coins he had collected from all over the world. The general had completely taken over the space. I couldn’t feel my father anywhere.
And I was strangely grateful.
Cordoba had obviously already said his hellos to his old friend. The general looked absolutely thrilled to be with the other man. They talked together so quickly I only caught a few words here and there. It sounded like they were recounting the good old days. Aurelia sat at the head of the table, leaning against the high back of the old chair. She looked perfect in it, as though it had been made for her. Cade had a seat to her left, and looked impatient to get down to business. Millie and Madge were at the opposite end of the table, speaking softly with one another. Millie looked up and smiled when Rhys and I entered and waved us towards them. Madge curled her lip in distaste. Rhys pulled me towards them and sat me in the chair farthest from Madge, placing himself between me and Millie.
“We’ve been waiting for you,” she said, her tone scolding, but her eyes sparkling with good humor.
“Kassandra had something she needed to tell me,” Rhys said completely casual.
“Is that so?” Millie leaned forward so she could see my face. “I wonder what that possibly could have been.”
Oh no. I knew that look. One eyebrow slightly higher than the other, the corners of her mouth trying in vain not to curl upwards, and her nose wrinkling just once in the effort. She thought we were up to something. No way could she suspect. Right? We hadn’t done anything to make anyone suspicious. This was the second time I had gotten that impression from her. Rhys and I needed to be more careful.
“He bullied Warren into making me feed,” I said, using the truth as a cover. “I wanted to have a few words with him about that.”
“Oh, I see.”
She didn’t look convinced.
Madge studied her perfectly manicured nails. “They were probably making-out.”
Millie swatted her sister’s arm. I saw Rhys visibly tense, and felt my jaw drop again. Honestly, one day it would fall straight off.
“Well, now that we’re all here, we should get this meeting under way.” The general’s declaration did nothing to relieve my nerves. Madge looked far too smug. But at least now we wouldn’t be able to talk about it further. Maybe everyone would forget her stupid comment…
Cordoba sat beside the general, who sat at Aurelia’s right. For a brief moment I wondered why she got to sit at the head of the table, but then dismissed the thought. There had to be some reason, and whatever it was, it didn’t affect me.
“So, Julius,” Cordoba began. “Tell me the details of these incidents. Aurelia gave me only brief accounts. She felt it would be better explained by you in person, and now here I am, ready and listening.”
The general folded his hands on the table in front of him. “Malachi has made two attempts against the peace between our families, as well as the shaky peace between the Alliance and the Organization. The first time he, along with Tabitha, Garrett, and Henry, threatened Kassandra and made a personal attack against Rhys.”
He had? Is that what we were calling Rhys’s sudden collapse? The one no one was allowed to talk about? I glanced at Rhys, but he showed no sign of anything. No reaction. No anger at the memory, no pain, nothing. I wished I could ask him. Unfortunately I had made a promise. But if we weren’t allowed to mention that in front of him, why had the general done just that? And why wasn’t Rhys in any way affected? I wanted to poke him, prod him. Instead, I sat on my hands.
“The second time, he and Tabitha attacked Kassandra in broad daylight, bleeding an innocent girl in an attempt to arouse her bloodlust. When that didn’t work, Tabitha threw Kassandra into the path of an oncoming car. The necessary cover-up is still incomplete.”
It was? I hadn’t heard anything about that. All the kids at school seemed to believe I hadn’t really been hit. Why didn’t anyone tell me anything? I jabbed Rhys in the ribs, but he just shook his head at me. Whatever.
Cordoba scratched at the hair that lined his jawbone. “Malachi never was one for subtlety. What would you like for me to do for you?”
“He has tried to expose us, and in the middle of a very precarious time. We cannot help the humans if they suspect our existence. He must be brought before the council.”
“And you want my support.”
“He is your initiate.”
“Yes.” Cordoba bobbed his head a few times. “I am saddened by the path he has taken, and more so that his brothers followed. Tabitha is a needy creature. Malachi never should have turned her. He could have done better for a mate.”
I heard Madge scoff.
Aurelia leaned forward, placing her hand on top of the general’s. “We wish to ask for the highest punishment. If you support us, you will be advocating the death of those who were once your devoted children.”
“Once devoted, yes. Now they threaten everything I stand for. They know the laws. Malachi especially. I did not raise a simpleton. He knows the consequences of his actions. Which makes me wonder why he would risk such a thing.”
Cade traced the blade of a dagger with one finger. “The Freedom Organization must be up to something. Malachi would never risk their integrity otherwise. They must have plans to move.”
“I agree,” the general said. “With our current position in the human world our attentions are divided. They have the strategic advantage. From their standpoint, it would be foolish not to strike.”
“And knowing that, we should strike first,” Aurelia said.
“For which we need the unanimous approval of the council.” Reaching across the table, the general lifted a stack of papers up and set them in front of her. Aurelia leafed through them quickly, frowning.
“I know the current opinions of the council members,” she said. “But we have two here already in agreement.”
Cade flipped the dagger around in his hand, catching the blade, then the hilt, then the blade again. “If Aldric would just retire, or die, then Aurelia would have his seat and we would have three of the nine seats on our side.”
Aurelia grabbed the weapon from his hands and set it on the table. “Don’t look so eager to retire him yourself.”
“He’s one of the only two who are older than Julius, and by far the most stubborn. If anyone will be impossible to convince it will be Aldric.”
“You let me deal with that.” Aurelia’s voice was cold as ice, and Cade said no more on the subject.
My head spun trying to assimilate all the information being thrown around. All I knew of the vampire world resided mostly within my house. The outside world was a giant mystery that I was eager, yet hesitant, to explore.
“Aldric will be a bit troublesome,” Cordoba said. “But, if you will allow me, Aurelia, the man owes me a favor. I shall save you the trouble of having to sweet talk an old vampire.”
“Who said anything about sweet talk?”
The two oldest vampires laughed. It was creepy.
The door to the room opened, silently of course, and the scents of ocean and rain swept inside. The two vampires who entered looked like something straight out of an old vampire movie. The woman was maybe in her mid-twenties, with long dark-brown hair that hung halfway down her back and eyes to match. Her skin was pale as the moon, and her lips were painted blood red. She had dressed all in black, her pants tight and her shirt low-cut. A belt rode low on her hips, with empty loops and hooks all around. I could imagine the armory that must have normally hung there.
The man beside her had skin the color of coffee, and hair the color of night. He, too, wore black. His tee-shirt was far from ill-fitting and his jeans anything but loose. A black leather strap circled his thigh and a shoulder holster sat empty. I wondered why they had both unarmed themselves before entering. The fact that they normally carried numerous weapons with them was obvious.
Cordoba stood and extended an arm towards them. “Ah, there you are. You have not yet had the pleasure of meeting my dear friends. This is Julius Augustus, who you have of course heard of, and his wife, Aurelia Cinilla. The rest are his family, Caden Lucas, Millie and Madge King, Rhys O’Shea and Kassandra Thomas.”
Good God, he remembered everyone’s full name, even mine.
“Julius,” he continued, “these are the new initiates I told you about. It is unfortunate you have not had a chance to meet them before now. A century and a half is too long to go without a proper get-together. Allow me to introduce Viviane and Isaac. Both have chosen to forgo their old human names and now use my surname as their own.”
Greetings were murmured back and forth. Viviane stepped forward. “General Augustus, it is an honor to finally meet you. I have studied your history and feel no reluctance whatsoever in saying that you are quite possibly the most accomplished vampire of this age.”
The general laughed modestly. “I thank you, Viviane, for such an unexpected compliment.”
Aurelia rolled her eyes. “It will go to his head.”
Viviane’s gaze trailed around the room, lingering on each of us. She stopped at Rhys. “And you must be Rhys, the general’s pride and joy. I have long looked forward to meeting you as well.”
“I can’t imagine why,” Rhys said good-naturedly. “But thank you. It’s good to finally meet those deemed worthy enough by Bartolome to join this life.”
She bowed her head slightly, but her eyes remained trained on Rhys. A hunger sat there that I couldn’t identify. I wondered if Rhys had seen it, too.
Cordoba sat again and gestured to the two empty chairs left on my side of the table. The two next to me. Isaac took the farthest, Viviane sat at my right. The undeniable scent of rain washed the air around us. The thought of getting caught in the rain made me cold, but I didn’t get any other feelings from her. Not like I had with Cordoba. Even that feeling had faded some. Maybe Rhys was right and I was overreacting. Maybe the feeling had been coincidence.
The meeting continued on while I deliberated to myself. “Malachi must know you have called me here,” Cordoba said. “I wonder what he will do. It would be stupid of him to confront me thinking himself safe without the sanction of the council, but he is a proud man, he may also see it as an act of fear to not pay me a visit.”
“As long as you are staying here, in my nest,” Julius said, “I doubt he would dare to get too close.”
Cordoba wove his fingers together, setting his chin on the surface they made. “He has attacked you twice already, my friend. Who can say what he will do or not do. However, Viviane and Isaac are quite adept at keeping an eye on him, as I had them do a number of decades ago. I shall have them keep watch while we are here.”
“Appreciated.” The general flipped through the papers he had given to Aurelia earlier. “So for formality’s sake, can it be said that I have your full cooperation in my intent to gain sanction from the council to order the punishment of Malachi and his clan?”
“You have my full support. I am embarrassed to say that I ever brought that boy into this world.”
“I am grateful, my old friend.”
“What is the point of friends if things were otherwise?”
An amiable silence passed between them. Then they shook on it.
Cade, who had been sitting silently since his reprimand earlier, sat up suddenly. “Now we have to call the council to meet. It will take time to get all nine to agree on a time and place.”
“Too true, Cade.” The general tapped the table with one finger. “I shall have to send out the request immediately. Given the current state of the world many of us will be endlessly busy.”
Aurelia stood, gracefully moving to a side table. “I can make the requests personally if you wish.” She poured herself a glass full of blood from a wine bottle. She held it up in an offer to the rest of us. Aside from Cordoba and the general, everyone declined.
“If you think a personal request will make that much of a difference, love, then who am I to stop you?” The general took his glass from her with a kiss on her hand. “I do not doubt your powers of persuasion.”
Cordoba laughed. “Is that what you call it?”
I leaned close to Rhys and whispered in his ear. “Is this how meetings always are?”
Only his eyes moved to look at me. “Yes. Vampires as old as these three never worry about time.”
“Oh.” I had been hoping for something a little more exciting. A heated debate maybe.
Aurelia had begun speaking again. “I will make sure every one of those old coffin-sleepers know that this is no small matter. Our existence is at stake.” Her eyes were like ice set on fire. Hot and cold, all at once.
“Just don’t try to influence their votes before they get there, Aurelia. You know that makes them obstinate.” The general seemed more amused by her cut-throat nature than anything else.
“I’ll bring Cade,” she said. “He’ll keep me diplomatic.”
“Only for as long as you listen to me,” Cade said.
Viviane cleared her throat, gaining the attention of the room. “If it has been decided to ask for death for my disavowed brother, then I would like the opportunity to learn the layout of this city before the night grows any older.”
Cordoba took a sip of blood, then waved a dismissive hand at her. “Yes, yes. Go. But return by sunrise so we may discuss what should be done should Malachi show his face. If for any reason you find him tonight, apprehend him and bring him to me. Tabitha, Garrett, and Henry will choose their own fates. Do as they demand of you.”
Viviane stood, clasped her fist over her heart, then bowed. Isaac followed suit. “It was a great pleasure meeting you all,” she said before sweeping out the door, Isaac close behind.
As soon as ocean and rain left the room I felt warmer, dryer.
Aurelia scooped up the pile of papers that had been passed back and forth a number of times. “Cade and I will leave immediately. I will find each of these pig-headed vampires and set a date. As for location, I assume the usual meeting place will suffice?”
The general looked at Cordoba for confirmation. “Yes,” Cordoba said. “I don’t see why the chambers would not please everyone involved.”
“I shall pack then. Come, Cade.” She glided out of the room as though on a cloud. Cade stood and retrieved the dagger she had taken from him earlier.
“I’ll try not to let her bully anyone too badly,” he said, slipping the weapon into his belt.
The general chuckled, smiling as though they hadn’t just decided on someone’s death. “I trust you to do just that. But let her bully Aldric a bit. The man should know just who is vying for his seat. Perhaps it will gain him some resolve to be a more agreeable member of the council.”
Cade snorted in distaste, then left. Madge stood immediately.
“So this is how fate is decided?”
“Now, Madge,” the general said in the tone of a father explaining something carefully to a child. “You knew this would be the outcome. We have no choice. The laws are clear. If it makes you feel any better, we still have the council to convince. Nothing is set in stone.”
I stared at her. Cheeks flushed red, she looked angrier than I had ever seen her before. Her hand was clenched tight around a silver blade I recognized. Blood seeped through her fingers and ran over her hand.
“I know you,” she said. “You won’t take no for an answer. You’ll keep them all there until they bend to your will.”
“I refuse to have that renegade fool put my family at risk.”
Millie touched her sister’s hand gently. “Madge, let’s go for a walk. I’ll hunt with you.”
“Vampire blood is about to spill. You can’t distract me with human blood, Millie.” She spoke through her teeth, fangs bared like an angry dog.
Millie stood so quickly it looked like she had simply been in one place and then another. Her expression matched her twin’s. “It is not a distraction. Now get outside before I put you there.”
They stood still as marble statues, identical in every way. Low growls vibrated against the air of the room. I clutched the arms of my chair, waiting, having no idea what to expect. I imagined the back wall disintegrating as Millie threw Madge clear through it. Though I couldn’t really picture Millie being so violent.
Nothing like that happened. Finally, Madge hissed and headed out of the room. Millie followed her quickly.
The general shook his head. “I apologize, Bartolome. Madge is not normally quite so badly mannered.”
Oh, really? Who did he live with? I’d lived with her bad mood for weeks now.
Cordoba finished the last of the blood in his glass. “Do not worry. I understand her viewpoint, as misguided as it may be.”
I didn’t understand. What the heck was going on? Why should Madge care if Malachi died or not?
Rhys took me by the elbow and stood. I had no choice but to do the same. “We’ll leave you two to catch up and work out the details,” he said. “It’s good to see you again, Bartolome.”
“And you, Rhys. And it was a pleasure to meet you, Kassandra.”
Rhys nudged me in the ribs when I didn’t answer right away. “Yeah, you too.” I hoped that was good enough.
Rhys tugged me out of the room, so I assumed so.
We headed down the hall towards the stairs. “How long will it take to call the council together?” I asked.
“It will take Aurelia a little more than a week just to inform them all. Unless she sends messengers ahead, which she might. After that it’s just a matter of assembling.”
“When you say it like that it sounds so simple, but I have the feeling it’s not.”
“You’re right.”
“So Malachi has a few more weeks of safety for himself.” I bounded up the stairs then stopped at the top to watch Rhys stroll the rest of the way.
“Yes, in theory. But he shouldn’t be a problem. Don’t worry.”
“I’m not worried.” I walked backwards down the hall towards my room, keeping my eyes on Rhys. “So what’s up with Madge?”
That little wrinkle appeared on his brow again. “That’s not for me to tell you.”
“Oh.” I tried to remember what he had told me before, when he’d explained Malachi’s situation. The last time they had seen him was about the same time Millie and Madge had been turned, so she couldn’t have known him all that well. “Did she know someone else who’s been executed?” My back bumped against my door.
“Not quite.” He reached around me and opened the door.
I stumbled into my room a couple of steps. “Are you trying to give me go-to-bed signals?”
“You do have school in the morning.” The door slipped shut silently.
I’d forgotten about that. “Darn. I don’t suppose I could skip?”
“Not with finals next week. If you don’t pass high school Julius might kill you. Literally.”
I shoved him. “He would not!”
Rhys’s amusement coated the air. “You never know. So far everyone else has graduated.”
“You are so mean.”
“I know.”
“Fine. You win. I’ll be a good student. Come with me, and I’ll go to bed.”
“Once again, you’re awfully demanding.”
“You were gone all day.”
“True.” He brushed my hair out of my face. “I supposed I could accommodate you.”
“You know, you could at least pretend you missed me as much as I missed you.”
“Oh, you were missed.”
“Hmm.” I turned my nose up at him. “Doesn’t seem like it.”
“Shall I show you?”
I grinned. “Showing would be good.”
 



Chapter Nineteen: Cuimhne
The sun shone against the most brilliant blue sky. Everything was green and vibrant, speckled with small yellow flowers and gray shale. The sun warmed the grass beneath me and the air around me. My dress blew lightly in the wind, twirling about my legs. I almost couldn’t believe it wasn’t raining. It had rained for the past five days.
I leaned back against the warm stone wall and closed my eyes. It was nice to be away from all the noise. So much had happened in the past few days I thought I might go mad if I couldn’t find time to get away.
I heard his footsteps against the grass and smiled. A few steps more and he would spring onto the stone wall at my back as he always did.
Right on schedule.
“I knew you’d find me.”
“How could I not?” He sat, and I heard his heels slap against the stones beside me. “Being the prettiest thing in all the country, you’re rather hard to miss.”
“You flatter me, but what will it get you?”
“A kiss, at the very least.”
“How bold to assume such a thing.”
“I can’t think of a time when you’ve denied me that one small thing.”
“Then perhaps I should make a habit of doing so, just so you do not become over confident.”
“You’re cruel.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed and opened my eyes. Handsome as ever, the sunlight reflected off his dark hair, glossy as the night sky. His eyes matched the blue that hung above the world now. The mischievous smile on his lips made my heart flutter. I reached for him. “Forgive me.”
He took my hand and slid down to sit on the ground at my side. “Of course.”
“How long can you stay?”
“As long as I need to.”
That was unusual. “Don’t you need to be getting back?”
“Not today.”
I drew my legs in, turning to face him. “What do you mean? What are you up to?”
“Nothing.” He folded his hands behind his head and looked out over the field. “Why would you think I’m up to something?”
“Because your father relies on your help and you’re never able to be away for very long.”
“I did my work early today. My father knows where I am. Don’t worry.”
I knew he wouldn’t lie to me, so I let his words assure me. “All right,” I said. “Then what shall we do?” I pulled myself closer to him and leaned against his side.
He slipped his arm around my waist. “We don’t have to do anything. I’m happy just like this.”
I set my head against his shoulder, content. My father’s sheep were visible from this point. I had nothing to worry about. “I didn’t see you yesterday. Did you go somewhere?”
“Yes.”
“Are you going to tell me where?”
“No.”
I laughed again and looked up at him. “It’s not like you to have so little to say.”
“You usually speak enough for the both of us.”
“Perhaps. But still. Why are you so quiet?”
“I’m not quiet.”
“Then talk to me. Where did you go yesterday? Why can’t you tell me?”
“I could tell you. I’m just not.”
I punched his shoulder lightly. “You’re a tease.”
“No.” He flashed a smile, then stood, offering me his hand. “Walk with me.”
I took his hand and let him pull me up. “I can’t go far. I’m expected home for dinner.”
“It’s only midday. I won’t keep you out that long.”
We walked across the field, hand in hand. He chatted with me about his sister and her new baby, and the linens his mother had bartered for a new silver dish. When he had run out of stories to tell me I pulled him to a stop and kissed him.
He stood there, surprised, but pleasantly so. I released his hand and ran after a lamb that had wandered away from its mother. Plucking it from the ground I cuddled it close to my chest.
“My brother has decided to marry Maeve,” I said, petting the lamb as it cried in my arms. “He’s planning on asking her father for permission before the week is out.”
“Is that so?” He came closer to me, but his hands were wringing together in front of him. Odd. He never fidgeted. “It’s about time, I suppose.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He’s been courting her for some time, hasn’t he?”
I thought for a moment. “Yes. He has. Maeve had all those other suitors though. He had to compete.”
“And now he’s sure her father will agree to him?”
“Oh yes. That and Maeve seems to have picked him as well.” I set the lamb down and watched it run off to one ewe. She accepted him, so I didn’t worry.
I did worry about the man behind me, however. He stared at everything except me. The sky, the flowers, the sheep, the grass. He kicked at a stone with one foot, then toed at something else.
“Rhys,” I said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he answered far too quickly. His eyes met mine and I could see the conflict raging behind the beautiful blue.
I walked to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “You’re lying. I can see it. Tell me what’s bothering you.”
“I’m perfectly fine.”
“Then stop twitching.”
He froze. Still as a statue, he even stopped breathing. I had to stifle a giggle. “Don’t be so on edge.” I reached up and touched his face, brushing his hair back and tracing his cheekbones. “Whatever it is, I won’t make fun of you.”
He put his arms around me. “I’m not worried about that.”
“Then what?”
He fidgeted again and broke eye contact.
“Rhys.”
“Marry me.”
It was my turn to stop breathing. I didn’t think I’d heard him right. “What?”
“Marry me.” He looked at me again. The amount of apprehension I saw in his face surprised me. Did he honestly not know how I would answer?
“Really?”
“Yes.” He’d gone pale.
“Did you ask my father?”
“Yes! God, please just answer me before I die.”
I didn’t know if I could actually form the word. I was so happy. So elated. “Yes.” I had to say it twice before it got further than the top of my throat. “Yes, yes. Of course, yes.” I threw my arms around his neck and held him close. I’d been waiting for this all summer. I’d been jealous of his sister and my brother for months. I wanted my life with Rhys more than I wanted air in my lungs.
I kissed him until I couldn’t any longer. Until those lungs I had disregarded began to burn in warning. I gasped for breath, smiling so hard my face hurt. I felt tears collecting in my eyes.
Rhys looked euphoric. His breathing was just as labored as mine and I was strangely pleased to see how swollen his lips were. I’d been holding back for so long. Soon there wouldn’t be a need. Soon everything would be perfect.
“Did you really think I would refuse?” I asked him, touching every inch of his face, hardly able to believe he would really be mine.
“Not really, but there was this tiny fear in the back of my mind. You could have anyone you wanted.”
“I want you.”
“I thank God every day for that.”
“Rhys O’Shea, I plan to love you for a very long time.”
He pulled me close, embracing me so tightly I thought we might actually become one person. “For as long as I live, you will be the only one to possess my heart, Bryn.”
 
 
I sat up in bed, eyes so wide I could feel them stretching in my head. My heart beat wildly against my ribs, then stopped abruptly. I touched my chest where the rhythm of my pulse had been in my dream, but felt nothing. My skin had gone cold, so unlike the warmth I had felt as I sat in the sun-covered field. I searched my room, but it was dark with night, and Rhys, while he had been so close only moments before, was nowhere to be found.
Another dream, but so real. More so than the others, and far, far longer. He’d been so warm, so alive, so human. His heart had beat in his chest, and his skin had been the pale cream color that only existed within Ireland. He’d breathed out of necessity, and his pulse had raced with his nerves.
He’d asked me to marry him.
No, not me. Bryn. Whoever that was.
Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t been me. My skin hadn’t been the same shade of pale. I’d been freckled. And I couldn’t be positive, but when the wind blew I thought I remembered red hair, instead of my auburn brown. I’d felt different, too. Skinnier, maybe. And I’d been wearing an incredibly old fashioned, hand-made dress.
I scrambled out of bed and banged my knee on the corner of my desk as I searched for my it in the dark. I could see just fine, I just wasn’t concentrating. I opened my laptop and sat down, squinting as the monitor illuminated my room. Immediately I pulled up a search engine and typed in Irish clothing of the sixteenth century, then I clicked on the image search.
My answer was instant. From top to bottom on the page, pictures of men and woman’s clothes greeted me and made my hands go clammy. Outfits nearly identical to what I’d been dreaming of Rhys wearing stood out with pictures of dresses with crisscrossing laces up the bodice, short sleeves, and an apron. Working class clothes, of course. The other images were what I recognized immediately as the Tudor style, extravagant embroidery and tight bodices. I thought back to my dream, trying to remember. The hem of my dress had been stained and dirty, the white apron had been grass-stained and dust-covered.
Couldn’t I dream in cleaner clothes?
But something didn’t feel right about calling it a dream. It had been far too real, far too common—until the proposal. Wouldn’t I have dreamed about a more exciting and action-packed day if my mind had just been making it up? Maybe I was on action overload. We had been dealing with a lot in real life recently.
Then I remembered. Weeks ago, on the day I had first met Aurelia, she had cornered me and demanded to know what I knew of past lives…
It couldn’t be possible…Could it? Rhys might know. But then again, Rhys didn’t remember his human life. If I had dreamed of spending time with him back in the 1500s, he wouldn’t be able to confirm anything, anyway. I sighed and slammed my forehead down on my desk. Better to wait and figure things out before I involved him. No reason to possibly upset him over nothing.
My door swung open and Millie’s sweet scent of fresh laundry and lilacs came flooding in. What the heck was she doing here? I was sleeping. Well, I had been.
“You’re awake? Good. I need to speak with you.”
I heard her cross the room. “I’m not awake. Go away.”
“You’re out of bed.”
“Doesn’t mean anything.”
She didn’t say anything. I lifted my heavy head from the desk to see what had distracted her.
She was staring at my computer screen.
“Millie?”
“What is this?”
I ran a hand through my sleep-tangled hair, glancing at the familiar brown color that hadn’t been there in my dream. “Nothing really. I just got curious.”
Her eyes were still trained on the images. “About sixteenth century fashion?”
I shrugged. “Sometimes I dream of Rhys in clothes like that. I just thought I’d check and see how accurate my imagination is.” There, the truth without the whole of it. For some reason I didn’t want to spill the beans about the dream I’d had that night.
Millie’s gaze snapped to me. “You dream of Rhys? Dressed like that?”
“Only once or twice. I spend so much damned time with him it’s only natural, right?”
Her normally red lips were pale. Hadn’t she eaten lately? Or was it something else? “Right,” she said. She reached over me and closed the internet window so quickly I couldn’t even think of stopping her. “I really did want to talk to you. Come for a walk with me?”
“I have my math final in the morning.” I’d used studying as an excuse to stay away from Cordoba and his initiates all weekend. My World Cultures final had been this past morning. I thought I did fairly well. Math was another matter. At least I’d had a reason to spend the remainder of the day with Rhys—Millie might have been the math genius, but Rhys was still better than me. He made a good tutor, and I had a lot of incentive to get the practice questions correct.
Millie didn’t seem convinced by my excuse, though. “It’s three in the morning. You have enough sleep to get through the day tomorrow.”
“That’s what you think. Are you going to explain it to the general if I fall asleep during my exam?”
She pursed her lips and pouted at me. “I only need a few minutes or so, then you can go back to sleep. You’re awake anyway.”
“Fine. Jeeze, you’re pushy.” I forced myself out of my chair. “I take it I don’t need to get dressed.” I waved a hand at her bright blue nightgown.
“No. I just want to walk around the back yard.”
“Let’s go, then.” I pulled my pajama pants up higher on my hips then checked to make sure my tank top wasn’t out of order either. Satisfied, I followed Millie downstairs and outside.
“I’m worried about Madge,” she said once we were out of earshot of the house.
“Oh my God,” I groaned. “You have got to be kidding me.”
“What? I can’t be concerned about my sister?”
“You’re not going to ask me for advice or anything, are you? Because I’m an only child and Madge hates me.”
“She doesn’t hate you.”
“Really? Wow, I must have my social signals all messed up. I could have sworn glaring, rudeness, and destruction of personal property classified as things you do to someone you dislike.”
Millie wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing her arms as though she was cold, but the night was warm. “It’s not you, specifically. She’s just been in a bad mood lately, and since you’re new, she seems to have decided to take it out on you.”
“That’s kind of her.”
Millie stopped, reaching for my arm. I stopped with her. “Please don’t be so hard on her. Yes, she’s a little more ruthless than the rest of us, but she has a good heart. Right now, she’s upset and I can’t do anything to help her.”
I dredged up my emergency supply of sympathy. “What’s she so upset about?”
Millie’s chin ducked to her chest. “I can’t tell you.”
I threw my arms up in frustration. “Then what do you want me to do to help you?”
“Just…I thought maybe you could suggest something she and I could do together that would distract her. We’ve lived here for some time now, but Julius keeps me so busy I haven’t really had time to explore. You know Madge and what she likes. Where could I take her?”
I propped myself against the trunk of the closest maple tree. “The mall is across town, and there’s a new aquarium in the next town over, she might like all the pretty fish. If you want anything better than that, you’re going to have to head into New York or Boston. That’s where all the fashion stuff happens.”
“All right. That sounds good.” She stared at the grass.
Immediately I felt bad for being so short with her. She was genuinely worried about her sister and all I could do was get snippy. “I’m sorry, Millie. I guess I’m stressed over finals. I shouldn’t get crabby with you.”
“No, it’s all right. I remember school, I understand. And you’re right, Madge isn’t very nice to you. Why should you want to help me help her?”
“Because you’re my friend, and I want to help you. Madge and I can work things out on our own time. After all, we have eternity, right?” I grinned, hoping to make Millie smile.
She did. “Yes. You do have time.”
“Good. Can I go back to bed now?”
“Just one more thing.”
Of course. “What?”
“You haven’t said anything to Rhys about these dreams of yours, have you?”
Hadn’t expected that. “No. He told me he doesn’t remember anything about his life as a human, so I didn’t think it would be a good idea to bring it up.”
“Oh.” She looked massively relieved. “Good.”
I couldn’t help myself. I had to pry. “Why do you ask?”
“For the same reason why you decided not to say anything. Let’s go back inside. Brody must be wondering where I’ve gotten to.”
“Snuck out of bed, did you?”
“Hardly. He sleeps like the dead, but when he rolls over and I’m not there he wakes up instantly.”
“Does that happen a lot?”
“If you ask him it does.” She walked back towards the house. I peeled myself away from the tree and followed. Millie stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Thank you for talking with me.”
“I hope it helped.” I really hadn’t said much, other than insults directed at her sister.
“I feel better about things. I think I’ll take her around town tomorrow.”
“Have fun. Let me know how things work out.”
“I will. Good night, Kassandra. And please, remember not to say anything to Rhys.”
“I have a tendency to want to do things I’m told not to do, so you might not want to remind me anymore.”
Tension returned to her features. My curiosity concerning Rhys and my dreams grew. Clearly, she was quite serious about me not saying anything. “Please, Kassandra. Don’t joke.”
“Did something happen to Rhys that I should know about?”
“No. You don’t need to worry about him. Everything is under control.”
“Oh yeah, it sounds like it.”
“Go back to sleep. You have to pass your final tomorrow.”
“You’re the one who dragged me out.”
“Good night,” she said again. She basically blinked out of existence.
I set my arm on the banister and put my head down. I ran through my dream one more time, remembering each detail, each word said. Rhys had been very much the same, yet so different. He’d been quieter, more relaxed. The hard edge he had now had been nowhere in that young man in the field. If something had happened to him, then he would have had five hundred years to develop a thick scar.
But that would mean my dreams weren’t dreams at all. If I could remember my past lives then…A memory. My memory? A memory of Rhys. No matter how many times I said the word to myself it still sounded strange. I whispered it into the night to see if speaking it aloud made any difference.
Nope.
I swallowed hard. What were the chances Rhys and I had met in a past life? Of all the vampires in the world for me to end up living with now…Though, I had heard it said that souls followed each other, sought one another out from lifetime to lifetime.
Millie wanted me to keep my mouth shut about it.
Aurelia, the only one I could possibly ask, was gone until at least the end of the week. I’d have to wait if I wanted her opinion on the matter.
Did the general know anything?
Yeah, right. Like I would be comfortable strolling up to him for a casual afternoon chat.
I had no choice. I had to wait for Aurelia. She wanted to know if anything like this happened anyway. Until then, I’d keep mum, enjoy my time with Rhys, pass my finals, and try my best to either duplicate the dream, or remember something else.
I dragged myself back to my room and collapsed on my bed. Reaching over with ease, I grabbed the sixpence from the edge of my bedside table and started rolling it over the back of my fingers. I could do it successfully almost every time now. It fell after five trips back and forth. Lifting it from my stomach, I rubbed my thumb across the surface, feeling each groove and bump molded into it.
Rhys had kept this coin since his human years. Though it hadn’t been in my dream—memory I had the distinct feeling it was somehow tied to the events I had seen.
Clutching the coin in my fist, and setting that fist against my non-beating heart, I closed my eyes and recalled the image of Rhys proposing marriage. The perfect blue sky, the fluffy white clouds, his sun-kissed skin and fluttering heart. Then I called up my memories of being Bryn and tried to decide if I liked her or not.
She’d seemed sweet, down to Earth, smart. Rhys had claimed she was pretty. She had taken care of the little lamb and clearly loved her family.
Regardless of all that I could only come to one conclusion.
I didn’t know if I liked her or not.
But I was jealous.
 



Chapter Twenty: Time Capsule
The rest of finals week was hell.
Aside from the stress of studying and actual test-taking, I had the added anxiety of looking at Rhys about five hundred times every minute.
Not saying anything was the hardest thing I had ever done, or not done, in my life. By the end of Tuesday I had to force myself not to look at him or make eye contact. By Wednesday I had to force myself to look at him the appropriate amount of times during each conversation so he would stop thinking something was wrong.
Didn’t exactly work out the way I had planned.
I blamed my odd behavior on the pressure of having to do well not just so I could graduate, but so the general wouldn’t have me killed for being an uneducated waste. He claimed to believe me, but I could see in his eyes that he didn’t. Other than when he escorted me to school and back, he left me alone.
“Aren’t you going to tell me what’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing is wrong with me,” I said almost ripping the page in my astronomy text when I went to turn it.
“Of course not. That’s why you’ve been acting strangely since Tuesday.”
“Define acting strangely, because I tend to be strange most of the time.” I kept my eyes focused on the words of the page, though I didn’t have a clue what they said. I couldn’t risk looking at Rhys. Last time I had, all I’d seen was him in the bright sunlight, nervously proposing. I’d be damned if I let anything slip and remind him he couldn’t remember anything about his life before this one.
I heard the familiar exasperated sigh, the one I had once worked for. Now I dreaded it. “Fine. You’re on your own, then.”
“What?” I snapped my head up. He had stood and was heading for my bedroom door. “Where are you going?”
“I’ve been putting up with this mood of yours for two days now. Enough’s enough. I’m going to see if there’s anything I can do to help with the current situation.” He left before I could say another word.
Finals week sucked more than the previous Thursday.
 
 
I watched Warren devour his dinner Friday night. My exams were done, I felt reasonably confident I had passed them all, and looked forward to finding Rhys, doing my best to forget my strange dream and get things back to the way they had been.
“It’s creepy when you watch me eat,” Warren said before taking another bite of his well-done hamburger.
“You watch me eat,” I pointed out. “It’s only fair.”
“You drink from my veins. How could I possibly not see?”
“And what you eat I eat via your blood. I like to know what kind of diet I’m getting.”
“Freak.”
“A freak is someone who won’t try French fries in ice cream.”
“If that’s what you’re craving then you’re on your own. Eat it yourself.”
I threw one of his home-cooked waffle fries at him. “It won’t taste the same to me anymore.”
“Always your excuse.”
“Shut up and eat.”
“Stop watching me!”
I huffed and stood. “Fine.” I grabbed the glass of his blood I had gotten for myself when he’d started cooking. Apparently on days when I was being particularly stubborn Gianna drew blood from him to leave for me later. Gross. “Let me know when you feel like being any fun,” I said, taking two quick steps then sliding across the tile floor.
“Find me when you’re over this food voyeurism stage.”
“Ha ha ha.” I sipped my glass of blood and wandered into the hall. Brody jumped the last three stairs, dressed to go running.
“Hey, kid. What’s cookin’?”
I held up my glass as though to make a toast. “Warren. Isn’t it a little late to be going for a jog?”
“Millie’s busy and I’m bored. Besides, it’s not like I keep a normal human sleep schedule anyway.”
“True enough.”
He stretched out his arms, pulling each across his broad chest. “You want to come?”
“No thanks. I’ve decided to be a fat lazy vampire.”
“Suit yourself.” Holding the banister he stretched his calf muscles then jogged in place, warming up. “Rhys is upstairs. Just saw him with Olivia. See ya.” He jogged to the door and outside.
He had no right to assume I wanted to know where Rhys was. I finished the remainder of the blood in one giant gulp, set the glass on the closest hall table—Anne would kill me later—and bounded up the stairs two at a time.
Without tripping. Go me.
But I slammed into a huge, stone-hard chest at the top. My feet stumbled backwards and I felt the floor disappear beneath me. Gravity grabbed me and I mentally prepared myself for the fall down the stairs.
But then I felt pressure on my wrist and instead of tumbling backwards I was toppling forwards. The rug felt rougher than I remembered under my hands. Cautiously, I opened my eyes.
I was safely on the plush carpet of the second floor hallway. Disorienting. I pushed myself back onto my knees and looked to find my savior.
Cordoba. Why could I never smell him? I had realized that phenomenon on the dreadful Wednesday. He had no scent that I could detect. Oddly enough, after only a little more than a month I had grown quite dependent on my sense of smell. Not being able to detect someone that way gave me fits of frustration that rivaled calculus class.
Or so I imagined. I’d clearly never taken calculus.
He offered me his hand. “You should watch where you are leaping, young Kassandra.”
I stood on my own. “I thought I was,” I muttered.
He let his hand drop and smiled. Those perfect teeth of his were unsettling behind the scared and imperfect face. “And where are you headed in such a hurry?”
“Nowhere really. Just going from one place in my house to another.”
“Ah. Yes. I forget. This was your house, wasn’t it? Your father’s.” Cordoba ran an appreciative finger along the molding of the closet door to his right.
“Yes, it was.” I preferred not to think about that though, thank-you-very-much.
“A beautiful home. You are a lucky girl, Kassandra.”
I hated the way my name sounded with his accent. He rolled the ‘r’ far too much. “Yup. Lucky. Were you headed somewhere?” Leave me alone.
He straightened his military jacket. I’d never seen him dressed in anything else. “Just downstairs for a little snack.”
Oh God. The girl. I had managed to shove that to the back of my mind. Great. “Ah, well, have a good time then.” I turned and aimed for my room.
“It was a pleasure talking to you, Kassandra,” he called after me. “Perhaps one day we will have time to sit and really talk. About things in the future, and things far in the past.”
I stopped short. No way could he know. I didn’t even know for sure. I needed Aurelia to get back, now.
“I’ve seen so many things,” he continued. “We are unique in our ability to preserve history, to stop time. We carry with us experiences, memories, of things modern humans have never seen. Famine so great and with no relief workers to even begin to stem the tide, wars so bloody and close-at-hand that you look a man in the face as he dies, poverty, wealth, monarchies, tyrants, plagues. Ah, the plagues I have seen. Terrible way to die. But so few would know that now.”
I unwillingly turned to face him as he spoke, mesmerized by his morbid knowledge. I couldn’t understand why he would want to talk to me about these things. I was just as modern and unknowledgeable as the common human.
“Your mind is a great well of information, Kassandra.” He walked towards me, and that feeling crept up along my neck again. “The memories you hold can tell us so much, even if you don’t know it yet. Even if it is not within your power to know, others can uncover the truth. Aurelia hopes you will be like her. She hopes you will come to embrace your past as thoroughly as she has. Have you remembered anything, Kassandra? Do you possess memories that are not yours? Have you seen things not of this time? War? Riches? Plague?”
The image flashed across my vision like a random shot in a movie about something else. A small house, constructed of wood and stone. A pillow. Blood. My chest flared with pain.
Then it was all gone. And all I could see were Cordoba’s cold coal eyes focused on me. I reached back, grabbed my door knob and flung myself inside. I slammed the door shut and locked it.
I set my head against the door and tried to settle my nervous breathing. I ran a hand over my chest where the pain had been, pain like I had never really felt before.
Sliding to the floor I closed my eyes and began to cry. Why had he said those things? Did he know? He couldn’t have known. Maybe he was simply testing Aurelia’s theory… Somehow I didn’t think so.
I thought back to the image he had called up. More details assaulted me this time. A putrid stench, like an unwashed or rotting body. Cries in the background. And more blood, more pain. Pain both physical and emotional.
I forced my eyes open and went to my bed, grabbing my picture album and flipping through it so I would have things to see other than that terrible short image.
The pain lingered in my chest this time.
What the hell was happening to me?
 
 
A knock on my door woke me in the morning. My cheek felt funny, and one arm had gone stiff. A sick peeling sound shattered the otherwise silence of my room as I lifted my head.
I’d fallen asleep on my photo album. Rubbing my cheek I untangled my legs from each other and stretched out. I hadn’t gotten changed, either.
Another knock. “Kassandra?” Warren.
I dragged myself from bed and opened the door for him. One eyebrow shot up across his forehead when he saw me. I self-consciously ran a hand through my hair—and hit a huge tangle.
“Weren’t you wearing that yesterday?”
“Yes. Shut up. I fell asleep unexpectedly.” I went to my dresser and grabbed a comb. Desperately, I worked the knot out of my hair.
Warren held up his hands. “Don’t shoot. Just observing.”
My hair wasn’t as tangled as I had feared. The knot came undone easily. “Is this room service?”
“As always.”
“No one will ever be able to say you’re remiss in your duties, Warren.”
“That is my goal.”
“Fabulous. I’m going to change.” I grabbed jeans and a white tee from my closet then headed for the bathroom. When I came out, Warren had found the pictures on my bed.
“Plain sight, fair game?”
He blushed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy, but they were out.”
“It’s okay.” I sat beside him on my bed.
“Is that your mother?” He pointed to a picture from my seventh birthday.
“Yes,” I said, tracing the lines of her hair. In the picture she had me in her arms and pressed cheek to cheek. My chocolate cake, decorated with rainbow sprinkles and a huge burning 7 candle, sat in front of us.
“She was very pretty.”
“Yeah. I don’t look very much like her, though.” I turned the page to find a picture of my father. “I look more like Dad.”
Warren studied the pictures for a moment. Another picture of my mother lay below that of me on my father’s shoulders. “Mostly. You have his coloring, his eyes, but you have your mother’s mouth.”
I took a second look. I’d never thought I’d gotten anything from my golden mother, and no one had ever told me different. I turned back to the picture of Mom and me, cheek to cheek.
Warren was right. We did have the same mouth.
I felt her bright smile stretch my face. “You’re the only one to ever notice that. Thank you.”
He looked stunned. “You’re welcome. It seems obvious to me.”
“Still.” I stood and headed for the door.
“Where’re you going?”
“Downstairs.”
“What about breakfast?”
I clasped my hands behind my back and turned to face him. “You walk don’t you, Walking Juice Bar?”
“You’re sick.”
“And yet you’ll get up and follow me, anyway.”
He did.
No one was in the kitchen when we got there. Weird. Normally Brody had eaten us out of house and home by nine o’clock. It was eight-thirty. He should have started already. Olivia avoided me at all costs, and so had started eating at odd times. Gianna often kept her company.
I begrudgingly drank from Warren. Not much, I really wasn’t feeling all that thirsty. Then, to be nice, I made him breakfast. Eggs, over easy, with bacon, hash browns and orange juice. Kassandra the Cook.
He pretty much inhaled it, so I gave myself a point for doing it right.
I washed the dishes, too. I needed things to distract myself with. Otherwise I remembered the horrible flashes I’d gotten the night before.
“Do you mind if I leave you alone for a bit?” Warren asked after I refused to let him help me clean up. “Madge crashed her computer again and I told her I’d fix it today.”
I set his plate in the drainer. “You know how to do that?”
“Sure. It’s what I do. I’m the general’s personal computer specialist.”
“Computer geek.”
“Specialist.”
“How come I didn’t know this?”
He shrugged. “Didn’t come up I guess. You behave yourself and don’t go all over the internet collecting viruses.”
I laughed when he adjusted his glasses as he said that. It just made him look more the part of the stereotypical geek I had in my head. “Go me.”
“I’ll see you later, Kassandra.”
“Good luck, Super Geek.”
“I’m real glad I told you that now.”
“Hey, sometimes I wish I was a super computer geek.” I rinsed the soap down the drain then turned off the water. “All I can manage is to turn it on, surf the web.”
“Simpleton.”
“Geek.”
“I’m leaving now.”
I waved at his back. “Bye, Warren! I’ll crash my computer later so you don’t get bored.”
He made a rude gesture at me with his hand over his shoulder. I was so shocked I doubled over, hysterical.
Then the scent of fresh earth rolled by, and I forgot everything else. I hadn’t seen him since we left school yesterday. I almost slipped on the kitchen floor trying to get out so quickly. But I’d timed myself correctly. I entered the hall at exactly the same moment when he started to pass the kitchen.
My heart thumped.
“Hi,” I said, drinking him in. He still looked good in jeans. Just as good as he had those first days when he’d had to throw me over his shoulder in order to gain even a smidgen of my cooperation. Maybe I could get him to do that again…
“Kassandra.” He spoke my name like he’d only just realized who I was. It was my first hint that something was wrong. That line marred his perfect forehead again.
“Are you okay?” I stepped closer, reaching up to try to smooth that line away. “I’m in a better mood now. I promise.”
He let me touch him, but didn’t otherwise react. He just stared at me. “I’m glad.”
I smiled, hoping it would make the tension in his face disappear. My fingers weren’t doing anything. “In a few days my grades will be posted online. We’ll know my fate.”
“I’m sure you did fine.” His voice was strained, flat. I took a second look, a careful look at him. Pain lingered behind his eyes.
“Are you all right?”
He took my hand and removed it from his face. “I don’t feel well.”
“Oh.” Odd. I didn’t think vampires could get sick. “Do you want to lie down or something?”
“I’m going outside for some fresh air.”
“Want company?”
“No.”
If I hadn’t already died, I would have in that moment. My dead heart crumbled. “Oh. Okay.”
Grief merged with the pain in his eyes. He gently touched my cheek. “It has nothing to do with you, Kassandra. I just need some time alone.”
I felt only minutely better. I’d never seen him like this. It was almost worse than when he’d been in pain that night we’d met Malachi. At least then I knew who to blame.
He placed a chaste kiss on my forehead, and I could feel his teeth clench behind his lips. Then he moved past me, his hand sliding down my cheek and across my neck until no contact remained. He moved less gracefully than normal down the hall and out the front door.
I wanted to die.
Whatever Cordoba had triggered in me the night before had left me scared and off balance. I had hoped to find Rhys and gain that feeling of safety he always gave me. But apparently something had gone wrong for him, too, and it appeared he didn’t need my comfort like I needed his. Now I was alone, with nothing to distract me from my own unwanted thoughts. Warren was busy fixing Madge’s computer, I had no idea where Millie had gotten to. Cade had left with Aurelia and I didn’t think they’d—
I hadn’t noticed it before. Aurelia’s scent trailed up the stairs, and Cade’s wove towards the back of the house. They’d returned. That meant things to learn. Stories to distract me. News on whether or not the council would meet.
And if I asked nicely, Cade would beat the crap out of me in the guise of training. That would certainly keep my mind off undesired things. I sprang down the hall, following the scent of steel and fire.
I’d slid around the corner, nearly taking my eye out on a corner when the voices stopped me short. The argument reached me in harsh whispers, but the speakers weren’t quiet enough to keep their heated discussion a secret from me. I could hear them clearly through the study door.
“I don’t see why everyone is still walking on eggshells around them both. Enough is enough.”
“You know full well why.” I’d never heard Millie speak to her sister in that tone before. “They deserve a fresh start.”
“Well, it’s not working,” Madge snapped back. “Have you seen Rhys this morning? Everything triggers it now. He’s in constant pain. Julius should put an end to it.”
“But Kassandra—”
“Kassandra is remembering. I can sense it. And so can Cade. He noticed the moment he got back last night.”
There was a light pause. “Is that true?” Millie asked.
“Yes.” Cade’s voice sounded deeply masculine against the twins’ melodic sopranos. “Aurelia sensed it as well. Kassandra is aware of something.”
“She did have that dream…but she hasn’t said anything else to me,” Millie said. She sounded hurt.
Madge scoffed. “That doesn’t mean anything. You may have forged a friendship with her, Mil, but we’re still the bad guys in her story. We destroyed her human life. It will take years before she trusts you like you want her to.”
“You don’t know her like I do.”
“Suit yourself. Regardless, I say it’s time to tell them.”
“You don’t get to make that decision.”
“Julius loves Rhys more than he loves the blood in his body. If Cordoba would stop monopolizing his attention for more than two seconds he would see the state Rhys is in and he would end it.”
“Julius did what he did for a reason,” Cade said. “Don’t forget that.”
“Like any of us could,” Madge snarled. “Millie and I only saw the results, and that was terrible enough. You were there, you know the truth of it all.”
“And Rhys is better off not remembering.”
“But she’s here now!” Something crashed as Madge yelled. “It shouldn’t matter anymore!”
Millie shushed her sister. “Quiet. She might hear you.”
“Let her hear me! She deserves to know the truth!”
I couldn’t take it anymore. With such a perfect opening, and with the blood burning in my veins, I all but threw myself at the door. It swung open with such force I heard a snap when it hit the side wall, and it didn’t swing back. Millie stared at me like a deer in headlights. Cade watched me as though he had expected me, and Madge looked indignant.
“Kassandra,” Millie began, visibly searching for the perfect thing to say. “Did you…? How much did you hear?”
“Enough,” I said. “I’ve been getting weird flashes. I didn’t tell you because I thought they might just be dreams, and because if they weren’t, then based on an earlier discussion, it seemed Aurelia would be the best one to go to. But that’s all moot now, right? I’m tired of always being on the outside of the loop. So tell me. Tell me what the hell is going on.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One: A Piece of the Past
I knew then what people meant when they said they saw red.
Cade walked past me and grabbed the door. He pulled it free of the wall and shut it. I spared one short glance for the gaping hole the other side of the knob had put in the sheetrock. Oh well.
When they all remained silent, I turned on Madge. “What’s wrong, Madge? You sounded so eager to tell me everything and now you have nothing to say?”
“You have the right to know, but that doesn’t mean I am the proper one to tell you.”
“Then who is?”
Millie answered me. “Cade knows more than Madge and I do. We weren’t alive when most of it happened.”
“All right.” I spun on my heel until I faced Cade. I made it clear I was waiting.
He gestured to a chair. “Why don’t you sit. It’s a long story.”
“I’m fine standing.” Some of my resolve had slipped and I found myself a tad bit fidgety. I couldn’t be sure I’d be able to maintain my stone face if I sat. “Get talking. Why am I having weird flashes and what’s wrong with Rhys?”
Millie maintained a reasonable distance. “May I ask you something first? It may help us tell the story in a more meaningful way.”
“Sure.”
“What are these flashes you’re having?”
“Just one flash, really. The others were dreams. The first was a while ago. I saw Rhys in old fashioned clothes, outside in a field. Then a few nights ago, I had this really long dream. Rhys and, well, I don’t know if it was me or not. It didn’t really feel like me, and Rhys used a different name. We were in a field, and there were sheep, and he asked the girl—me—to marry him. Then last night I got this flash.” I shuddered at the memory. “There was blood and some terrible smell, almost like decay. I can’t figure out what it’s supposed to be.”
Millie nodded vaguely. “And in that long dream, what name did he use?”
“Bryn.” My jealousy for her flared.
Madge dropped into one of the large leather chairs that sat in the far corner. “I told you so.”
Millie glared at her. “Don’t be so glad to be right.”
“Can I get an explanation now?” Any longer and I’d walk out the door knowing nothing. Ignorance was bliss. Bliss sounded good right about now.
“Your dreams are memories,” Cade said. “Aurelia told you she sensed in you the ability to remember and detect past lives. You are in the beginning stages of remembering your own.”
“My past lives?”
“Yes.”
“So…what? Rhys and I…”
“Have met before. Yes.” He answered me so simply, as though giving me the answer to a math question.
“Oh.” My knees felt like they had been filled with Jell-O and I got lightheaded, despite my lack of need for breathing. Cade took me by the elbow and guided me to the closest chair. I sank into it.
“Bryn grew up with Rhys in Ireland. They fell in love and Rhys asked her to marry him,” he said. “They were set to be married within a week’s time. It was the summer of 1533, Henry VIII sat on the throne and Anne Boleyn was pregnant with her first child. Julius had gone to England to inquire after the truth of the king’s nature, and decided to tour Ireland while he was in the area. He came across Rhys and decided he would be his initiate. He sent me to acquire Rhys three nights before his wedding.”
“What?” How could the general do that to him? Take him away from everything just when it was within his grasp. Take him away from the woman he wanted to spend his life with. I remembered what Bryn—what I—had thought when Rhys had finally proposed. All she’d ever wanted, so close. Her dream, her life with Rhys.
“We did not know at the time,” Cade said, clearly to assure me of their innocence in that matter. “After Julius turned Rhys, and once Rhys had completed the change and woke, Bryn was the first thing on his mind. He demanded to know where she was and if she was safe. We assured him she was. He wanted to see her, but you know well the thirst of someone newly-turned, and without the benefit of being able to draw blood from humans easily, human sources were a necessity. We kept Rhys isolated until we were sure he could control himself. Then I took him into town at night so he could see Bryn. His family and hers both thought him either dead or runaway. Bryn believed neither. We heard her praying at her window, asking for his safe return.
“We left town that night without making contact. I asked Rhys if he wanted Bryn changed as well, but he refused. He hated what he had become, and wouldn’t damn her to the same fate. He believed she would be better off living her human life without him.”
“But something happened,” I said. I could hear it in the tone of Cade’s voice. “Something went wrong.”
“It happened quickly. Such things were common back then. An outbreak of the sweating sickness hit their town, and Bryn fell ill.”
I had to ask. Had to, even though I knew the end of this story. Not through memories, but through the sheer knowledge that given the results, there could be no other outcome. I understood the flash I’d had now. “Why didn’t he change her then? Turning her into a vampire would have saved her, wouldn’t it?”
“If we had known early enough, yes. But we did not. Rhys couldn’t bring himself to see her. He was afraid that one night he would give in and go to her, and then he’d never be able to leave. He knew he couldn’t stay with her, and he’d already decided she would never become what he had. So he stayed away. But on the eve of our departure back to England, Rhys allowed himself one last glimpse, and that is when we learned of what had happened. Bryn was too far gone for us to be of any help. Her body was wasted and weak. Turning can heal illness, but it cannot repair the body. You have seen that with the scars that some of us carry. When I explained that to Rhys, he went crazy with grief. He snuck into Bryn’s room and sat with her throughout the night. He’s never told me of what transpired between them, but Bryn was dead by morning.”
I dug the fingers of my shaking hands into my knees. It wasn’t fair. That should never have happened to them. The general should have kept his nose out of it. But then, would Bryn have died anyway and left Rhys a widower? Would Rhys have caught the same sickness?
Someday, I would remember. I didn’t know if I wanted to.
“So then what happened?” My voice startled me. I hadn’t really meant to ask that. I feared the answer. I kept my eyes trained on my hands. Not trusting myself to make eye contact with anyone.
“Rhys came out of the house on his own the next morning,” Cade told me. “He was grief-stricken, as was expected, but seemed otherwise at peace with the situation. He returned with me to Julius and we traveled to England. Aurelia spoke to him about the existence of past lives and I know that gave him some hope for a time. He searched for Bryn now and then, hoping to encounter her in another life. And he did find her once, I remember how strong his conviction was, but she had already been married and was pregnant with her first child. Since she appeared happy, he let her be.”
“And when was that?” I asked, simply wanting guidelines for anything else that might come to me.
Cade was silent for a short moment. I dared to look up at him and saw him watching me, thinking hard before he gave me an answer. “Somewhere around 1680. I don’t know the exact year. We were in France.”
I nodded and lowered my head again. I couldn’t imagine what it would have taken to find the one you were searching for with someone else, happy with someone else, and leaving them to continue their life without you. How much of Rhys had died when he made that decision? Or, had he grown stronger? I had no way of knowing. The Rhys I knew had no knowledge of his human life, no memory of Bryn.
“Why can’t Rhys remember his human life?”
“The next piece of the story explains that,” Cade said. “Are you sure you want to hear it?”
“Yes.” No. Please, no. Just make this all go away.
“It was 1887, we were in New York, and Rhys hadn’t found Bryn again in the two hundred years that had passed. He’d begun to think he had imagined her. Or at least, that he had imagined finding her in France. Then the general and his family—Rhys and I were both pretending to be the sons of Julius and Aurelia at the time—were invited to a party held by one of the wealthiest men in the city. Rhys recognized his daughter immediately, even though she held no physical resemblance to Bryn in any way. She was quick witted and smart. Headstrong, was the way her father put it. Evangeline McKinney was beautiful and, because of her willingness to be vocal about her opinion, that was her father’s only selling point. No one liked a woman with an opinion back then. But Rhys did. And he was determined not to lose her again.
“He befriended her, courted her. Julius made sure to maintain a solid friendship with her father. When Eva had fallen as deeply in love with Rhys as he had already been with her, Rhys revealed himself to her for what he really was.”
I choked on the breath I had just taken. “You mean he told her he was a vampire?”
“Showed her, actually.”
“How?”
“I wasn’t there, but Eva told me later that he warned her, then carefully, without killing his victim, fed in front of her.”
Holy crap.
“And she didn’t mind?” Hope began to rise in my chest, but I squelched it. This story had no chance of having any sort of happy ending.
“Understandably she avoided him for a few days while she thought it over, but in the end, no, she did not mind. In fact, she asked to be turned so as to stay with him.”
“And the general agreed?”
“Of course. He wasn’t going to keep Rhys from her again. We set a wedding date so everything would be proper and legal. The plan was to marry them, then move away from the city so she could be turned without suspicion from her family.”
Cade stopped. I waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat then prompted him. “Keep going, Cade. I need to know.” I realized the truth of that as I said it. I needed to know what had happened in the past. Needed to know, and needed to learn from it, so I could ensure that it never happened again.
“Eva wanted a spring wedding.” Cade moved across the room, walking behind the bar and pulling out a bottle. I could smell the blood. He poured a glass while he continued the story. “Since it was March, and the ground was still covered in snow, we set the wedding date for late April, hoping the weather would change in that time. We considered waiting longer, but the Vampiric Freedom Organization was making itself known in the city and Julius did not want to remain there much longer. At the time, the VFO was small, a nuisance really. No one thought much of them and intended to just let them kill themselves off. In any case, Julius wanted no part of it. Cordoba had lost Malachi and the others to the Organization about one hundred years prior and I think in truth Julius was a bit worried about running into someone he had once considered family.
“So we waited and planned. Rhys and Eva spent every waking moment together. But then the riots started, and the killings. The VFO were trying to make their position known and the Alliance had no choice but to issue orders. All Freedom members were to be killed on sight. It was the first signs of the civil war that continues today. The VFO started targeting Alliance members, leaders in particular. Julius received a number of threats, as did the rest of us. Rhys was ambushed on his way home from the theater with Eva one night. He killed them all when they attacked. It made him a target in his own right. After that he became rather vocal in the fight against the VFO.” He stopped and took a drink. I shook as I waited in the thick silence for him to continue.
“We were grateful when the date for the wedding finally arrived. Julius had us all packed and ready to leave the moment their vows had been said. But when Aurelia went to Eva’s father’s house that morning to help her prepare and get dressed, Eva was missing. We looked all over the city for her, distracting Rhys for as long as we could. But when it came time for the wedding to begin, we had no choice but to tell him. He all but tore the city apart looking for her after that.



“We didn’t find her until the next morning.”
I clutched at my chest where the pain had been growing steadily. Millie came and placed a hand on my shoulder, the other rubbed my back soothingly. I didn’t want to know, but the rational part of my brain, the part that worked on overdrive to save my sanity, argued that by knowing it would perhaps make the remembering less traumatic later. Advanced warning. Besides, this was the answer to all my questions. The end of this story explained Rhys’s pain.
“How?” I asked, my voice hitching with the tears I desperately held back. Millie wrapped her arms around my shoulders and set her head on mine. I was grateful for her presence. I grounded myself in her.
“They left her in the street outside the theater where Rhys had killed the vampires who had attacked them all those weeks before. She still wore the white nightdress she had worn in preparation for the wedding. The dress had been a gift from Aurelia. It was the best way we had to identify her. They’d torn her to pieces. Ripped her face to unrecognizable shreds.”
I lost myself in a haze of shock. Though my eyes were open, I saw nothing. I could feel Millie there, still holding me, but aside from that I had no connection to the real world.
When sound and light returned, Millie was kissing my head, stroking my hair, speaking to me in soothing tones. My face was soaked with tears and my throat burned. I wiped at my face and forced myself to breathe.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”
Millie moved around where I could see her and stroked my face. “It’s all right. We all understand. It must be a terrible shock to hear such things.”
“Why would they do that to him? How can anyone be so cruel?”
Cade came closer until I could see him just behind Millie. “Rhys had taken a stand against them. They knew they would never get close enough to touch him, so they harmed him the only other way they could think of.”
“It’s horrible.”
“Yes,” he said.
“Did you find who did it?”
“We found some, but near as we can tell they were nothing more than scapegoats,” Cade said.
“And Rhys?”
“He went on a bit of a rampage. Killing any VFO members he came across. Eventually we had to stop him, lest he start the cycle all over again. Julius worked to drive the Organization out of city, and once that was done Rhys calmed down some. But in this case, the calm was worse than the storm.” Cade set his now empty glass aside on the bar. “He became desolate. The very definition of the living dead. He was so broken by Eva’s death it was like he had died as well. He went about day to day routines, talked to us, hunted and ate, but the Rhys we had known was gone. Fifteen years passed, the new century came and one day, Rhys had some life in him again. It was as though he had come back to life. He went out more, took an active part in conversations, went with Julius to city functions and private parties. We thought he was finally over the whole thing.
“But he was looking for her again.”
I heard the frustration in his voice. “Was that so bad?”
“We knew he wouldn’t find her again. Not so soon. It had taken him two hundred years the last time. Souls don’t change over so quickly. Aurelia tried to explain that to him, but he didn’t want to hear it.”
“So he searched.”
Cade nodded. “Searched until his heart broke again. And then we lost him. He went back to being the empty vessel he had been before.”
“We met him about twenty years later,” Millie whispered. “He never smiled. He was nothing like the Rhys we all know today.”
I closed my eyes, trying to picture Rhys so desolate and broken, then chased the depressing image away. It was too similar to what I had seen in the hall earlier. “So what changed? And why is he in pain now?”
Millie sat back on her heels. “About ten years after Madge and I joined this family we, as a whole, decided that something had to be done. Madge and I had been told stories about how Rhys used to be. How he’d been happy and so personable that everyone loved him. We’d never seen that. The Rhys we knew was dark and withdrawn. He almost never socialized. When Julius finally told us what had happened to him, we spoke with Cade and Aurelia, wondering if anything could be done. They argued with Julius for days. Finally, Aurelia convinced Julius that Rhys couldn’t be left as he was. He was a shell, and he deserved better. So Julius did the only thing he could do. He used his influence as Rhys’s sire and gave the first direct order he had ever given to the boy he loved more than his own life. He ordered Rhys to forget, to stop searching, to stop thinking. He essentially erased Bryn and Eva. Rhys was disoriented for a few days or so while his mind came up with lies to fill in the blanks, but after that…”
“He was himself again,” Cade finished. “The same as I had known all those years back.”
“That’s why he doesn’t remember his human life,” I said, looking from Cade to Millie and back again. “Why he didn’t recognize me when we first met.”
“Yes,” Millie said. “He doesn’t remember any of this. Not his life with Bryn, or the girl in France, or even Eva and his desperate search for her.”
“But, then, what’s wrong with him now?” I didn’t want to put the pieces together myself. “This has to do with why he collapsed in pain that first night Malachi came here, and whatever’s wrong with him now. This is why?”
Millie nodded, chewing her bottom lip. “Malachi knows about Eva. That first night, he made a comment about losing you, knowing the effect it could possibly have. I think it worked better than he expected. Malachi can also sense past lives, he must have suspected who you were, but he couldn’t have known that Rhys’s subconscious would have picked up on it as well.”
“And that’s why you made me promise not to say anything. Because it would have triggered the pain again. Pain from remembering something he’s not allowed to think about.”
“Yes. And it’s happened more than just that once. That day you kissed him to get the coin, after you left he had another bout. Smaller than the first, thank God. It was more easily contained.”
I remembered something else. “The first time, the day the general and Aurelia came, while Aurelia was speaking to me you all had Rhys in the library. I heard a crash.”
They all looked guilty. Even Madge, who’d said nothing this entire time. Cade had the courage to explain. “After Malachi triggered Rhys’s memories none of us could do anything to stop them. When a trigger occurs normally Julius is close at hand to end it. We had no choice but to wait. We were lucky Julius arrived so quickly. When he got here, instead of simply ordering Rhys to stop remembering again, Julius removed the restraint and let Rhys remember. He wanted to know if time had healed any of the wounds. Rhys was furious and mad with grief. He threw a few things. Julius gave the order again.”
“But you could have put a stop to this another way,” I said. My face felt hot. “You all know who I am. How long have you known?”
Guilt covered them all again. “Since I first laid eyes on you three years ago,” Cade said. “I reported back to Julius and Aurelia that I had found you and let them make the decisions from there.”
“Three years ago?” He had come here only last month.
“Yes. I had been watching you and your father for some time.”
Watching us? Like we were animals in a zoo? I swallowed the rage and shoved it aside. Nothing I could do about it now. He had watched us for his own reasons. I knew why. He had to know what kind of man my father was. I forced the conversation along. “And why not just tell Rhys who I was? Why let it carry on like this?”
“First,” Cade said, his expression hardening and his eyes locking with mine in a gaze I couldn’t break, “because you were too young. You were barely fifteen at the time. Second, because in order for things to work out you would have to like Rhys and if we unbound his memories again he was going to do nothing more than slip back into his depression. We had no way of knowing if he would even want to risk finding you again. At the darkest point he’d been at, he’d blamed himself for all your deaths. So Aurelia suggested we leave you both blind and see what happened.”
“We’ve been waiting for signs,” Millie said quietly. “Signals that you two might be growing to be more than friends.”
I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. “Yeah, well, we’ve been kind of sneaky about it. Or at least, we were trying to be.”
“We know that now.” Millie sat back on the floor. “We suspect your relationship is the reason for these small triggers Rhys has been suffering.”
“Then put an end to it! Enough is enough!”
“Two past lives are a lot to live up to, Kassandra,” Millie said. “We want you to be sure before we do anything.”
I sighed and put my face in my knees. As much as I hated it, she was right. The whole thing had left me more than a bit overwhelmed. And what if Rhys didn’t like me once he remembered Bryn and Eva? They’d both been beautiful by old fashioned standards. And they’d been human. What if I didn’t measure up?
“Maybe I should let this all settle before we tell him,” I mumbled.
Someone—Millie, most likely—patted my knee. “That’s a good idea,” she said. “Take some time to think. Then we’ll decide what to do, with Julius.”
I pulled my head up at that. “Will he be angry you told me?”
“Angry is a strong word.” She smiled a crooked smile that didn’t convince me.
Madge growled and stood. “This is ridiculous! Rhys needs to know.”
Cade stepped in front of her. “That’s not your decision to make.”
“Neither was telling Kassandra everything, but we did that anyway, didn’t we?”
“Only because she heard you yelling from the hall.”
Madge hissed at him, then pushed past.
Millie reached for her sister’s hand as she walked by, but missed. “Madge, please don’t do anything rash.”
“I’m never rash.” She stormed out, slamming the already abused door behind herself.
I sniffed and wiped at my tear-stained face. “I think I’m going to go to my room and think for a bit. I’ll come find you when I’ve processed everything.”
“All right.” Millie stood and helped me up. “Find me if you have any more questions.”
I nodded and headed for the door. “Thank you for telling me,” I said, directing it mostly at Cade. “You can tell the general I forced you, if you need to.”
He huffed. “I can blame Madge instead.”
I wiped my face one more time, just to be sure I looked as little of a wreck as possible, then concentrated on finding any scents on the other side of the door.
Nothing.
I took a deep breath and ran for my room.
 
 
The sun had set before I’d finished going over everything I’d been told a million times. I’d replayed my memory of Cade’s story over and over again, searching for anything that I might have missed the first time. I had only come to one conclusion. I wanted to tell Rhys. I had to know if I measured up. Had to know if he could love me, even with those other women in the background. Not facing Bryn and Eva would be like living a lie.
I washed my face, clearing it of most signs of my day-long crying escapade, and changed my clothes. I wanted to feel fresh and ready when I told Millie, and then the general, that I wanted Rhys to remember.
God, what would happen when he did? I couldn’t bear to see him crushed again.
Couldn’t think about that. We’d deal with the consequences as they came.
Someone knocked on my door. I was so caught off guard that I didn’t say or do anything in response.
The knock came again. “Coming,” I called out, then opened the door.
His scent hit me first. Fresh earth, crisp and clean. But then I saw the terror, the fury, the grief in his eyes.
“Is it true?” His voice was rough and scratchy, like he’d overused it recently.
I stepped back reflexively. “Is what true?”
“You—” He gasped and grabbed onto the door jam. “You’re—” He couldn’t finish his thought, but I knew what he meant.
“Yes.” I braced myself for his reaction.
He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. “Why? Why didn’t you tell me?” The wall creaked under the force of his fingers. “Madge—”
His body shook with pain. I reached out and gently touched his arm. Dammit, Madge, this is why you were told to keep your mouth shut. “Rhys, come sit. I’ll explain.”
He grabbed me by the arms. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
I was so shocked we stumbled backwards into my room. “I didn’t know! I overheard Madge just this morning. I swear!”
His grip was so tight it felt like my skin would be ground into my bones. He’d never been so rough with me. Sweat broke out over his brow, and his breathing alternated between much too fast and non-existent. Pain flashed behind his eyes and I remembered the last time I had seen such agony on his face.
“You,” he stammered. “It’s been you…all this time…” His body shuddered, collapsing against me. He weighed far more than I had ever expected.
The sound of pain that ripped from his throat felt like it tore me in two as I struggled to keep him from crumpling to the floor.
“Rhys!” He didn’t respond. I shook at his tense shoulders. “Rhys!” Still nothing. “Millie! Cade! Anyone!”
The sounds of running drummed in the distance, then I heard Millie yell for Julius. Cade appeared at my side, taking Rhys and supporting his trembling weight, freeing me. Rhys didn’t resist. He couldn’t. Cade got him safely to the floor, holding him clear of the furniture that seemed now perilously close.
I backpedaled, slamming into the wall where I then slid down to the floor helplessly. I watched, powerless, as Rhys clutched the base of his skull.
The general came in so suddenly, so quickly, I felt the air move. I tore my eyes away from Rhys to look at him, to plead with him. He was the only one who could do anything.
But I didn’t need to beg. He didn’t look at me once. His attention was immediately, and solely on Rhys. Aurelia swept in and stopped at his side. For a moment her eyes widened, then her whole face relaxed. Placing her hand in the general’s, she wove their fingers together, then squeezed.
Julius spoke over Rhys’s tortured cries. “Rhys, you may remember her. Think of her.”
It was like someone threw a switch. The pain instantly gone from his eyes and the tension released from his body. Cade let go, allowing Rhys to sit up of his own accord. I kept my distance, not sure he would want me to throw myself at him like I wanted to.
Breathing suddenly, Rhys closed his eyes and dug his fingers into the carpet. “You said you would never do that to me again,” he said. I knew he was speaking to Julius.
“I know,” the general said, his voice quiet.
Rhys’s silence spoke volumes of anger.
“But what I did, I did for you. For love of you.” The general spoke clearly, each word precise so he could not be misunderstood. “I did it so when she finally turned up again,” he paused for just a moment, and I felt like all eyes were on me. “She would have something to find.”
I remembered what Millie had told me, about how Rhys had never smiled when she first met him. Desolate, Cade had said. The very definition of the living dead.
A tear rolled down my cheek. The anguish I saw in every inch of Rhys’s body now broke my heart. I knew, instinctively, organically, this was how he had been all those years ago. All I wanted was to put an end to it.
“Get out.” His voice startled me and everyone else. Not angry, but still hard and cold. “Get out. Leave us alone.”
The general was the first to leave, Aurelia at his side. Madge went next, then Cade. Millie’s gaze met mine for a moment, mixed with both happiness and fear. Then she left, closing the door behind her.
Leaving me alone with the man I had unknowingly loved for centuries.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two: Recognition
We stared at each other, saying nothing, for the longest time. His eyes were filled with hints of the pain that had overtaken him only a short time ago, and beside that I saw evidence of older pain, long forgotten and now remembered. But there was something else, something new. He looked at me like he couldn’t believe I existed. I knew how that felt. It was pretty much the way I felt every time I looked at him.
Slowly, cautiously, he moved. He shifted his weight so he faced me more directly. I kept pressed tightly against the wall, not sure what would happen next. I’d known for a few hours the truth of my past lives, but I hadn’t really had time to process it all. But I knew one thing—I wanted to be what he remembered. What he loved.
He stood slowly and I mirrored him, bracing myself with one hand against the wall. He took a step closer and I leaned forward just a breath.
“You look scared.” He was so quiet I wasn’t sure a human would have heard him.
“Yes.” I felt paralyzed. He kept walking towards me, our gazes never wavering. He lifted a hand as though to touch me, but stopped just short of my face, his fingers lingering in the air between us.
“You remember?”
“Just one thing. But Cade and Millie told me what they know.” He was so close, I could taste him on my lips. His scent so strong in both reality and the memory I possessed.
He moved, and this time his fingers brushed my cheek. I closed my eyes and simply felt him trace every line and feature. A second hand joined the first, running lightly over my jaw, eyes, delving briefly into my hairline. A finger ran the length of my nose.
Suddenly I felt fear, a lump the size of a tractor-trailer blocking my throat. “Am I that different?”
“Only physically.” His hands trailed downwards, lingering at my neck and shoulders. “And the obvious fact that you’re American.”
I smiled at his tease. Some of the tension that had threatened to crush my heart evaporated. “Eva was American.”
“It wasn’t the same back then.” He sounded so normal. I opened my eyes.
He was much closer than I had thought, his nose a scant inch from my own. I was so glad I didn’t need to breathe. I wouldn’t have been able to.
“What one thing do you remember?”
“Bryn,” I said. “When you asked her to marry you.”
“I asked you.”
“You asked Bryn.”
“Same thing.”
“Are you sure?” My biggest fear.
“Yes.” Utterly confident. His thumb ran over my lips.
God, just kiss me.
“You look uncertain.” And now he looked concerned. That little line just over his right eye had returned.
“It’s a lot to take in.”
His hand started to slip away from my face. I grabbed it before I could lose his touch completely. His blue eyes flashed between confusion and relief. “You aren’t,” he said, his words shaky as he obviously thought about each one, “frightened?”
“Of what?”
He shook his head. “Everything.”
“Not as long as I get to be with you.” Truth. Every word. Kiss me. Kiss me like I remembered. I maintained a firm grip on his hand.
He pressed closer, pinning me between his body and the wall at my back. “I won’t let that happen to us ever again.”
My whole body ached for him. Maybe it was the memory, intensifying my feelings. Bryn’s life felt undeniably mine, and I knew now that I hadn’t longed for Rhys just in this life, but had craved him in others. “That is very okay with me.” I couldn’t think of anything more eloquent to say.
The hand I held in mine settled against my neck. His other cradled my jaw, fingers weaving into my hair. That one moment dragged out for an eternity, and all I saw was his face. Nothing else mattered.
Then he kissed me. Harder than our other kisses, this one held centuries of longing, love, and relief. I could have kissed him forever. I threw my arms around his neck, holding him there. I pressed my body against his as though we could have become one. My heart drummed in my chest, thumping every time I thought the kiss would end but didn’t.
When Rhys did draw away he did so quickly, pulling back only far enough to look me in the eye again. We didn’t need to breathe, we could have kept kissing. I let one hand slide down to rest on his chest. To my surprise, I felt his heart beat beneath my touch.
Magic.
I leaned down, and pressed my ear to his chest. Rhys stood still, shocked probably, for a moment, then wrapped his arms around me. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“Your heart. I want to hear it. Like I did in the memory, when we were both human.” But there was silence beyond his ribs. He didn’t even breathe.
I heard his chuckle through his chest. “You won’t hear it like that ever again. My heart hasn’t beat in decades.”
“It beat at least once that I can remember,” I said. “And it beat just now.”
“If I could make it beat on command for you I would.” He gently drew me back up so we were face to face again. “Your heart beats quite often.”
“I’m still fresh,” I said, grinning when he smiled. “And it only beats when I’m around you.”
“I noticed.” He pulled away before I had time to really realize what was happening. “We should probably talk.”
“Or not.” Kissing was better. He raised an eyebrow, but he leaned close to me. Still, he didn’t seem too eager to exchange our current position for something else. “What is there to talk about anyway?”
“It seems to me there’s quite a lot to talk about.”
I shrugged, calculating the distance between his lips and mine. Just a short reach. I could make it before he stopped me. “Millie and Cade pretty much filled me in I think.” I bumped my nose lightly against his.
“What did they tell you?”
He wasn’t going to let this go. I guess he had a right to know. After all, it had been kept from him for so long. I kept one hand on the back of his neck, refusing to let him get too far. Especially if I was going to tell him this. I had a feeling the first thing he would do would be to move away from me. I wanted him close. “Just that after Eva died,” I decided killed would be a wrong choice of words at the moment, “you searched and searched for, well, for me, I guess. But you couldn’t find anything. So then you became depressed. Cade said it was like you had died. Millie never saw you smile until after the general did what he did.”
As I suspected, he tried to pull back. I used every ounce of strength I had to keep him where he was. He ducked his head so I couldn’t see his eyes. “I can’t believe he did that. He shouldn’t have. He promised.”
Betrayal dripped from every word. This pain was almost as bad as what he had felt physically. “Rhys.” I took his face in my hands and tried to get him to look at me, but he was still stronger. I settled for caressing every inch of his face I could touch. “Julius didn’t want to break his promise to you. If you hadn’t been so shocked you would have seen that. Millie told me how hard Cade and Aurelia worked to convince him to do what he did. But he did it for you. Would it have been better if he had just let you continue to spiral downward until you killed yourself? Then what would have happened? I’d be here without you.”
That got his attention. He was kissing me again. But in the moment before our lips met I had seen the terrified expression on his face at the notion of leaving me alone. I kissed him back until he was satisfied.
“I’m sorry,” he said finally, resting his forehead against mine. “You’re right.”
“Of course I am. I wasn’t there. I didn’t see what Eva’s death did you—”
“Thank God.”
“But I see you now,” I continued over his interruption. “And I can imagine. I’m glad the general was able to give you some measure of peace.”
Rhys had gone quiet. I waited a bit, to see if he would come out of it on his own. I had no idea what had captured his thoughts. I stroked his hair silently, trying to read him.
I saw the tear only a second before he broke away from me. He reached the other side of the room so fast I didn’t have the reflexes to stop him.
Then I realized what must have cause the sudden change.
Just as I was beginning to remember my past lives, he was now free to remember everything he had been forced to forget.
And the reason for the general’s actions would be foremost in his mind.
Eva’s death.
“Rhys.” I didn’t move, afraid I might scare him off. He leaned against the far wall, both hands curled into white-knuckled fists. It was strange to see him so broken down. He had always been so strong for me through everything. I hoped I could be strong enough for him. “Rhys, look at me, please.”
A dent formed under the force of his one fist pressed into the wall above his head. It clearly took great effort for him to open his eyes and turn his head towards me. The grief in his blue eyes nearly killed me.
As quick as I could, I moved to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and burying my face in his chest. “I’m sorry you have to remember all that,” I said.
He didn’t hold me right away. Instead I felt the trembling in his body as he tried to relax. “I’ll be sorry when you have to remember it.” His voice was strained.
It did scare me, the knowledge that eventually I would remember Eva’s horrible death—her murder. But I couldn’t think about that now. I needed to get Rhys functional again. I needed to make him see that everything was all right, as it should be.
“I can remember it as long as I don’t confuse the past with the present.” I lifted my head so I could see his face. “I’m alive now. We both are. And this time I’m immortal. Everything’s fine this time.”
Finally his arms settled around my waist. “Yes.” He took a deep breath and when he exhaled most of the tension went with the unnecessary air. “You’re alive.”
“Don’t forget it.”
“I won’t.” He set his head against mine.
I breathed in the scent of him, reminding myself that this was real. I thought back to the single memory I possessed and compared it to this moment. Everything so hopeful, so perfect. I had to ensure that things worked out the way they should have this time. Bryn had wanted her life with Rhys, I could give it to her. I could have it for myself.
“So what happens now?” I asked, half afraid of the answer. I couldn’t quite think of Bryn as me, but I didn’t like the idea of sharing Rhys with two other versions of myself, either.
“I don’t know.” His voice still held a hint of the pains he’d suffered in the recent past. “I suppose you must have questions. We should talk.”
Talking again. Meh. I didn’t want to talk. Talking could lead to scary places. Places where I didn’t measure up to the women of my past lives. This is exactly why the general and all the others had waited before revealing this truth to us. “Are you sure about this? I mean, Millie said one of the reasons they didn’t tell us was because they wanted us to have the chance to create something without the influence of the past. Now that you remember…do you still like me?”
His laughter filled my room, and my heart fluttered briefly. My throat closed up at the same time, just in case he wasn’t laughing at something I would find funny. “Kassandra, what would make you think that I didn’t really like you?”
“Well, nothing. You made it quite clear that you liked me.” All those stolen moments. “It’s just, well, Bryn and Eva aren’t me.”
“You said you only remember one thing.”
“I do, but—”
“Then you don’t know them yet. Trust me, you are quite obviously the same person.”
I pulled my head away from his so I could better see his face. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“What do you mean, how?”
“How are we the same? Are we even the same age?”
He leaned back against the wall, furrowing his brow and pulling me forward to rest against him. “What does age have to do with it?”
“It was simply a starting point.”
“Bryn was seventeen, Eva was nineteen.”
“You’re a fiend, robbing the cradle like that.”
“It’s only an issue now, not back then.”
Ha ha. I was right smack-dab in the middle of them both. He couldn’t make any cracks about my age. Besides, I would have been happy to age a few more years to catch up to him. Though, just for the entertainment value. “And how old are you again?”
Not a twitch in his expression. He knew I was up to something. “I was twenty when Julius changed me.”
“Cradle robber.”
He rolled his eyes. “You’re so dramatic.”
“American,” I defended myself with his usual quip. “So how else are we the same?”
He took a deep breath and was quiet for a moment. I could see him thinking, and I could see the frustration grow in each line on his forehead.
“Is it hard to remember?” It occurred to me that maybe his memories weren’t so instantly recovered.
“In some ways.” He smiled at me, but it didn’t hide the pain that he carried once again. “But as for recalling the memories, it’s more like…digging through an old box of belongings. I’m not sure what to look for, so I’m not sure what I’ll find.”
“You don’t have to think about them if you don’t want to.” I didn’t want him to have to experience so much pain all in one day.
“There’s no getting around it now.”
“Why don’t we sit down then? Or would you rather stand all night?” I pulled back and grabbed his hands, tugging him away from the wall and towards my bed.
“I’m the cradle robber, and yet you’re the one dragging me to your bed.”
“Shut up. We’re just talking.” I gave him a light shove. “Lay down.”
“You’re just as bossy as they were,” he said, doing as I had commanded.
I crawled into bed next to him, arranging the pillows so we could lie face to face, then threw his arm over my waist. “I’m not bossy,” I said. “Now get talking.”
The hand I had put over my waist lifted and played with my hair instead. I quickly tried to remember the last time I had washed it. Crap. Last night. Oh well, it wouldn’t be untouchable until tomorrow morning. Maybe I could hold out.
“Bryn was quieter, sweet, but the times were different and we were just simple farmers. There weren’t as many demands on us socially. But I could always detect that part of her that wanted to come out, the part that wanted to be more outspoken, less polite. I only saw her lose her temper once.”
“She would have really liked pink, wouldn’t she?”
“It wouldn’t have matched her complexion.”
“You’re scaring me now.”
“I apologize for having some knowledge of fashion. After you’ve lived with Madge for over a century, always listening to the dos and don’ts of the current times, you’ll understand.”
“Fine. So what about Eva?” I asked about her cautiously. The memories of her were bound to be the most dangerous territory.
Rhys twirled my hair around one finger, watching, then looked back at me. “Eva was what Bryn wished she could have been, though I think Eva went further than Bryn would have in her own life. Everyone knew Eva’s opinion on everything. She always maintained politeness though, mostly. I never saw Eva lose her temper. She was far too well practiced in social conventions. She knew how to play the game.”
“And even with all that, you’re sure you still like crass little me?” I couldn’t begin to understand why. I doubted a modern American woman could compare to one of those old fashioned, refined beauties.
“You’re not crass.”
“Still. I’m not sophisticated or anything like that.”
“I’d have to argue with you there.”
“They were women in their own right. I’m still a child.”
“Again, I’d argue against that. Are you trying to find fault with yourself?”
“I just want to be sure that you’re sure.”
“I chose you without remembering Bryn or Eva.”
“Even subconsciously?”
“We have no way of knowing that.”
“I guess so.” I played with his tee-shirt, tracing nonsensical patterns onto it with a finger.
“And what about you? What interest could you possibly have in an old, damaged vampire?”
My finger froze in place and I looked at him. “Are you kidding me?”
His face was clear of any sign of amusement or teasing. “No.”
I let out a severe sigh and held up a hand, ticking points off on my fingers as I spoke. “Smart, strong, saves my butt, helps me with my math, kind, handsome, and,” I paused for dramatic effect, holding my index finger up in front of his nose, “vampire. Duh. Who doesn’t want to fall in love with a sexy vampire?”
“You didn’t.”
I screwed my face up, remembering how I detested his kind—our kind—only a short time ago. “Okay, well, things change. But, had I been a character in a book or a movie I would have. That’s always the way things go in those, you know. All the girls fall for the vampire.”
“Point taken,” he said. “So I’m sexy, am I?”
“Have you never looked in a mirror? Because I know that whole no reflection thing is a myth, I look in one every morning.”
“I don’t often stand in front of one contemplating my own sexiness, no.”
“Well, that’s good. You’d be stuck there for a long time.”
“Doubtful.”
“I’ll do it for you.” Already did, every night as I fell asleep.
“I’d rather contemplate you.”
“Won’t give you much to think about I’m afraid.”
“Again, I disagree.”
“I’m sure Eva’s dresses were far more interesting and glamorous than my jeans.”
“I’m not concerned with clothes. Fashion changes constantly.”
“In that memory I have, you said Bryn was the prettiest thing in the country.”
“Doesn’t every man think that of the woman he loves?”
“So she wasn’t?”
“She was to me. And now you are.”
“I’m tempted to call you fickle.”
“Hardly.” He was silent a moment. Watching me. “I must admit, of your three lives, I’m glad this is the one that will remain permanent.”
Now there was a surprise. “Why?”
“Because I think the times have done us both some good. And you are almost a perfect combination of both Bryn and Eva’s strengths.”
I made a show of gasping in shock. “But I’m American! Cocky and obstinate and self-assured!”
“Not always bad traits.”
I laughed a little, then thought about what he had said. “It’s going to take some getting used to, the idea of once being two other people.”
“More than just two.”
“Oh yeah, France. Three.”
“More than three.”
I settled down on my pillow, tucking a hand under my face. “And why would you know this? Isn’t it up to me to remember my past lives?”
“Yes, but I can remember my own past lives.”
“I thought only some people could do that.”
“Only a few vampires can sense past lives in other people, fewer still can see them. I can’t do that, but I remember my own lives.”
“And so what? We were together before we were Bryn and Rhys?”
“Yes.”
And for some reason, that made most of my doubt fade away. “Who were we?”
Amusement played over his features. “You can remember that on your own. You don’t want me to tell you everything, do you?”
“Maybe. Then when I do remember, I’ll know immediately what you remember wrong.”
“I don’t remember anything wrong.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and snuggled into his chest. It sounded strange, even to me, but I could feel the parts of Bryn I had begun to remember jump with elation.
“Rhys O’Shea,” I said, “I plan to love you for a very long time.” A simple memory test.
“For as long as I live, you will be the only one to possess my heart, Kassandra.” He said my name without pause.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three: Adrift
I was on cloud nine.
Someone get a rope and reel me in. On second thought, don’t. I no longer had any interest in anything that didn’t exist in my blissful, floating world. Go away and leave me alone.
Alone with Rhys.
School was out. Done. Finished. Ta-da. I’d passed high school. I was free as a bird and nothing could stop me. Graduation would be held in two days’ time—on a Wednesday of all days to choose—and Sara had already called me about twenty-thousand times to ask me what I planned on wearing, since my wardrobe was mostly things I’d already been seen in, and when I wanted to go shopping for the purposes of securing the perfect ensemble for the huge graduation party Kelly Peterson was throwing at her parents’ over-sized house.
This was phone call twenty-thousand and one.
“Come on, Kassandra. I haven’t seen you since finals! What could you possibly be doing cooped up in that house by yourself all day long?”
I glanced at Rhys sitting behind me and tapped the back of the phone with a finger in irritation. “You’d be surprised,” I told her, completely deadpan.
“Well, you’ve had all weekend to do whatever secret activities you seem to enjoy more than hanging out with me. I already sent Jude away with the guys for the day, so get dressed and meet me outside in an hour. I’ll drive.”
“Obviously.” She always drove. I couldn’t. Yet she always declared that she would shoulder the task as though my turn as chauffeur had come up on our previous outing.
“One hour.” She hung up.
I listened to the dial tone for a good solid minute, cursing it instead of my best friend.
“You’re holding the phone too tightly.” His voice was like soft silk against my agitation.
I heard the plastic of the phone crack before I managed to loosen my grip. I set the phone back in its cradle with dramatic delicacy, then slumped over onto my bed with an even more dramatic sigh, burying my face in the comforter. “I’m being forced to go shopping.”
“You like shopping,” Rhys said, sitting at the head of my bed, playing with the sixpence. We’d spent the weekend playing Twenty Questions, so our repertoire of useless information about one another had grown significantly. It kept his mind busy and reduced the number of times his newly recovered memory tortured him with unwanted images.
I rolled onto my back and tilted my head so I could see him upside-down. “I like spending time with you more.”
“I’m flattered, but you shouldn’t ignore your friends. They won’t be around forever. I, however, will be.”
I suddenly felt really bad about blowing Sara off so much lately. “Well, I like that last part, but not the other part.”
He set the coin down on my bedside table. “You hadn’t really thought about it, had you?”
Thought about my best friend getting old and dying while I stayed young forever? Nope. Hadn’t been at the top of my list of favorite things to ponder throughout the day. Now it was. Thanks.
He must have seen the answer in my face. “It’s hard, watching everyone you know change, get old, die. But once those you knew in your human life are gone, it gets a bit easier.”
“Not making me feel better.” I sat up. I knew he meant well, but I couldn’t help but remember what I’d been told about the end of his human life. Once Bryn had died, he’d left everything else behind, including his family. He hadn’t hung around to spend time with old friends. “You’re right though, I should go play with Sara.”
I heard him slide across the bed, then felt him press up against my back. His arms snaked around my waist. “Yes, go play with Sara. I’ll survive in the meantime.”
I had a feeling he hadn’t meant his words the way I had taken them. I hadn’t left him since that night when he’d remembered everything. Even when I was with him the harder memories didn’t stay away completely. Now I had to leave him alone…
I tilted my head and leaned back into him. “You’re not exactly making me eager to leave.”
“Apologies. Should I go?”
“No.” I grabbed hold of his arms and kept them trapped around me. “She gave me an hour, we have some time.”
“Most likely that hour is so you can put yourself together.”
I plucked at my pajama pants. “You mean I can’t go out like this?”
“I wouldn’t recommend it. It’s going to rain.”
I looked out the window and frowned at the dark clouds that hung over town. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about the sun causing any problems. If I was going to be alone with Sara, I didn’t need to worry about the possibility of my thirst getting out of control. Finding Warren before I left would probably be a good idea, too.
Wait. Alone with Sara? I hadn’t been allowed to go anywhere alone since all this nonsense with Malachi had started. I flipped around in Rhys’s arms. “Do I get to go out by myself?”
“The same thing just occurred to me,” he said, leaning back on both arms. “It is a bit of a problem.”
“Sara would think it really weird if you followed us around though.”
“I’ll ask Millie to follow you, out of sight. Julius wanted to speak to me anyway, since you’ve been monopolizing my attention.”
“I didn’t hear you complaining.”
“There are no complaints to be had.”
“Will you make Millie promise to stay out of sight?”
“Yes.”
“Okay then. It’s a deal.” I gave him a quick kiss then jumped off the bed. “I guess I’ll take a shower, too. Sara would probably like it if I took the time to do something with my hair.”
“I’ll make all the necessary arrangements.” He stood. I thought he would head for the door, but he grabbed me and kissed me again instead.
No complaints. I pressed my lips against his and forced the kiss to last just one moment longer than he had intended.
“If I see Warren, I’ll send him up.”
“Okay.”
He left. As the door closed I felt a case of the jitters start down at my toes. I hoped he would be okay without constant distractions from his thoughts. I would have to trust that the rest of the family would have enough sense to keep an eye out.
 
 
It had been a long time since I’d laughed so hard and for so long. I hadn’t realized that until I was doubled over in hysterics, clutching the wall to keep from falling to the ground when Sara stepped out of the dressing room in a bright pink, tulle covered, knee-length monstrosity of a dress. To top it all off, an enormous blue flower had been pinned at the left shoulder.
“Shut up,” she told me, planting her hands on her hips. “Is it that bad?”
I gasped, unable to speak. All I could do was continue laughing.
“Some best friend you are.” She stepped in front of the ring of mirrors placed outside all the rooms. A few twists and turns let her see everything. “I ask for an honest opinion and this is what I get.”
I pulled myself together, somewhat, and sat on the nearest bench. “This is my honest opinion. You look ridiculous. But you’d certainly make a statement if that’s what you’re going for.”
“Maybe it is a bit too much.”
“Plus it clashes with the purple in your hair.”
“Well, that can be changed easily enough.”
“Sara, if you want to wear something no one’s ever seen you in before why don’t you just try anything not black, blue, red, or purple?”
She glared at me over her shoulder. “Those aren’t the only colors I wear. My favorite shirt is yellow.”
“And it’s the only piece of yellow you own.”
“You’re one to talk.”
“Hey, I have all sorts of colors in my closet.”
“All tee-shirts.”
“Just go take that thing off already. You’re hurting my eyes.”
“Fine, fine.” She trudged back into the dressing room, the tulle of the dress shifting and scraping against everything.
I laughed once more as soon as the door closed, then chased away the image of my friend being eaten by a pink monster and leaned back against the wall. I pulled my shopping bags closer with my feet. My shopping was finished. I’d bought a few pairs of jeans and an assortment of new tee-shirts, long-sleeved and short. I figured if I was done growing I might as well buy what I liked. Clothes were only going to wear out now, not get too small. For the party, I’d found a sapphire blue dress with cap sleeves. The neckline was round, but on the low side, and the skirt flared out around my knees when I twirled. I figured it was simple enough to survive more than one time period, and it would certainly stand up to the standards of all the kids at the party.
Mostly, though, I hoped Rhys liked it.
After another hour of trying on odd dresses, Sara settled on something simpler. Spaghetti-strapped and overlaid with pieces of black lace it screamed Sara. And it was purple to match her hair.
“Do you think Jude will like it?” she asked over her lunch of eel sushi. Don’t knock it. It’s delicious. If only I could have eaten it.
I sipped my bland water, and flicked away another French fry with vampire skills to give the illusion that I had eaten something. “Jude likes anything you wear. You could put on a paper bag and he’d still think you were the only girl in the room.”
She beamed. Amazing, even after all this time she still got all school-girlish over him. “I guess so.” She took another bite, then her demeanor changed. “I’m really going to miss him next year, when we go off to college.”
“I don’t think you have to worry about Jude looking at other girls,” I said, knowing where this was going. “He loves you.”
“I know. That’s why I decided it’s time.”
“Time for what?”
She just looked at me.
“Oh! Oh, God! Sara!”
“What?” Completely ignorant of what could possibly be wrong.
“Too much information.”
“Oh, come on! You’re my best friend. Who else am I supposed to tell?”
“Jude. That’s between you and Jude.”
“Well, yes, that is. But you’re shopping with me now, and I want to go there.” She pointed across the food court to the ad for the brand name lingerie store that sat on the other side of the mall.
“Oh, God.”
“Please?” She dragged the word out, smiling sweetly to top it off.
“No.”
“Come on!”
“I don’t want to shop with you for that!”
“It’ll be fun!”
“No, it won’t!”
I lost the fight.
Twenty minutes later I stood in the middle of a room full of bras, underwear and indecent nightgowns while Sara ran from end to end collecting things she thought were interesting.
I tried to stop it, but my mind wandered. One particular white lace set stared at me from a hanger and I couldn’t help myself.
What would Rhys think?
I stepped on my own foot. Hard. Limping a bit, I went to the safer end of the store. The part where they kept bubble bath and hand lotion. I wasn’t ready to start thinking about that part of my relationship with Rhys, and I didn’t think he was either. We both had some things to come to grips with first. I figured it would be mature of me not to think about going further with Rhys until I was at peace with my past lives.
Thinking of it as the mature thing to do made it easier to stick to. Otherwise my teenage hormones might have gotten the upper hand.
The whole thing did make me wonder though…
Sara made her selection quickly, thank God, and we got out of there in a more timely fashion than I had anticipated. I hadn’t caught Millie’s scent in a while. She’d done of good job of giving me some semblance of privacy.
Sara and I did a bit more superfluous shopping—shoes, hats, scarves—then headed home. We’d made it the whole way with nothing more than simple banter, but when she pulled onto my street she changed the subject out of the blue.
“So are you bringing anyone to the party?”
“Who would I bring?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that gorgeous bodyguard of yours. Where is he anyway?”
“He has the day off,” I said, not intending it to come out as snippy as it did. “And why would you think I’d bring him to the party?”
“Other than because he’s hot?”
“Nice, Sara.”
“Because you like him.”
“How do you figure that?” I’d never done anything to imply that, and I had certainly never said anything.
“I can tell. Everyone can tell.”
Great. She pulled into my driveway. “I’m getting out now,” I said in a sing-songy voice, reaching for the handle.
“I know I’m right now,” she sang back to me.
I grabbed my bags from the back seat. “Aren’t you special?” I kept up with the singing. “Goodbye now.”
“See you later.” Still singing, and smiling evilly.
I shut the door and waved her off. I could see her snickering to herself as she drove away. Millie appeared at my side almost instantly.
“Well, you had a nice day,” she said.
“How do you do that? When do I get to do that appearing out of thin air thing?”
“When you’re older.” She patted me on the head like a child. I swatted her hand away. “I see you’ve been found out.”
I sighed. “I should have known better than try to keep it from her.”
Millie shrugged and I heard the sound of shopping bags rubbing together in her hands. “Friends are like that. What will it hurt for her to know?”
“Nothing, I guess. What did you buy?”
“Clothes. Same as you. And Sara.” She winked.
“Oh God.” I turned and headed towards the house. I’d had enough.
Millie followed me, laughing the whole way.
We had barely gotten through the front door when Madge intercepted us, her expression drawn in a way I had never seen before. Millie immediately dropped her bags. “What’s wrong?”
Madge’s gaze flicked back and forth between Millie and me. “You’ll have to see it for yourself. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Her eyes settled on me. “Rhys needs you. In the study.”
I was down the hall and at the study door before the contents of my shopping bags could spill out across the front hall floor. Everyone was there. The general and Aurelia and Cade, Cordoba and his two lackeys at his side. The table that so often held all the business of the day stood like some sort of portent of bad omens—and caused my neck to prickle. A single box sat open on its dark and polished surface.
Rhys sat in a chair against the far wall, paler than I had ever seen him, his knuckles white and tense against the arms of the chair. I didn’t need any special ability to tell me something was wrong. I ran to him, placing myself between him and table, blocking his view. Almost afraid to touch him, my hand hovered just shy of his cheek. “Rhys?”
He blinked a few times, then looked at me as though he hadn’t seen me before, or as if he didn’t know me. Panic surged through my veins. I searched my memory for anything that had gone wrong, for something that would make the general retract his release of Rhys’s mind. Aside from the common bouts of grief that came with remembering a painful past, Rhys had been happy. I hadn’t done anything worthy of being erased again. Had I?
Then he took my hand, grabbing it in a flash so quick I missed it until his fingers were curled painfully around mine. I breathed again.
“Please, don’t look,” he said.
“Don’t look at what?”
“The box.”
I couldn’t help it. I turned and looked at the wooden box that looked just like all the others that had sat on that table. I knew what the others had held. What made this one any different?
The others hadn’t done this to Rhys. That cold feeling on my neck grew.
Aurelia stepped away from the general’s side, her hand trailing along the edge of the table. “She should see. She should know.”
“Please, Aurelia. Don’t.” Rhys’s voice was all desperation.
Aurelia didn’t seem moved. “Come here, Kassandra.”
Squeezing Rhys’s hand, I pried his fingers loose, and did as asked. The box had been left open, I could see inside the moment I stepped up to the table. Nestled in a bed of cedar chips was a plain, white bone. Human, that I could tell, maybe from an arm. Sophomore year biology. Yeah. I hadn’t done very well on that test.
“It’s not vampire,” I said, hoping that was what Aurelia had wanted of me, that I had passed her test.
No such luck.
“Yes. It is human. Touch it.”
“No thanks.”
The expression on her face told me that she hadn’t really been asking. Oops. With a deep breath, and repressing the urge to look back at Rhys, I reached towards the bone.
It felt cold, as though made of ice. My vision blacked for a moment and I felt like I was falling though a deep, never-ending cavern.
Rhys’s arms were wrapped around me, holding me up, when my vision returned.
“Are you all right?” he asked, doing a poor job of masking his anxiety.
I read the binding of a few books on the walls, confirming my vision had returned, then nodded. “I think so.” I found my feet and stood on my own, though Rhys did not let go, and I made no attempt to make him. I looked at Aurelia. “It’s cold, and I felt like it was trying to drag me—somewhere. What is it?”
Cade grumbled from his place in the corner. “You shouldn’t have made her do that. It is unnatural to touch a previous body.”
“A what?” I looked at each of them in turn. Cade didn’t look away, Millie’s eyes were trained on the box, and Madge had averted her gaze to the legs of her chair. Cordoba watched me like I was a lab rat in the middle of a maze. Aurelia and the general remained expectantly silent. “Am I supposed to know who that is? Is it—me?”
“Touch it again,” Aurelia said. “Be prepared this time.”
Cade pushed away from the wall he leaned against. “She may not see anything. You can see it, I can see it, but we are disconnected. Touching it a second time—”
“Will tell us whether or not she was simply not prepared, or if she truly cannot see.” Aurelia’s patience with Cade had thinned and it showed in her tone.
“It’s okay, Cade. Thanks anyway.” Reaching towards the box meant putting the scarcest space between Rhys and myself. It felt like a universe’s worth. I held my breath just before my fingers brushed the smooth surface of bone.
Pain lanced up my arm, across my back, down my face and through my chest. I heard screams, cries, and laughter.
Reality returned with me, once again, held up by nothing more than Rhys’s arms. This time, his hand was locked around my wrist. He had pulled my hand away from the bone. I didn’t know what had happened when I touched it, didn’t know what I had done, what he had seen, but I knew the pain and the screams. I knew without a doubt.
I sank against Rhys’s body and stared at Aurelia. “Eva. That’s Eva’s bone.”
Rhys’s entire body tensed.
“Yes,” Aurelia said.
“Where did it come from?”
“It arrived just as the others did.”
“Someone saved her bones?”
“At least one.”
“Why?” Rhys trembled now. I think I held him up more than he held me.
Cade answered me this time. “They are making a point, showing us what they have done in the past. Reminding us. They may even be hoping to disorient Rhys. The VFO would want to protect Malachi. If they can prevent us from going to the council, then they can buy him more time.”
“Which is why we will not change our plans. We leave tonight,” the general said, watching Rhys over my shoulder. “This is not the only box to arrive this week.” His expression hardened. I wouldn’t have wanted to face him in battle all those centuries ago. “At least one to every member of the council who associates him or herself with the Alliance. We suspect war is on the menu in a very real sense. That, too, will have to be discussed at the council. The results may not be favorable.”
“You mean since some of the council sympathizes with the Freedom Organization,” Millie said from her seat by the window.
“Yes.” The general picked up a glass of blood from the bar at the side of the room and swirled the contents. “It also means the council may well become divided before we get the order we desire.”
Aurelia looked like a Greek statue where she leaned against the wall, the light from the window beside her illuminating the lines of her face. “If that happens, then the word of the other members of the council will no longer hold weight and we will not need their permission to do what must be done.”
Cordoba finished the blood in his own glass, his grip on the delicate stem tight. “Decisions of this sort have always been put to a vote of the complete council.”
“Times are apparently changing,” Aurelia said. “We cannot count on certain members to see things our way. But we cannot leave ourselves and the entire community vulnerable to exposure or possibly worse.”
Madge staggered out of her seat beside her sister, grabbing the arm of the chair to steady herself once on her feet. “You mean, you will order Malachi’s death whether or not the council sanctions it?”
The general shook his head. “No one is saying that, sweetling. If those of us who remain loyal to the cause vote against the death order, then it shall not happen. But either way, I will not leave my family in danger.”
Madge fell back to her seat, her eyes wide in disbelief. Millie reached over and tried to take her hand, but she didn’t allow it.
What was with her? I wished now I had pried more when Millie had wanted to talk to me about her sister’s problems. Maybe then this would make sense.
I caught a slight movement on the other side of the room and saw Viviane shift her eyes to look at Isaac. He didn’t look back, but shrugged one massive shoulder. They made me nervous. Day and Night, side by side. It wasn’t quite natural. There should be only one or the other. Light couldn’t exist in the darkness and darkness could not live in the light. Yet Cordoba had created both for himself. I rubbed at the back of my neck.
Cordoba had watched the exchange between his initiates, but I couldn’t read his scarred face. Clearing his throat, he set his glass aside. “Well, then, Julius. Shall we prepare to leave?”
The general nodded. “I have already made arrangements. We must be gone by nightfall.”
“Good. Come then, Viviane, Isaac.” He swept out of the room and they followed in silence.
Allies or not, I couldn’t make myself like them. They reminded me of the scary vampires I’d always seen in the movies. Even the general didn’t frighten me the way they did. I had no doubt that Viviane, and probably Isaac, too, spent much of their nights hunting unsuspecting humans.
Why was that different from knowing Madge, Cade and even Aurelia hunted instead of keeping a feeder? I wasn’t sure, but it probably had to do with trust.
Rhys’s voice startled me when he spoke right against my ear. “So who’s going? You wouldn’t have called us here like this if you didn’t have some plan that involved the rest of us.”
“You know me too well.” The general moved to the head of the room, in sight of everyone, and clasped his hands behind his back. It was time for orders. I’d seen my father do the same thing hundreds of times. “It is obvious Aurelia and I must go. Rhys, you will come with us.”
I felt him stiffen against my back. I turned so I could see his face.
“What? Why?”
“Because you were present at both incidents and have been wronged personally by Malachi and his clan. We will need your testimony. Besides that, you know the council, and you know the effect you have on them.”
Rhys frowned. Every inch of his face drew down. I’d never seen him so distasteful of anything. “I have no interest in them.”
“They have interest in you. You will come.”
“Then Kassandra comes, too.”
“She cannot. She has graduation to attend, and she will be a distraction to Osgar, you know this. We cannot bring her, it will put her in danger.”
Rhys didn’t release my hand as he stepped forward. I was forced to follow. “And she won’t be in danger being left here with us gone? Someone just sent me Eva’s bone!”
“That is why Cade will stay behind. He is more than old enough to deal with Malachi should he show his face, which I doubt he will. Millie and Madge will stay, and Bartolome has agreed to leave Isaac as well. With his scent around Malachi will not try anything. Kassandra will be safe.”
I felt the hairs on the back of my neck twitch. Over what, I had no idea. I glanced at Rhys. He stared down the general, almost as though he could change his mind through sheer will. He couldn’t. It was the other way around.
The general just sighed, his expression the softest I had ever seen it. Yet his urgency to make Rhys comply was clear in his eyes. “Rhys, she will be safe. I need you with me.”
I heard Rhys’s teeth grinding together. “How long will we be gone?” he asked.
“You know how these things are. We must leave now.”
Rhys looked nothing less than distressed at the idea of being away for so long. Honestly, I wasn’t too keen on the notion either. I had one memory from my life as Bryn and I wanted more. Now that I had a taste of the past, I felt the full weight of everything we had missed together. I didn’t want to miss another minute. But by the expression growing on the general’s face, Rhys’s presence at this meeting was crucial. He would order Rhys away if he had to. I wouldn’t let it get that far. Rhys had to go.
Even if I did have one of those intuitive feelings creeping up on me. Something was about to go very wrong in this house. But the farther away Rhys was the better.
I touched his cheek, hoping the physical signs of my premonition weren’t showing. “It’s okay,” I said. “Go ahead. You need to go and I’ll be here when you get back.”
He stared at me for a long moment, and I could see the war raging behind in his beautiful blue eyes. Then he kissed me, long and deep. The same way he had kissed Bryn in that ancient memory I possessed. I traced the points of his fangs with my tongue and felt my own respond in kind. I wanted to kick the rest of them out of the room and spend whatever time remained kissing more than just Rhys’s lips, but that was about as unlikely as my becoming human again.
Just when I thought he might never stop kissing me, he traced the line of my jaw with his lips, then whispered against my ear, low enough so no one else would hear. “What is it? What do you know?”
I closed my eyes. He knew. I hadn’t been sure he had even believed me the first time. “It’s nothing,” I answered, just as quietly. “Probably just that bone.” God, I hoped he wouldn’t know I was lying.
“I don’t like it,” he said, lips pressed just beneath my jaw.
“I know.” I took his face in my hands and gently guided him back where I could see him. “Go. I’ll see you soon. The general needs you now.”
A tense nod was my only answer. We had been apart so rarely since my turning. It broke my heart to have to send him away. Had I known this would happen, I would have forgone shopping with Sara.
The general cleared his throat impatiently. “Rhys, you know I don’t like to be late.”
His lips pulled away from mine and I felt my breath go with him. “I know,” he said, still looking at me, though he spoke to the general. “I’m ready now.”
Such an unconvincing lie.
I wanted to kiss him once more, but knew if I did it would be that much harder to stop. Instead I settled for running my fingers over his lips before taking a single step back. The small distance between us felt like a deep cavern.
My feeling of dread hadn’t faded.
Cade moved to my side. “I won’t let her out of my sight.” A promise. Great. I hoped Rhys felt better now. Quality time with Cade meant more vampire-sized bruises for me.
Millie hopped up from her chair, smiling brightly. “You worry too much, Rhys. You’ll get wrinkles.”
Her playful banter didn’t help. Rhys’s gaze hadn’t moved from my face. I spared a quick glance at the general. He looked sympathetic now, with Rhys’s back to him. I understood. The political side of him needed Rhys to come along without argument. The part of him that saw Rhys as a son hated taking him away after everything that had happened over the past few days.
I straightened up and grabbed Rhys’s hand. “Come on. I’ll help you pack.” I pulled him towards the door and peeked over his shoulder at the general again. “What time do you need to leave?” I kept my voice as cheery as possible. Keep positive and everything would be fine.
“On the hour.”
I looked at the clock over on the far wall. Crap. Fifteen minutes. Oh well, we were probably better off. Any more time and we might distract ourselves. Lose ourselves.
I nodded and dragged Rhys out of the study. He caught me up in his arms immediately.
“Rhys,” I said against his throat where he held me so tightly. “You don’t have time right now. Let’s get you packed, you’ll go to the council meeting, and then you’ll be back.”
“I don’t like the thought of leaving you.”
I took his face in my hands. “We’ve been apart before. It’s just for a few days. And just think, when you get back, I’ll be a high school graduate.” I grinned. Yeah, definitely not bringing him to the party now. Dammit.
I watched the mental war wage across his face. Finally, he gave in. “You’re right.”
I smiled at him, refusing to mention the bone in the other room again, even if just to assure him that I was alive and well, not dead and cold. I wanted his mind on other things. “Of course I am. Now let’s go before we get in trouble.”
Trouble. I pondered the word as I led Rhys up to the third floor room that had become his personal haven. Rhys would be in trouble if he didn’t go with the general. I would be in trouble if I did go, though I had no idea what they meant when they said I would be a distraction. I didn’t think I wanted to know.
But was I trouble-free by staying home?
My intuition said no.
My only consolation was the knowledge that Rhys would be away from it all. And I’d be damned if I let anything keep him here.
Fifteen minutes later I watched the general’s big black car pull out of the driveway. My stupid little premonition flared when the car fell out of sight. I hoped the reaction was simply to being without Rhys. Maybe that’s all it was. Maybe I had overreacted. My soul simply didn’t want to get too far from him again. But I didn’t think so.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four: Commencement
After the first sleepless night, my feeling of dread dissipated. I chalked it up to not wanting to be so far from Rhys. I managed to sleep the second night and my dreams were nothing but fragmented memories of him and Bryn at all different ages. None of the dreams made much sense. They flip-flopped from when we were young, to the days right before the proposal and back again. I didn’t get anything out of them other than heartache. I missed him terribly. I wished and prayed for a dream that would give me something significant, something meaningful, but came up empty handed. Millie chastised me when I started napping just for the excuse to possibly remember something.
“You can’t sleep your life away.”
“Not alive, so a moot point.”
“You know what I mean. Besides, memories come while you’re awake, too. Sleeping isn’t going to make any difference.”
I stopped trying to nap. I practiced with the sixpence instead.
Still nothing.
Graduation practice had at least given me a decent distraction. Too bad it was as boring as hell. No, I take that back. Hell, while unpleasant, was probably anything but boring. But it, like everything else, ended and left me stranded in that listless ocean of nothingness. I hung out with Sara and Jude, but felt distracted. Besides, it’s hard to grab a coffee when you can’t drink it. My only reprieve was the man-eating shark, otherwise known as Cade, who made a point of attacking me almost hourly. My reflexes were better, but I still couldn’t really hold my own.
Isaac watched us early Wednesday morning while Cade kicked my butt one last time before I had to get ready for graduation. I dodged Cade’s grab, but ended up moving right into the path of one of his powerful kicks. I clutched my abused ribs.
“Jeeze, I do have somewhere to be today, you know.”
“You can’t just avoid one thing and hope for the best. Any reasonably good fighter will feint in order to get you to do what you just did.”
I stood straight and heard my back crack. “Fine. I get it. I need to go get dressed now.”
Cade nodded his consent.
I trudged back towards the house. Isaac leaned against the brick, just by the door. Not making some sort of eye contact would have been rude of me. I gave him the most polite smile I could manage. He creeped me out. All dark, silent, and lurky.
“When in doubt, a finger to the eye will slow an enemy down,” he said, almost shocking me into running face first into the glass door. His voice was as smooth and deep as the color of his skin. “Even vampires rely on their sight.”
His dark eyes suddenly seemed less threatening. I’d never heard him speak before. Not once. I collected myself and grabbed the door handle. “Uh, okay. Thanks.” I went inside.
He was still creepy, but a small part of my brain had decided to like him. Great.
Everyone went to graduation with me. Everyone. I don’t know who had reserved enough seats for the six of them. It sure hadn’t been me. Isaac sat at the end of the row, Cade next to him, then Madge, Millie and Brody and finally Warren. Gianna and Olivia had gotten to go to the council meeting. Millie grinned and waved at me like some idiotic proud parent when we paraded by. Brody joined in, only he hooted and hollered at the same time. Fabulous.
I tried to disappear by sinking further down into my folding chair on the football field. Sara poked me from her seat next to me. Our names were right next to each other in the alphabet, Thomas and Tigree, it was how we had met in the first place. Now it was a life-saver. Had she not been next to me, I would have been stuck next to Robert Sylus all by myself. Blech. I could never be sure if he hated me, or if he had a misplaced crush.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Just some overzealous supporters.”
She looked over her shoulder, clearly searching for them. I knew she wouldn’t have any trouble finding them. They were the most hodge-podge group in the crowd. “Hmm. Where’s Rhys?”
“Away on business.”
“Aw, man. That sucks. So I guess you’re not bringing him to the party after all.”
“Guess not.” Our valedictorian, Tammy Amante, had finally stopped talking. I hadn’t listened to a word. They started to call names. Sara and I had a while.
“So are you dating or not?”
Dating. No, we weren’t dating. We were remembering our multiple past lives together and working on creating a better one now. Dates? No. No, dates. “Yeah, we’re dating.” The simplest explanation, even if it was more or less a lie. Sara wouldn’t have understood any other explanation.
“In that case, I can’t believe he’s missing your graduation.”
“Trust me, he would rather be here.”
“We should go on a double date. I want to get to know him better.”
“Sure.” I could see it now—Sara and Jude trying to make small talk with a five hundred year old vampire. Ha. Favorite band? They’d expect something modern, right off the radio. What they’d get was a list of both popular and little known groups from a smattering of decades. Rhys just couldn’t choose a favorite. They were all so different. But he didn’t like anything currently in fashion. I had tried to show him the light, but to no avail.
My brain clued in when they hit the “T”s. Sara and I stood and suddenly the excitement really kicked in. We half-skipped our way up to the podium to get our diplomas, then danced arm-in-arm all the way back to our seats. I spent the rest of the ceremony giggling, carrying on, and tossing my cap into the air. Sara’s parents found us after we had processed back up the aisle and while her father gave her a huge bear hug, her mother wrapped me in a teary embrace.
“I can’t believe you girls have graduated,” she said through the tears, her blonde curls bouncing as she shook her head in denial. “It seems like only yesterday I took you both to the park to play on the swings.” She grabbed my face and kissed my cheek. “I’m so proud of you. And your mother would be proud of you, too. Your father couldn’t make it today?”
Wow. Thanks for reminding me of that. I had shoved that sad detail to the back of my mind. She meant well, though. I suppose, really, his absence should have been at the front of my thoughts. “Oh, yeah. Business. Couldn’t be helped. It’s okay.”
She kissed me again then moved on to maul her own daughter. Sara’s father, a huge, hulk of a man with features as dark as his wife’s and daughter’s were fair, gave me my very own bear hug. “Congratulations, Kass. You earned it.”
I laughed. “Sleeping through class earns me this? Wow!” We’d always teased each other about our lack of enthusiasm for school. The truth was, I liked it just fine, and so had he, but it was fun to play the part.
Jude and his family found us next, and after going through the necessary motions, I excused myself to go find my own family.
Hmm. Family. First time I had thought of them as mine and not just Rhys’s. Funny how things could change. Not two months ago I had hated each and every one of them just on principle.
Two months ago I’d had a father. I’d been human. I hadn’t been in love.
I guess, if not a fair trade, it was at least a decent one. Having all three would have been better.
They patted me on the back, as was expected from the huge crowd that surrounded us. People were watching. He may have been “transferred” but I was still the general’s daughter. The one who had been hit by a car a few weeks back. Yeah. The reporters covering graduation were more interested in me than anything else. Cade ushered us all home quickly. I laughed when one reporter got too close and Millie provided him with one of her coldest glares. You would have thought he had been face to face with a grizzly and not a thin, twenty-something blonde.
The rest of the afternoon passed faster than I thought it would. It felt like all I had done was blinked and it was time to go to the party. Cade agreed to follow me at a distance. Linger in the darkness outside and all that. He had promised not to let me out of his sight, after all. I’d brooded over not having a date. Not that I’d ever had a date for anything before this, but it was the principle of the matter. I should have had a date this time. Stupid politics. But when dinner rolled around I found the perfect victim.
Warren needed to get out of the house.
I dressed him in his best clothes—not hard, Warren always looked decent—and dragged him along to Kelly Peterson’s monster of a house.
He didn’t quite come quietly.
“I don’t know about this, Kass.”
“Stop moaning and have some fun for once in your life.” I straightened my dress once I had climbed out of Cade’s conspicuous bright red Charger.
Warren all but clung to my side as we walked up the driveway to the front door. “I haven’t spent time with people my own age in a long time.”
“You spend every day with me. And Brody acts like he’s seventeen.” I rang the doorbell. Music could be heard blasting inside the house. Kelly’s parents were supposedly home, but I had a feeling that was a big fat lie. If they were on the premises, they were in the small two story guesthouse, more or less a mile out back.
Kelly herself opened the door and greeted us with a huge smile, a red plastic cup gripped in one hand. “Kassandra! I’m so glad you could make it!” She stepped aside. “Who’s your friend?”
“This is Warren,” I said. “My cousin.” No need to start rumors. They’d all caught on to me and Rhys apparently. I didn’t need to be linked to two guys.
“Well, it’s great to meet you! Come on in!” I wondered what was really in her cup. It was barely nine o’clock. Besides, I’d heard this was a dry party, so to speak. It was the only reason most parents had agreed to letting this be the main graduation party in town. Oh well, someone had probably snuck something in. I tugged Warren through the door behind me.
The house was packed. No kidding. Packed to the gills. The air was so thick with body heat I thought I might suffocate. I hadn’t thought there were that many people in my class. We graduated at a grand total of 305. Not small really, but jeeze. Thank God Kelly’s house had seven bedrooms, five baths, and God knows what else.
Sara found us immediately, Jude in tow. From the look on his face, the dress had done the trick. He didn’t see anything else.
“Kass!” she shouted over the ridiculously loud music. “You finally got here!”
“The party started at eight! I’m fashionably late!” I needed time to let Warren recover after I drank from him. Poor guy. He probably would have preferred me draining him dry to coming to this party. He looked shell-shocked.
Sara gave Warren a completely unsubtle, calculating look up and down. “Who’s your friend?” she asked me.
“This is Warren,” I said for the second time in five minutes. “He’s been staying at my house. Relative of one of the new guys.” Good enough story for her. Of course, I’d told Kelly he was my cousin. Oh well. No one would pay attention anyway.
“Oh.” She grinned and stuck out her hand to him. “Nice to meet you!” Still shouting over the music.
Warren shook her hand. “You too.” Yay. He could still speak. I hadn’t traumatized him too thoroughly.
Jude introduced himself next, and after about ten minutes of being pushed and knocked around from all sides, I suggested we find a less crowded space in which to mingle. We shoved our way through the mass of people, saying hi when we needed to and dodging flying soda cans when they came our way. The backyard played host to a good half the student body, but at least there was fresh air and more room to move. We claimed a spot at the back corner of the pool deck as our own. The music wasn’t so loud outside and talking was easier.
“Can you believe it?” Sara squeaked, bouncing to the current song that vibrated through the air. “We actually did it!”
“Yes, Sara. We did it.” I laughed at her enthusiasm. Parties weren’t really my thing. I could enjoy the occasional raucous get together, though. Fun in small doses.
Jude grinned like a man who had won the lottery. I wondered if Sara had let him catch wind of her grand plan, or if it was just the dress. Wondered, then decided I didn’t want to know. Their business, not mine.
“Everything begins now, you know?” Sara kept bouncing. “Everything! First college, then maybe grad school, jobs, weddings, families!” She threw her head back and screamed in excitement. “We’re really on our way now!” She grabbed my hands and pulled me forward until I had no choice but to dance around with her. “And you’ll e-mail and call and text every day, right? You won’t forget about me, right?”
I forced a smile to my face as I felt my heart slam into the very bottom of my stomach. “How could I forget you, Sara?” I couldn’t promise the other things. E-mail, letters, maybe. A call every day? Probably not. I had no idea where I would be in a year’s time. She’d be living it up on the University of Connecticut campus, I’d be somewhere with my new family of vampires. Hopefully not staring down a civil war. Things had really started to settle down on the human side of things. Peace talks everywhere. I didn’t want to leave one war for another.
All I could promise was my memory.
Crap. I’d gone and made myself sad.
I spotted a group of kids who had created a dance floor of sorts over on the other side of the pool. “Let’s dance,” I shouted to Sara. She eagerly agreed. I grabbed Warren by the hand. “You want to dance?”
He went pale like I had asked him to gut a chicken. Nah, he probably would have been okay with that. After all, he let me drink his blood. “I don’t really dance,” he said.
“Fine. Stay with Jude then. He likes computers, too.”
Sara and I joined the makeshift dance party and I lost myself in the music quickly. This was the best part about parties. The music was so loud I could toss myself into that other plane where nothing existed any more. I reveled in the small escape. I couldn’t wait to get into a real club—
Dammit. I’d better be able to go to a club at some point in this eternal life. Otherwise I would be royally ticked off.
Maybe coming to the party hadn’t been such a good idea. It just kept reminding me of things I had possibly lost.
Oh well. No turning back now. The past was the past and it couldn’t be changed. I focused on the music and let my body move. I forgot everything else. The heat from all the bodies against the night air, the slosh of the pool water where people played behind us, the laughter and chatter of my fellow classmates, I forgot it all.
The songs changed from one fast, noisy beat to another, then finally something slow entered the mix. Accidentally, of course. The whole crowd groaned at the interruption of merriment.
The breeze changed.
Musk.
I hadn’t scented it since the first time we had met, but I knew it instantly.
Sara grabbed my wrist, and déjà vu began. “Kass? Are you all right?”
Crap.
I looked everywhere, not daring to breathe, then I realized that if I didn’t breathe I couldn’t smell him. I sucked in breath after breath, but the scent had vanished. Sara pulled at me, asking over and over again what was wrong.
Everything.
I sought out Cade, but couldn’t smell him, either. There were too many humans, too many scents all mingled together. But then how had I caught his scent before? God, how close had he been?
Sara grabbed my other hand so she had both and pulled hard. The action shocked me into looking her straight in the face. “Kass, what’s going on? Are you okay?”
Oh, God. What if he saw her with me? Would he hurt her? He’d seen her once before, that day with the car. Had he noticed her? Where were Jude and Warren?
I ignored Sara and turned to look for the boys. They were right where we had left them, talking away, leaning against the fence. Thank God for small favors.
“Kass!”
“What?” I snapped. I hadn’t meant to. Sara’s eyes blinked wide, then everything drew down into a deep frown.
“What is going on with you?” she demanded. No question about it. Her hold on me had tightened. She meant business. What she didn’t know was that I was a vampire, and her human strength meant nothing to me.
“I feel sick,” I lied. “I’m going to go find one of the bathrooms.” I pulled away. She couldn’t keep hold.
“You’re lying!” I heard her call after me. But I ignored her and ran through the ocean of newly graduated kids. I had to do something. Find Cade. Get out of here. Scream for help. I couldn’t let him find me, not with everyone else here. He’d either kill them, or do something to force me into some hideous act in front of all of them. That’s what he wanted. To expose me.
Where the heck was Cade? Hadn’t he smelled him? He was supposed to stick close.
I found an empty bathroom on the second floor and locked the door behind myself. I needed to think. Needed to clear my head.
I paced along the spotless, white linoleum. Everything in here was white. The sink and vanity, the shower curtain, the towels, the walls. The only bit of color was the copper-plated faucet and accessories. I closed my eyes so I couldn’t be distracted and sat on the edge of the old-fashioned, lion-footed tub.
Malachi was here. Here for me. I had no doubt of that. So much for everyone’s assurance he wouldn’t try anything while they were gone. I was screwed.
Someone knocked on the door.
I fell backwards into the tub.
Silence. Then the knocking came again.
“Kass?”
Warren. Thank God. I scrambled out of the tub and ran to the door. Warren looked like a deer caught in headlights when I flung it open.
He looked even more frazzled when I pulled him in, shut the door and locked it again.
“I saw you run,” he said. “What’s going on?”
“Malachi is here.”
“What?”
“I smelled him. I haven’t smelled him since that first night, but there’s no mistaking it. Only now, I have no idea where he is.” I sounded like a crazy person, suffering from paranoia.
“You can’t smell him anymore?”
“No.”
“Then why are you hiding in the bathroom?”
“Because I can’t smell Cade, either.”
“Oh.”
Oh. Yeah. Right. Screwed.
Warren went to the window and looked out. I could hear my classmates yelling, screaming and otherwise carrying-on below. “Well, Sara and Jude are worried. I told them I’d find you. Sara doesn’t believe you’re sick.”
“I know.”
“If Malachi is really here, we should find Cade.”
“I don’t know how. There are kids everywhere.”
The lock on the window unsnapped and Warren pushed it wide open. Immediately I could smell every single human in the yard. “Find Cade. He can’t be far.”
I shook my head. “Too many scents.”
“Human scents. You told me once we all smell alike.”
“I was lying. There are slight differences.”
“Still, Cade should be different enough, and from up here, you’re not bombarded by the sources.”
He had a point. Damn. And yay. At least it was a plan. I stuck my head out the window and took a deep breath.
The wind shifted, and I smelled him. Cade. Off somewhere to my right. Then the breeze shifted again and I smelled him.
I pulled back and slammed the window shut. “Run!” I grabbed Warren and made for the door. The lock fought my sweat-slickened hands, but I managed.
The door, however, swung open on its own. The edge clipped me in the face, and sent me staggering backwards into Warren. Both of us crashed to the floor.
The scent of musk filled the white bathroom.
He had dressed in trendy clothes. He looked just like every other boy in the house. Only his expression held a different sort of excitement, a sicker one.
“Hello, Kassandra.” His scar stretched as he said my name. I struggled to my feet, pulling Warren with me. I kept my body between him and Malachi. “What’s wrong? Not happy to see me?” He crept forward. I moved us back. His eyes flicked to Warren, then back to me. “So this is the one whose blood fills your veins. You smell alike.”
Like I cared. I took a deep breath and screamed, hoping I would be heard. “Cade!”
Malachi laughed. “He’s busy at the moment. He and Garrett have some catching up to do.”
My skin went cold. That feeling on the back of my neck traveled down my spine, spreading all the way to my toes.
“We have some catching up to do of our own.”
“No thanks,” I said, thinking as fast as I could. Cade was good. He could take care of Garrett and still get here in time to help me. Right? Right. Tell myself encouraging things. Maybe it would help.
Malachi pressed even closer. Warren and I were backed up against the wall and window now. “Too bad Rhys and the general had to go to the council. If only they’d stayed home. This may not have happened.” He leaned in, his face so close to mine I could feel his breath as he spoke. He didn’t breathe otherwise. He enjoyed being a monster. “Poor Kassandra. Alive again only in time to die.”
He hit me so hard my vision blacked out for a moment. Pain spread everywhere. When I could see again, I was on the bathroom floor beside the toilet. My head felt like it had been used as a baseball. Another crash, and a scream. The curtain rod for the shower broke in two when Warren hit it. He crumpled against the rim of the old-fashioned tub and didn’t move. Spots of red blood marred the perfectly white décor.
Malachi grabbed me by the throat and lifted me from the floor like I was nothing more than a rag doll. I coughed and choked, tearing at his steel-like fingers. His grip wasn’t killing me, but it hurt, and the sensation of not being able to breathe even though I wanted to scared me.
“Such a pretty dress,” he said. I could feel his eyes on me. “Too bad Rhys will never see it like this.”
The next moment was one of those instants when time stops. No sound reached us. Nothing existed outside him and me. And I saw in his dark eyes everything he had intended for me. I was going to die. But not before he had his fun first.
Time slammed back.
“Hope you can swim, Kassandra.”
The air sucked past me like a vacuum. The wall of the house crumbled behind my back, glass from the window shattering. Then I was falling backwards. I heard the screams of my classmates for only a second before I hit water. I breathed on impulse.
The pool.
I forced myself to remember how to swim. Arms and legs, arms and legs. Kick. Surface.
I spit out what felt like a gallon of water when I broke the surface. My body expelled the unneeded liquid easily. Everyone had gathered at the edge of the pool, staring at me. Hundreds of young teens, humans, all wanting to know if I was okay.
“Get out of here!” I screamed. They froze, stunned. “Go! Leave! Now!”
I heard the hiss of moving air and smelled his scent getting closer. I stopped breathing in that instant. Feet hit the water just in front of me. Hands grabbed me and pushed me under once again.
Malachi grinned at me underwater. I drew my legs up against the force of the water, it was a bit easier than it had been when I was human, and thrust them forward into his chest. He lost his grip on me and I kicked back and away.
The edge of the pool was mercifully near. I grabbed it and pulled myself out with vampire speed. Thank you, Cade.
My classmates still stood around, watching. “Go!” I screamed at them again, then ran off the concrete and onto the grass. I heard more sloshing from the pool, then Malachi was hot on my heels.
A boy yelled for someone to call the police. Great. More witnesses. Just what Malachi wanted. I thought I heard Sara scream for me as I ran, but I couldn’t be sure. If she had any sense at all she would get out of there. Someone screamed back that the phone lines were dead. Great.
Malachi tackled me from behind. I ate dirt and heard something snap. Spasms of pain seared up my right arm. Broken? God, I hoped not.
I couldn’t move it.
He grabbed my left shoulder and rolled me over onto my back. Sitting on my hips, he felt like he weighed a thousand pounds. My bones ached under the pressure. I swung for his face with my left arm, not expecting much, but I caught his cheek and took some skin away with my nails. The scent of his blood filled my nose. He hissed and grabbed my throat again.
“Feisty,” he said. “I like that. Too bad I hate Rhys more.”
I tilted my chin up as far as I could so I had air to speak. I lay limply beneath him. Struggling was just a waste of my energy at the moment. “What the hell is your problem with him? I thought this was about exposure.” The red marks I had put on his face matched his scars. I hoped I had given him a few more.
“Oh, it is. At least, that’s the Organization’s reason. The method by which I expose us is my choice. And Rhys has been the bane of my existence for centuries.”
“I can’t imagine why.”
He tightened his hold on my neck. “You remember now, don’t you?” He leaned close, his lips brushing my cheek as he spoke. “I knew Bryn, too. Wanted her.”
My stomach turned. I wanted to be sick. I didn’t remember him at all. He could have been lying. “Too bad she thought you were a disgusting waste. Imagine what she would have thought if she knew you were a walking corpse.” Bully for me.
His whole body shook in anger as his fingers tightened even more around my throat. I couldn’t breathe now. No more talking on my end. If he held any tighter my head might snap off. Think, Kassandra.
“Get off her.” One of the boys from my class grabbed Malachi’s shoulder. He was tall, one of the football players, but it wouldn’t be enough. I wanted to tell him to run, but couldn’t.
Malachi’s gaze never left my face. With one hand he flicked the boy away like he was nothing more than an annoying fly. I heard a crash, then screams, then a sickening thud.
God, I hoped he hadn’t died trying to help me. Courage shouldn’t be rewarded like that.
“She would have noticed me had she not been so enamored with Rhys.” Malachi continued as though nothing had happened. He reached into his back pocket. I used the moment to look for an opening. I couldn’t move my legs, he sat too far back on my hips. But he hadn’t done anything about my left arm, even after I’d scratched him.
What he drew from his pocket glittered in the pool lights and moonlight. He let it hang in front of my face. A gold locket, old by the look of it. The chain was heavy, and the locket itself was at least the size of a silver dollar. A black handkerchief hung down beside it, grasped with the chain in Malachi’s hand. “This was for her,” he said. “That week when Rhys disappeared I was going to give it to her, he never could have afforded anything like this, but she died. At least then Rhys couldn’t have her. The general’s prince, everyone’s favorite. You don’t know this yet, but there’s something about him, something that makes even the council listen. They’re fascinated by him. I have no idea why. There’s nothing special about that Irish rat. He’d didn’t come from anything. He was a farmer. And yet Julius chose him, and all the other elders fawn. It makes no sense. But after I destroy him there will be nothing left to admire. Nothing. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again. This time, it will be permanent. No coming back once you’ve fed on human blood. Your soul is done.”
He let the locket dip down, closer to my face. It brushed my cheek, and burned. A scream I didn’t have the air for ripped from my throat.
Malachi laughed and lifted the locket away again. “No one’s told you, have they? Haven’t you noticed none of us wear gold? Use gold? Decorate with gold? It’s because we can’t be near it, can’t touch it. It’s a poison to us. Silver in the myths, gold in reality. Clever really.”
Oh my God. I had never thought—my mother’s jewelry, the artifacts my father had collected from around the world, all gone, and I’d never begun to imagine why. My cheek stung where the locket had touched me. The burn didn’t feel too bad, but what did I know? Why hadn’t anyone told me about this?
Next time I became a mythical creature I would make it a point not to proclaim my death wish in front of those with all the vital information.
That didn’t help me at the moment, though. I needed to get away from Malachi and his present.
“All for you, Kassandra. I had planned on giving it to Evangeline, but the opportunity never arose. I got a better one instead.” He leaned closer, whispering harshly right against my ear. “How suiting for her to die on the eve of her wedding. She screamed with each touch. She cried for him, sobbed and begged me to let her live. I would have let her, had she only agreed to come with me.”
I felt the cold metal of the locket for only an instant against the back of my left shoulder, then it burned—
 
I was running. Through dark streets, past alleys I knew I had no business going down. I could hear his feet behind me, and feel the tears tracking down my cheeks and neck. My legs burned from exertion and my arms were slick with hot blood. My white nightgown clung to the sweat on my overtaxed body.
Old New York. I was Eva.
No, not now. Please not now.
Malachi appeared in front of me as though by magic. I slammed to a stop against his body, unable to control myself any longer. He gripped my arms and though I struggled, I had no hope of him releasing me.
“One last chance, Eva,” he said, leaning closer than any man other than Rhys had ever gotten to me.
I apologized to Rhys, sending the silent words out into the night and hoping he would understand. I couldn’t fight any longer.
“Go to hell,” I said.
“Wrong answer.”
 
The burning cut off and the cooler night air washed over me. I was me again, Malachi still on top of me, but the locket no longer pressed into my bare skin.
His scarred face pulled back, gratification written all over. “Interesting. Do you remember now?” He let go of my throat.
I sucked in air like a man dying of thirst drank. Three breaths before I could even think of speaking. “You killed her. You did it.”
“Oh yes.” No remorse. No regret. “And Rhys went crazy. The following years were some of my best.”
“You’re sick.”
“Determined. But then, so are you, it seems. I would have thought the brutal killing of your father would be enough to keep you from endearing yourself to that pathetic excuse for a vampire, but apparently not. ”
I felt my still heart drop in my chest. “You did that?”
Malachi grinned like a cat with a bird. “Oh yeah, princess. All me. Dagger was my man, and loyal enough to the cause to go on that suicide mission. Too bad it didn’t quite go as planned. But the look on your face now is worth it.”
My right arm twitched. Pain still ruled, but I thought maybe…
I sat up and with all my strength shoved both my thumbs into his eye sockets, just like Isaac had said. Malachi screamed and reeled back. I doubted I had blinded him, but the distraction was enough for me to find my feet and put some space between us.
My right arm writhed in agony. I clutched it with my good hand, afraid to look, just in case it no longer hung the right way.
My classmates had fled. I could detect a few of their scents still inside the house, but something had sent the majority of them running for their lives. Good. Better that way. They couldn’t help me. I hadn’t heard any sirens yet. Maybe none of them had gotten around to calling the police on a cell phone. Also better.
But I caught wind of other scents, mingled together on the air. Cade and Garrett, around the side of the house. The sounds of their fight echoing like gunshots off the nearby hills. More surprising, Millie’s scent, maybe from the front, twined with Henry’s thick scent of gunpowder. And Madge. Her perfume danced on the breeze, mixed with Tabitha’s odd aroma of flowers and steel. Somewhere closer, I detected the salty ocean breeze that followed Isaac.
When and how had they all gotten here?
And when would they be able to help me?
Malachi cursed me and stood, his hands still over his eyes. No blood. I hadn’t done as much damage as I would have liked. “You’ll pay for that,” he said.
“How cliché.” Might as well get a few verbal jabs in before I died. I couldn’t count on the others saving me. I would have to do my best on my own.
He let his hands fall from his face. His eyes were red, but still there and he could clearly still see me. Dammit. I honestly felt like I had nothing left. My right arm was mobile, but broken, and my left shoulder still seared with the pain of the gold burn.
“You die now.” He stalked towards me.
“So quit playing around and get to it.” Maybe I could goad him into making a mistake. Maybe.
He came so fast I barely saw him. I dodged to the left, but he grabbed my ankle and I fell. I braced myself for the impact on my face. I only had one arm to catch myself with, but the ground never came. My leg jerked and suddenly my direction changed. I flew across the yard, and realized a second too late that I was headed for the house. The siding smashed against my back and I counted one more wall before I hit the floor and slid to a halt. I rolled myself over with my good arm and opened my eyes.
The house was destroyed, an open and splintered path marking where I had come from. The expensive wood floor had been shattered, and the coffee table lay in two pieces on the torn Oriental rug. Kelly and a few of her friends huddled on the stairs, eyes wide like frightened rabbits. No human could have survived what I had just done.
Exposed.
I heard Malachi coming.
“Get out!” I screamed at them again. “Leave now!”
Fear moved them. This time, they listened. They nearly trampled one another in their race to the front door. The last sneaker disappeared from sight, and Malachi’s black leather dress shoes stepped in front of my face.
“So noble.”
“Don’t mock me.” I pressed my cheek to the cold wood floor, begging my mind to clear.
“Shall we finish this?” He bent down until I could see him.
One moment he was there. The next he was gone.
A crash. The air moved like a hurricane wind and a black blur erased Malachi from my view. I curled up on the floor to shield myself from the flying pieces of house that whizzed by. A familiar perfume circled the air around me, and when I cracked one eye open I saw dainty blue kitten heels that could have only belonged to two people. The scent told me who.
Madge.
I lifted my head and opened my other eye. Malachi lay imbedded in the stairs, Tabitha strewn on top of him. Both of them moaned and shifted, dazed by the impact.
“Enough of this, Malachi,” Madge said.
He lifted Tabitha from his chest with ease, setting her on the remaining bottom step. She didn’t quite have her balance back. “Madge, love, stay out of this.”
“Don’t call me love,” she spat. Her blue capris were torn and stained, and her white shirt hung off one shoulder. Blood dripped down her leg, plinking against the floor. The strange needle-like blade I had seen her with before glimmered in the flickering houselights where she clutched it in one hand. “I’ve had enough. I’ve defended you for as long as I can, trying to persuade everyone from killing you, but I can see now there’s no hope of you coming to your senses.”
“Or, you could just come to see things my way.”
“I tried that.”
“I remember.”
“You used me.  All that time, you had her hidden away.”  She practically spat in Tabitha’s direction.
“Doesn’t mean I didn’t want you.”
Madge scoffed in disgust.
What the heck? Had Madge really taken out Tabitha, a vampire older than herself? Tabitha didn’t look so good. Her head lolled a lot. It gave me hope.
My thoughts didn’t get any further. A spasm jerked my arm, causing more agonizing twinges.
“I see you’ve kept my present,” Malachi said, gesturing vaguely with one hand.
“You gave it to me so I could protect myself. I had the center drilled out and filled with gold.”
“So that’s how you got the better of Tabitha. I taught you well. But I didn’t give it to you to use against me.”
“Leave now,” Madge said, still standing at my head. Between me and Malachi. “This is your last chance. Leave or we kill you.”
He grinned and stood, sauntering towards her. “You don’t have your death warrant.”
“Not yet.”
“Your family is busy. Garrett and Cade are nearly an even match.”
“Only nearly. Don’t bet on Cade being busy for long.”
“In that case,” he stopped just short of us, “I should stop wasting time.”
Tabitha might have been a close match, but Malachi had Madge far outclassed. His fist came up so quickly I almost didn’t see it. The back of it caught Madge’s chin and sent her flying across the room—into the barely conscious Tabitha. The two of them dented the cream-colored wall, blonde and black hair tangled together. Neither moved.
Malachi grabbed me by the neck of my dress. I heard the stitching tear. The room spun when he yanked me to my feet. He pulled my face close to his. I could see now that I had done some damage to his eyes. The right one was milky and redder than the left. I hoped his vision had been compromised.
“He’ll never find you,” he said, pushing my wet hair out of my face. “Just your blood. And then, in a decade or so, I’ll send another set of boxes, and this time, it will be you inside.”
“No!” The word slipped from my mouth calling the memory of Rhys, pale and grief stricken, in front of Eva’s bone. I struggled. All I had to do was stay alive until someone came to help. Cade or Millie. One of them had to be close. I punched with my good arm and kicked with both feet, but Malachi didn’t budge. I might as well have been fighting a block of cement.
“Say goodbye.” He grinned at me and his fangs extended to their full length. He grabbed my head and yanked it to the side, exposing my throat.
His fangs were large. I felt every thick bit of them tear through my neck while his fingers continued to press against the bones in my good arm. I tried to scream, but heard a grotesque strangled gurgle instead. Hot blood ran in torrents down my neck as he drank. The suction was terrible. It pulled against my veins and made my neck feel like it would collapse in on itself. God, I hoped it didn’t feel like this for Warren. I’d never be able to drink from him again, even in dire emergencies.
My vision blacked around the edges.
I owed Rhys an apology. I had lied.
I wouldn’t be there when he got back.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five: Resuscitation
I had died once—three times—already, that didn’t make this time any easier.
The world crept in and out. My vision had reduced to nothing more than a pin-hole, and my hearing was spotty. All that existed was the suction on my neck where Malachi bled me dry, and the memories that assaulted my inner mind.
I remembered Eva’s pain, her fear, her sorrow. Each wound she had sustained, I felt it. My arms went numb, then my legs, only to blossom in pain again. My abdomen wrenched like it had been torn open, and my heart ached as though it had been broken, physically and metaphorically.
I apologized to Rhys, hoping he would know I had tried.
I remembered Bryn’s death. The terrible pain in my chest and throat from coughing. The heat and the sweat that came with it. And mostly the heartbreak of not knowing what had happened to Rhys.
I apologized again and again with each new pain. Nothing I went through or remembered was as terrible as knowing what my death would do to him now. That alone kept me alive while I died. Each moment longer I could hold on gave someone the chance to get to me. I had to give Rhys every small second I could.
Malachi’s fangs dug deeper into my throat and I felt him drink deeply. My vision disappeared completely.
Then the pressure on my neck was gone.
I felt like I was falling. Down, and down forever, and just when I thought it wouldn’t end I stopped.
Cold, and the world along with my body was only getting colder. My first day as a vampire, I had been so cold. I had wished for death.
It wasn’t what I wanted now.
Heat. Blazing hot. Something touched me and the contrast to my skin jolted a piece of my consciousness back from the brink of nothingness. I wanted to scream, but couldn’t. My hearing faded in and out. The heat traveled, hitting my arms, my throat, my face.
“Kass! Dammit, Kassandra. Come on, wake up. I need you to wake up.”
I didn’t hear anything again for a long moment. I thought the voice was familiar, but couldn’t be sure. Then the heat lingered on my face, unmoving and so different from the cold I felt that I tried to move away from it.
“Open your eyes, Kassandra. Please.” The voice came again.
How could I resist? The voice from my memories, the only thing I had wanted to hear in my last moments. I forced my eyes to open.
Rhys.
His face was contorted with worry, that little line above his eye more defined than I had ever seen it. Blood ran down the side of his beautiful face. I saw my left hand reach for it more than I felt it or was even conscious of the action. But I couldn’t make it all the way to his face. I didn’t have the strength. I felt a sob stick in my already agonizing throat as my hand began to fall back to the hard floor.
He caught it, his hand so hot against mine. The heat I had felt. He leaned down and pressed his face to my hand. A nervous, anxious laugh escaped him, and a smile broke out over his lips.
“Thank God,” he said, and leaned closer to me. “Kassandra, listen to me.”
That’s all I could do. Listen. And feel. I reveled in the sensation of touching him. I managed to move a finger ever so slightly, brushing his cheek and sending electric waves of pleasure and pain down my arm.
“You need blood. You have to drink.”
I could feel my blood all over, down the side of my neck, over my arm and soaking into my dress. But Warren wasn’t here. He was upstairs, hurt. I tried to tell Rhys, but no sound came out. Just more gurgling.
His other hand pressed tight against the side of my throat where Malachi had bitten me. What had happened to Malachi? I didn’t care. Not as long as I could see Rhys.
He set my hand carefully on the floor, and I whimpered at the loss of contact. The world was fading again. The black had returned to the edges of my vision. No! I wanted to see him. See him until the very end. Leave my vision. Take that last. I blinked and forced my eyes to stay open.
He bit his own wrist. Why? I watched his blood flow out, decorating his flawless skin with tendrils of red. The sight of his blood elicited a sort of primal fear in me. I didn’t want to see his blood.
The thirst burned my already tortured throat.
He pressed his bleeding wrist to my lips.
No! I used every ounce of strength I had to keep my mouth shut tight. I couldn’t recall much, but I remembered what he had told me about letting one vampire drink from another. Dangerous. I knew the truth of that. Malachi had illustrated for me.
“Kassandra, drink! You have to!” He pleaded with me, leaning so close our faces almost touched.
“No.” My voice surprised me. It sounded twisted and dead. But if I could make sound I was going to tell him as much as I could. His blood coated my lips as I spoke, I resisted licking it away. “Can’t. I’ll kill you.”
“You won’t. I promise.”
“No.”
“If you die, that will kill me. I will stop you before you drink too much, I promise you that. Trust me. Please.”
His blood dripped into my mouth, and I lost all control. With a surge of monstrous strength I grabbed his arm with both hands and began to drink.
He tasted different from Warren, different from all the human blood I had ever had in my short life. Rhys tasted better, older, wiser. It was the difference between a newly fermented wine and a vintage. I understood now why he had said drinking from another vampire was dangerous. Not just because of the risk of draining and death, but because I didn’t think I could stop. Even though I wanted to. I drank his blood like there would be no end to it. The numbness in my limbs receded, and the dark edges of my vision disappeared. My hearing returned full force.
I continued to drink.
God, Rhys, stop me.
I hated myself. If I killed him I would find Malachi and let him finish what he had started.
“Let go, Kassandra.” Rhys wrenched his wrist from my grip. I felt my fangs tear his flesh. I’d never actually done damage with them before.
I gasped and shoved myself backwards, away from him. I could feel everything again. Every bruise, every break. My right arm stung, my fingers were tormented by pins and needles. My ribs screamed with every breath I took, and my neck pulsed with indescribable anguish.
But I could see. And Rhys was there, perfect, whole and alive.
We stared at each other, neither daring to move. I hadn’t killed him. I told myself that over and over again in my mind. I wanted to hold him. I carefully lifted my left arm, feeling the skin on the back of my shoulder pull where it had been burned, and reached for him.
I was in his arms in an instant.
He held me so tight my injuries protested, but I told them all to shut up. Nothing was more important than having him close. I clung to him with my one good arm. He was colder than before. A result of the blood-loss I had inflicted upon him.
Thought returned to me.
“How did you know? How did you get here?”
“The council came to a decision quicker than we thought,” he said against my neck. His voice sounded strangely thicker than normal. “When we got home Brody told us Madge had smelled Malachi nearby and they had gone after you here.”
Madge had saved me. Of all people. It would be harder to hate her in the future.
“What did the council say?”
He hesitated. “No.”
All hope in me sank. How could they say no? Now Malachi would be free to roam, free to come back and finish this. I wouldn’t survive a next time. I started to shake.
Rhys held me tighter for a moment, then pulled back to look at my face. He stroked my cheek while he spoke. “But it doesn’t matter. An attack like this leaves us no choice. Self-defense.”
“Really?”
He stood, lifting me from the floor easily and supporting all my weight. I leaned into him. The house was destroyed. The stairs had caved in, and the walls had been opened up from back to front, creating one large, debris-filled room. Tabitha was still imbedded in the wall. She hadn’t moved. Water sprang up like a fountain from the kitchen sink, and there was a hole large enough to drive a truck through in the ceiling.
Things hadn’t been that bad when I passed out.
“What happened?”
“It took me a long time to wake you.” He scooped my legs up off the floor and headed towards the back of the house. “Julius and Bartolome took over things.”
The cool night air hit me like a welcomed friend. It cooled some of the pain in my body, and woke me up, making my thoughts that much clearer. The side of the pool was missing a large piece, and the fence had been decimated. Cade stood over Garrett, both bloody, but Cade less so. Garrett didn’t move. Millie sat with Madge by a tree, talking softly and stroking her sister’s matted hair. Aurelia had her foot planted on Henry’s neck, but he didn’t seem eager to move any time soon. Viviane stood out against the black of night, her skin like white snow. Next to her I could just barely make out the outline of Isaac. Beyond them stood the general and Cordoba. I craned my neck to try to see better, but the pain stopped me.
“Rhys,” I said, hoping he would understand.
“I think it would be better if I got you home,” he said.
I shook my head. “It was him. He had my father killed. I want to see. I have to know.”
Surprise flashed through his blue eyes, but he moved. We were by Cade when he finally stopped, and I could see Malachi on the ground at Cordoba’s feet, his arms and legs lying at odd angles.
“You have brought this upon yourself,” Cordoba said, stepping closer.
“No. Bartolome, you promised. You can’t.” Malachi tried to drag himself out of danger, but there was nowhere to go.
Cordoba knelt down, and took Malachi by the neck. “There is no other way.”
I pressed my face into Rhys’s shirt before I could see what happened next. Hearing it was bad enough.
At least it was over.
 
 
I’d left my window open, so my bed was blessedly cool when Rhys set me on it. He’d run back to the house swiftly, but so carefully I had barely felt it. In fact, I was fairly sure I had slept through a moment or two of it. I concentrated on sitting up while he went into the bathroom. A second later he came back and pressed a wet washcloth to my neck.
“I’m going to need a lot more than a washcloth,” I said. My dress had stuck to my right side, the blood that soaked it half-dry. I probably needed about five showers and at least three hot baths.
“This will do for now,” he said, wiping away the blood. His eyes were trained on my neck, on the wound.
“Is it really bad?”
“No.”
“Liar.”
He pressed the cool cloth back against the holes in my neck and looked at me. “You’ll heal,” he said.
“Fabulous.” I cradled my right arm to my body and looked at my ruined dress. So much for lasting a few decades.
“It’s a good color on you. You must have looked beautiful.”
“Looked being the operative word. It’s completely ruined now. I wanted you to see it.”
“We can get you a new one.”
“I don’t think I’d be able to wear it.” Too much association. This one would have to be thrown out. It would always make me remember this night.
Rhys didn’t argue with me. He brushed my hair out of my face, tucking it behind my ear.
“Is Warren okay?” Truthfully, I was afraid to ask. But Rhys hadn’t mentioned him, and that made me anxious.
“He’s down the hall with Gianna. I think he’ll be fine. She didn’t seem too worried. We got him out quickly.”
“Good.” One suffocating vine of stress released me. I still had plenty more. “And what about me?”
“You’re out of danger now. Gianna will come show me how to set your arm when she’s finished.”
“I feel worse than I did when that car hit me.”
“Understandable.”
I looked back at him, at the blood on his face. I tried to wipe it away. “What happened?”
“I was the first to get to Malachi.”
“Oh.”
“I shouldn’t have left.” The line on his forehead had returned, and it had brought with it a loathing that darkened his normally bright eyes.
“You didn’t know this would happen.”
“You did.”
Crap. “No I didn’t.”
“You did. You got one of those feelings just before I left. I could tell.”
“It didn’t mean anything at the time. I don’t know how these things work. It wasn’t worth risking the council meeting. If we had done something we might have only made things worse.”
“You will tell me next time.”
I was too tired to argue. Besides, technically things turned out so he was right, not me. Had he stayed behind, Malachi might have done nothing. “Fine. Next time.”
He caressed my cheek, the loathing fading from his eyes to be replaced by fear. “I couldn’t bear to lose you again.”
“I know. I couldn’t bear it either.” I’d lost count of how many times I had apologized to him as I thought I was dying. “He did it, you know. He killed Eva.”
Rhys froze. Literally. He became still as a statue, not breathing, not moving, not blinking. I suddenly worried that I should have kept that knowledge to myself. I shifted my weight, sitting on my knees though it hurt like all heck, and touched his face with my fingertips.
“Rhys, look at me. Please?”
The statue in front of me came to life. He shook, a tiny tremor, barely visible running through his body. He breathed. “Malachi? He did it? Why?”
I didn’t want to tell him. The truth would hurt him. I didn’t want him to know I had remembered the whole terrible night. But would a lie be worse? Maybe. “I don’t know exactly why. I didn’t really understand. He wanted her for himself. The locket he burned me with was a present, for Bryn, actually. He was just being selfish.” There, half the truth. I could tell Rhys Malachi had killed Eva to hurt him later, if it ever came up. Malachi had hurt me for the same reason. Chosen me for their exposure.
“I didn’t know he knew her,” Rhys said.
“Neither did I. I don’t remember him.”
He nodded against my hand, then took the washcloth from my neck. “The bleeding has stopped.”
“Small favors,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
I wanted to change the subject. No more talk of past lives and past deaths. We were both alive now. “My whole class saw what he did to me. He even threw one kid. He wanted to expose us—said the Organization had authorized it. Did he succeed?”
“We’re not sure yet. That’s something we’ll have to deal with later.”
“Oh. Did he hurt anyone else? Is that boy okay?”
Rhys’s head dropped a bit. “I have to admit I was a bit focused on you, but I don’t remember any bodies.”
“That’s good.” Any of my classmates’ deaths would have been on my hands. “What about the others? Tabitha and Garrett and Henry?”
“Imprisoned. They’ll await trial.”
“That will go well.” About as well as the failed council meeting.
“The level of their attack should help our case.”
I nodded absently. I didn’t have anything nice to say about that. I’d almost been killed and the culprits might still get off. Vampire justice was not quite as well-sorted out as human.
“I feel gross,” I said after we had both been quiet for a long time.
“I’ll run a bath if that’s what you want.”
A bath? A tub full of water in which I could sink into and not drown myself in after a night of being tossed into a pool and thrown through house walls? Didn’t think so. And I didn’t have the strength to stand long enough for a shower. Not without help. I didn’t want anyone but Rhys at the moment, but I also didn’t want this to be the first time he saw me without clothes. No thanks. I’d pick a better memorable moment later.
“Just help me get changed. I’m too tired for any of that right now.”
So what if getting changed involves some level of undress too. It’s different.
Rhys was so careful to help me change I almost screamed with impatience. Considering I couldn’t move my right arm though, things became a bit difficult. My poor ruined dress got ripped down the side in order to get it off.
Could have picked a better time to have my clothes ripped off, but what could I do?
We settled on an over-sized tee-shirt I had gotten on one of my many college visits that amounted to nothing. Rhys was a perfect gentleman throughout the entire thing. I was too tired to be either embarrassed or shy.
I sank into my pillow, sleep creeping up on me. Gianna would be coming, but who knew when? I was sure I’d wake up when she and Rhys set my arm, so there was really no need to wait up for her. I grabbed Rhys by the hand and pulled him close.
He kissed me. I hadn’t really expected that, but certainly didn’t mind. I wanted to draw it out, but my body betrayed me and I didn’t have the energy. My fangs didn’t even lengthen.
Rhys laughed lightly against my lips. “Perhaps you should just go to sleep, love.”
I grinned like an idiot. “That’s the first time you’ve called me that.”
“I promise I’ll do it again. You can sleep now.”
“I love you. Thank you for saving my life.” I let my eyes slide closed.
His lips brushed against mine again. “I love you. Thank you for saving mine.”
“Didn’t do anything,” I said sleepily. I heard him huff, then felt him pull away. I opened my eyes so fast I almost heard them snap. Before he could get too far, I reached for him. “Where are you going?”
He had stood, but sat back on the edge of the bed when I spoke. “I was going to go get cleaned up.”
“Stay.”
“I’m a mess.”
“So am I. Bed’s already wrecked. Get back here.”
He kicked off his shoes and climbed back in beside me. Anything other than lying on my back hurt unbearably, so I couldn’t hold onto him. I settled for making him put an arm over my waist. I set my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes.
“Love you,” I said again, succumbing to the call of sleep.
“For all eternity,” he said.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six: Love and Death
Damn sun.
I pulled my floppy-brimmed hat further down over my face. I was sweating in my long sleeved-tee and board-shorts, but I couldn’t make myself care. Even the sound of the ocean waves in the background wasn’t enough to ease my frustration. The sun made the thirst burn, and ever since the graduation party three weeks ago, Warren had been off-limits when it came to feeding.
Not that I had any desire to bite a living being ever. Not after I’d felt it for myself. Thank you, no. But that left me with nothing but donated or stored blood from a number of different humans as my source of sustenance. Yippee. Gross. At least now I appreciated Warren’s blood.
He had been back on his feet before me. Nothing but a concussion and a bruised back. The blood had been from a long gash on his hip where he hit and broken the porcelain tub. Lucky him. I’d been more or less tied to my bed for the better part of the week before Rhys finally relented and let me move around the house. Not that being bedridden had been all bad. Rhys had stayed with me constantly, tending to my every need and getting me whatever I wanted. Not bad at all. If I hadn’t felt like crap I would have felt like the Queen of Sheba.
My neck was scarred. Not too badly, but bad enough that I minded. Malachi hadn’t been gentle. Two ragged puncture marks marred the right side of my neck, the new skin still pink and raised higher than the rest. Ugly. I hated them. Almost as much as I hated the burn on my shoulder. The locket had forever emblazoned an oval-enclosed flower on my shoulder. Another scar. It had taken longer to heal than the bite marks. Gold had that affect, apparently. I wished I had killed Malachi myself.
My broken arm had healed in little more than two days once it was set. That had been nice. Two hands were better when convincing Rhys that only snuggling would make me feel better.
The breeze picked up, blowing sand into my face. I grabbed my sunglasses and put them on to keep the grains from getting in my eyes. I shifted, annoyed, in my new expensive beach chair. I didn’t have a watch on, so I had no idea how much longer my punishment had to go on for. Funny that suddenly going to the ocean was a punishment. It used to be one of my favorite things. Too bad recovery did nothing but increase a vampire’s need for blood, and too bad the sun aggravated that need.
“Oh, sit still and enjoy the day, Kassandra,” Millie said, lying on a towel next to me in her perfect little yellow polka-dot bikini. “And take off those ridiculous clothes. The point is to get some color back in your skin, not cook you from the inside out.”
“I want to go inside.”
She sat up like a jack-in-the-box and pulled the hat from my head before I could stop her.
“Hey!”
“Stop moping. You’re bringing me down. Now take off that shirt.”
I hoped my expression looked as deadly as I wanted. I threw my shirt at her once it was off. “Happy now?”
“Oh yes.” She stashed my protective clothing in her beach bag then lay back down. “Drink it in, Kassandra.”
“Bite me.”
“That’s what Brody’s for.” She grinned evilly.
“Ha ha.” I resisted the urge to fold my arms over my bare stomach. Didn’t need weird tan lines on top of everything else. I should have worn my blue one-piece instead of my bright pink bikini. I had thought it would help my mood. Nope.
Brody was swimming laps against the waves, had been for quite some time now. Millie pretended she wasn’t watching, but I knew she was. It was all for her sake anyway. I’d thought about going in the water, but my sun-protest was better accomplished on the beach.
I brooded for a bit longer, counting the long, bluish shadows made by the palm trees at the edge of the sand. When I had finished—27, by the way—I took to kicking the sand at my feet, creating little sandy mountains, then toppling them in one swift motion.
Millie moaned and threw up her hands. “Fine. Go inside. Be pale and ghastly for the rest of your life. See if I care.”
I was off my chair in an instant. “Thanks!” I tried not to kick sand on her when I ran by, but by the sputtering I heard behind me, I don’t think I was successful.
I ran until the sand ended and I hit the stone walkway that led from bungalow to bungalow. The general owned this beach, so we were the only ones there. Total privacy. Leaning towards overkill if you asked me. There were enough bungalows for each vampire, or at least for each couple, and a separate, larger one for all the human feeders. Aurelia had picked this place as the family sanctuary a few centuries back, in case anyone needed a vacation, or in case of exposure.
The time had come. The graduation party had left us all on thin ice. The general and Cordoba had managed to deflect most of the damage, but the human authorities were suspicious. They weren’t thinking supernatural yet—or rather, they weren’t willing to believe the eyewitnesses—but they were thinking. One wrong move and we’d all be on the nightly news. Vampires Real! Suck on that. Ha.
So we’d disappeared. Not completely of course, there were still politics to be done in the human world, but we’d removed ourselves from the community our presence had almost decimated.
I missed home.
Footsteps caught my attention, and then a scent. Flowers. Olivia. We had more or less avoided each other ever since Rhys and I had gotten together. She came down the walkway, towards me, a red sarong tied around her waist to match the red and blue one-piece suit she wore. I heard her breathing stop when she saw me, then heard her exhale carefully and walk on with her nose towards the clouds.
This was ridiculous.
“Olivia.”
She stumbled to a stop when I said her name. Shock probably. Composing herself, she turned to me, not bothering with a polite expression. “What do you want?”
Be the bigger person. I made that a mantra in my head. I clamped down on the pride that wanted nothing more than to throw her words back in her face. At least her scent was not the least bit appealing to me. The sun had made me thirsty. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry.”
Ha ha! That stunned her even more. I could play this game.
Olivia’s mouth hung open with whatever rude retort she had planned, then snapped shut when she realized I hadn’t been antagonistic. “What?”
“I’m sorry,” I said again. It wasn’t as hard to say as I had thought it would be.
“What are you sorry for?” She crossed her arms over her chest. Defensive.
“That things didn’t work out the way you planned.” This was harder than I had anticipated. “I know you like Rhys, more than like him. It must be hard for you to see him with me.”
She scoffed.
“But thank you.”
“Thank you? What could you possibly thank me for?”
“For caring about him. I can’t change the way I feel about him, or the way he feels about me. I wouldn’t want to. But your presence kept him from being completely lonely before I showed up. So thank you. He values your friendship, I know that.”
God, she looked like a fish out of water. “I don’t understand.”
Jeeze, how much further did I have to go? I was already throwing her a thousand bones. One more couldn’t hurt. I guess. “Honestly, Olivia, he’s kind of dense when it comes to this kind of stuff. He has no clue you feel that way about him.”
She perked. “Really?”
Oh no. “Yes…” I hesitated to say it. I’d just dug a sand trap for myself.
I’d lost her. Olivia was completely submerged in her own thoughts now. “Then maybe I still have a chance. I could make him see.” She looked up at me. “I could show him that I’d be better for him.”
I groaned. “Good luck.” I patted her on the shoulder and walked away, leaving her to her delusions. That was the last time I’d try to be nice. I’d just caused myself further problems. The nice guy gets the knife in the back. Maybe it was time to tell Rhys how she felt and let him deal with it. Yeah, I liked that idea.
I wound my way around the stone path, letting my hand trail along the trunks and low leaves of the palm trees that grew at steady intervals. I passed Madge’s bungalow and heard low music coming from behind the closed door. She’d been reclusive ever since the party. Understandable. Rhys had explained to me what I had figured out on my own.
Madge had been in love with Malachi. He’d courted her after she was first turned, and for a while she had even believed in the Vampiric Freedom Organization with him. But the carnage they supported had been too much even for our hard-edged Madge, and she’d left the Organization. Malachi refused to come back with her, but she had never stopped loving him.
Not until that night.
We all left her alone. She was entitled to time to mourn.
I hopped from one path to another and started to circle farther around towards the northern end of the beach.
I smelled him before I saw him.
Warren walked casually towards me, dressed in swim trunks and a white tee-shirt, a canvas bag in one hand.
I stopped breathing. The deprivation of his scent lessened the burning desire in my throat for his blood. “Hey, Warren.” My voice sounded thin from the lack of air.
He smiled at me. “Hey, Kass. Headed back already?”
“The sun makes me want to eat everyone.”
“Oh. Well then, you’ll be happy to hear that Gianna cleared me as healthy enough to donate again.”
“Why do you get so excited about that?”
He shrugged. “So, do you want to?”
I clapped my hand over my mouth. “Nope.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“You have to convince me that my drinking from you doesn’t feel as hideous as Malachi drinking from me did.”
“And how am I supposed to do that?”
“Most likely, you can’t.”
“I guess you want this then.” He held up my thermos.
I could smell his blood inside. I couldn’t help it, I squeaked with excitement and grabbed it from him.
He laughed. “I’ll convince you.”
I clutched the thermos close and unscrewed the top. “Don’t bet on it.” Oh God, his blood tasted good. The thirst dimmed instantly.
“I think I might.”
I drained the thermos in one great chugging and put the top back on. “I still don’t want to bite you,” I said when I saw the smug look on Warren’s face.
“You’ll get over it.”
“Go get some orange juice.”
“I am a walking juice bar.”
“Ha ha. That line’s mine.”
“You’ll have to bite me to get it back.”
“I never bit you.”
“Suck then.”
“I didn’t think you had such a sick mind, Warren.”
He blushed. I won.
I cackled and started walking away, one victorious fist in the air. “Don’t challenge the master.” I heard him grumble to himself and walk away.
It would have taken longer than I had the patience for to walk at a leisurely pace. So, carefully listening ahead, and scenting for anything that might be in my way, I stretched out my legs, then took off.
The air whipped past me, creating a white noise littered with every other sound that existed here in this private paradise. Birds chirped, the waves crashed, and inside the small homes I could hear the sounds of everyday life. The bungalow entered my vision, and his scent reached my nose. I took a deep breath, and stopped.
Right at the door. Go me.
This was the second door we’d had since we had gotten there. I overshot the first time I tried this. At least I was getting better.
My final destination. In more ways than one.
He opened the door a second later. His scent stood out more here on this sand-covered heaven. The only soil to be found had been imported from inland and sat around the general and Aurelia’s bungalow in the garden. Everything else was sand.
The contrast of his dark hair to the light colored beach, soft green-blue ocean, and the seamless blue sky was such that I nearly forgot I needed to live and move every time I saw him. His eyes matched the sky just as well as they had in that memory of mine.
I decided I very much liked him on isolated tropical beaches.
And of course, my heart thumped once in my chest.
“I thought Millie convinced you to spend the day at the beach.”
“There was no convincing. Kidnapping would be more accurate. And I did spend quite a while there.”
“You’ve barely been gone an hour.”
“Really?” It didn’t feel like an hour. It felt like days.
“Yes.”
“Oh.”
“Are you staying now?”
“Yes. The beach is boring.”
“Of course.”
“I can think of better things to do.” I sprang up on my tip-toes, leaning forward until his body was the only thing keeping me upright. He wrapped his arms around my waist, tugged me inside, and shut the door.
Excellent.
Then he set me down and headed for the back of our little bungalow.
Not excellent.
I followed him past the wicker chairs and the plush couch that felt more like a cloud than anything else. I hopped over the little ottoman, and pushed aside the white curtain that separated the back porch from the rest of the home.
He lay in the hammock, gently swinging from side to side like a breeze. A small leather book in one hand, the other cradling his head. I moved to stand beside him, just out of the path of his smooth motion.
“What are you doing?”
“Reading.”
“I see that. What are you reading, and why is it more interesting than me?”
He laughed, and set the book down on his hip, propped open. “Not more interesting, just currently occupying my thoughts. There’s room for you here.”
I carefully climbed into the hammock with him, certain I would manage to flip us both over, even with vampire reflexes. But, no. We remained off the floor. I was on a roll. I settled into his side, tucking myself under his arm. It always amazed me what a perfect fit this position seemed to be.
He picked up the book again.
“So what are you reading?” I hadn’t seen any title on the cover. The book looked old, maybe it had been worn away.
“Sara Teasdale.”
That sounded familiar. I grabbed the book and pulled it so I could see the page he was on.
Love and Death, it said at the top of the page. I read the poem quietly to myself.
 
Shall we, too, rise forgetful from our sleep,
And shall my soul that lies within your hand
Remember nothing, as the blowing sand
Forgets the palm where long blue shadows creep
When winds along the darkened desert sweep?
 
Or would it still remember, tho' it spanned
A thousand heavens, while the planets fanned
The vacant ether with their voices deep?
Soul of my soul, no word shall be forgot,
Nor yet alone, beloved, shall we see
 
The desolation of extinguished suns,
Nor fear the void wherethro' our planet runs,
For still together shall we go and not
Fare forth alone to front eternity.
 
I suddenly remembered.
“This is the poem you were reading that day I saw the first box. The day I met the general.”
“Yes.”
I hadn’t taken the time to really read it the last time. I’d been more interested in getting under Rhys’s skin. I read the stanzas again, and then again. The truth of the words rang like distant bells in my head.
“After everything happened, I remembered this poem,” Rhys said, playing with my hair. “That day was the first day I had read it, but something about it stuck with me, so when we packed to come here I found the book again.”
“You think she was a vampire?” I teased.
“Not likely.”
“Maybe she knew one then.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because what else could the poem be about?”
“The afterlife.”
“Isn’t that what this is?”
“I don’t think vampirism falls under most people’s general conception of the afterlife.”
“Hmm. Maybe.” I shifted onto my side so I could see his face. I traced each line, memorizing them as though for the first time. I certainly planned to never again rise forgetful.
But that made me remember something that had been bugging me. Something I really didn’t want to bring up, but now I couldn’t stop thinking about it.
“Rhys, can I ask you something?”
“Of course.” He set the book aside and took a lock of my hair in his hand, twirling it about his finger.
“It’s about something Malachi said,” I warned him.
I saw the beginnings of that line above his eye, but he didn’t look away or anything. “What did he say?”
“Well,” I didn’t quite know how to broach the subject. “When he was…you know, trying to kill me, he said that if I died this time there would be no coming back. He said my soul would be done.”
“Ah. That.”
“What do you mean ‘Ah. That’?”
Rhys sighed. “We have no proof, how could we? But as far as anyone can tell, a vampire has never been reborn again. Humans, obviously, come back. We can detect them, find them sometimes, if the connection is strong enough. But there are no records of a vampire being killed and returning as a human soul.”
“Oh.” That sucked. “Does anyone have any idea why?”
“Some think the soul is changed so that it cannot move through time in such a way anymore. Others think it’s because we have no soul, that our soul already moved on.”
“Well, that can’t be right. Otherwise you and I wouldn’t feel the way we do.”
He smiled. “You’re probably right.”
“All the same, we should probably be careful not to die.”
“I’m okay with that.”
“So what if the sun extinguishes like the poem says? Or what if the world ends?”
“Then, as the poem says, we shall not fare forth alone.”
“I like that.”
My cellphone rang somewhere across the room. I groaned. The thought of ignoring it occurred to me, but I got so few calls—closer to none, really—that I had a feeling whoever it was, it was important.
Nearly dumping Rhys from the hammock, I rolled free and dashed to find my phone. One more second and it would have gone to voicemail.
“Hello?”
“Kass? Oh, God, Kass, I’m so glad you answered.”
Sara? “Of course I answered. Why wouldn’t I? What’s wrong? You sound…weird.”
“I was worried about you.”
“Worried about what?” Everyone thought I was at some fancy resort spa. Nothing to worry about here.
“Haven’t you seen the news?”
News? “Uh, no, not really. This place is kinda remote. No TVs or anything like that.”
Sara went quiet. All I could hear was something that sounded like nervous tapping. “Oh, God. I didn’t think I would have to tell you. Maybe I shouldn’t. You’re healing, resting and all that.”
“Sara, you’re scaring me. Just spit it out.”
“Well, those things, those creatures, like what happened to you—they’re everywhere.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It wasn’t just you. Things like that are happening all over. Everyone’s afraid to go outside. Anyway, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to add to your stress. I just needed to make sure you were okay.”
I felt dumb. Like my tongue wouldn’t work. But finally I managed a few words. “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I’m glad you told me. And I’m safe, I swear. You make sure you stay safe, okay?”
“I’ll do my best. Call me, okay?”
“I will. I promise.”
The call didn’t last much longer. Just a few awkward goodbyes before I finally got up the strength to press the END button.
I knew Rhys was watching me without turning around. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You know why.”
I turned on him, my phone clenched in my fist. “Is this how it’s going to be? Keeping me in the dark? My friends are out there. My family. I have people out there.”
He sat balanced on the edge of the hammock, and looked me in the eyes. “You were sick, you had enough to worry about. But you’re right, I should have told you sooner than this.”
“You should have told me,” I corrected him.
A nod was my only answer.
I chucked my phone onto the couch and made my way back to the hammock, standing at his knees. “So what happens now?”
“Changes. But deciding what isn’t our job. Following orders later is.”
“That sucks.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
I sank down beside him, sending the hammock into a quickly controlled swing. Another bout of silence followed. But inside my head everything was way too loud. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sara and her family, and everyone else I cared about who wasn’t safe on a remote tropical island like I was. Safety sucked when you couldn’t share it.
Rhys coaxed me to lie down again beside him, and we swung in silence for a long time. I think I was about to fall asleep when I heard him speak.
“I got something for you.”
“Really?” I twisted the fistful I had of his shirt. “What?”
He moved so quickly the hammock didn’t so much as shake. Something glittered in front of my face. I reached out and took it, turning it over in my hand so I could see it clearly.
A coin. Red. With a shield on one side and a wreath on the other. Inside the wreath a large 2 cents had been printed. “What is it?”
“A two cent piece. From 1872. They are rather hard to find. This will be easier to practice with since the weight is more even.”
I tried passing it over my hand once. It went easily. I let it fall off my little finger and caught it. “A lot easier.” The sixpence, while I loved it, was so old and unevenly cut it made the whole process difficult. Of course, I hadn’t realized that until I had a neatly minted coin. “Thank you. I guess this means you want your sixpence back now.”
Crap. I had forgotten. Though I’d packed the coin carefully, kept it on my person throughout the entire flight, my caution had not extended to our destination. I had made a place for it on my dresser, but this morning…it hadn’t been there.
Crap. I hadn’t finished looking for it yet. Millie had interrupted me.
“If you don’t mind,” Rhys said.
Crap, crap, crap.
“Nope. I don’t mind. I did promise to give it back after all.” I grinned, hoping he wouldn’t notice my panic attack.
“Why don’t you go get it? We’ll see who can keep the coin going the longest.”
Oh, shit.
“Uh, okay! Sure. I’ll be right back.” I tucked my new coin into his pocket for safe keeping, then dragged myself from the hammock, praying some kind deity would have returned the coin by the time I reached our room.
Rhys laughed and grabbed my hand. “Is something wrong, Kassandra?”
I turned and looked at him. His blue eyes were downright hysterical with contained amusement.
“Oh my God! You know! You know and you’re making fun of me!” I pounced on him, sending the hammock rocking violently back and forth. I punched him, half serious, in the shoulder. “You’re terrible! Why would you put me through that?”
He laughed and caught my fist before I could land another punch. “I’m sorry, love. I confess. I was the one who took it.”
“I hate you!” I swung with my free hand.
He caught it, too, and pulled me down until I was underneath him on the hammock. “You do not hate me.”
“Well, I ought to.”
“Does this make things better?”
A chain jangled and pinged as it unrolled from his hand. At the end, held securely by a thick bail, was the sixpence, shined and polished and looking better than it ever had in my lifetime.
“What is that?” I asked.
“A present. You should recognize it.”
“But, why?”
“Well, while you were healing I watched you clutch it day in and day out. And then I watched you stress yourself over making sure it made it here safely, so I came up with an idea that would solve the issue of you constantly worrying over losing it.”
“I didn’t worry constantly…” Okay. Yes I did. “But it’s yours. Don’t you want it?”
“I want to enjoy seeing it around your neck every day.”
I fought the smile that wanted to break across my face. I wasn’t done getting back at him yet. “Oh, I see. It’s like a mark of ownership.”
“You could look at it that way.”
“Like a collar,” I teased.
“Yes.” He knew I wasn’t serious.
“You’re not playing right. You’re supposed to be insulted that I would think such a thing.”
“I know you better than that.”
I snatched the now-pendant from his hand and reached back to fasten it around my neck. The coin was cool against my skin. I liked it very much. “Fine. I’ll wear it.”
“Good.”
I fingered the coin on my chest and thought of Bryn. I had a piece of history that corresponded to each of them now. The new coin was from Eva’s time period. I wondered if he had done that on purpose. Probably not. But I would use them as reminders. Mementos of what we had once had, and lost.
I wouldn’t lose him again.
I hooked my legs around his and looked up at him. “Are you sure you want me? I’m more annoying than Bryn or Eva.”
“More interesting.”
And then he kissed me.
 
 



Sneak Peek!
Coming soon . . . 

Darkest Whispers
 
I woke with a start, ice cascading down over my neck and along my spine until my toes curled.  The sheets around me felt like hot lava in comparison.  I threw them off, arms flailing and legs kicking.  Rhys caught me by the wrists, awakened by my struggle.  I felt the back of my hand collide with his soft cheek once before he was successful in gently restraining me.
“Kassandra,” he said, firm yet calming.  “Look at me.  Wake up.”
Oh, I was awake.  I was so very, very awake.  I couldn’t tell him that, though.  My mind raced far too fast.  I dropped my head back to the pillow and stared straight up at him.  My wrists still encased safely within his hands, I grabbed his face, partly to reassure myself he was real, partly to make sure he listened.  “Something’s wrong.”
Rhys shook his head, taking my hands in his and drawing them down, weaving his fingers with mine.  “No, Kass.  Everything is fine.  You are safe, I promise you.”
“No.  Something’s wrong.  I feel it.”  I kept my eyes on every shadow, afraid some evil creature would jump out at any second and steal him away.  
I saw him pause, rethink his next words.  He knew as well as everyone else that these feelings were not to be brushed aside.  “Kassandra, you’re overreacting.  It was probably caused by a dream.”
He didn’t even believe that.  I could see it in his eyes.  I pulled him back down to the bed and rolled over until I was tucked up against his side.  “I don’t remember dreaming,” I said, holding myself up on one arm so I could still see his face.  “And I’ve never gotten a feeling from a dream before.  That’s a terrible excuse.”
He sighed, his posture illustrating his surrender.  “You can’t blame me for trying.  But what could have possibly set you off?  You were sleeping soundly.”
Ugh.  He hadn’t been sleeping; he had been watching me sleep again.  How many times did I have to tell him how slightly creepy that was?  However many, now wasn’t going to be one of them.  The chill reintroduced itself, giving me goosebumps.  “I don’t know.  I just know that something terrible is about to happen.  I’ve never felt it so strongly before.”  This was worse even than when Sara had been in danger.  That had been a harsh pain, this . . . this was an ill feeling.  I felt sick.  
He brushed my hair from my face.  “Nothing is going to happen to you.  I swear it.”
I forced down the lump of fear that tried to strangle me and focused on the feeling, trying to decipher whatever meaning it carried.  “It’s not me.  I’m not in danger.  At least, not yet.”
“No one’s going to hurt you.”
I buried my face in his shoulder for a moment, breathing in his scent to ground myself.  “You keep saying that, but . . .”  I stopped.  His chest didn’t rise and fall with the habitual breathing he usually practiced.   I waited; waited for him to draw breath, for him to move, but he didn’t.  He was still as stone.  I pressed my hand to his chest, over his heart; my desperation made it more of a slap.  The action must have alerted him to his mistake.  He breathed in.  
I sat up.  “You know something.”  
“You’re the psychic, not me.”  He made a feeble attempt at a smile.  I wasn’t laughing.  
“You don’t have to be.”  Panic held me, choked me.  I couldn’t even keep my eyes on him.  I looked at everything and nothing, all at once.  “The General took you aside today, he told you something.  You’ve been off ever since.  You keep assuring me that I’ll be fine, and you don’t lie to me, so it must be the truth, but that means . . . that means someone else is in danger.”  My voice had gone up an octave.  
Rhys sat up so quickly I had no choice but to fall onto my back.  He leaned over me, taking my face in his hands even as I pushed and grabbed at his chest.  “Kassandra, stop.”
I couldn’t hear him.  My mind raced, the chill wracked my body, and I knew, knew, with absolutely no uncertainty who my stupid ability was trying to warn me about.  
“It’s you!  You’re in danger.  And you know it.  You didn’t tell me!”
He changed tactics, releasing my head and instead grabbing me around the shoulders and pulling me up into his arms.  I locked my arms around him out of instinct, gripping the feeble fabric of his tee-shirt in my fists.  He held my head to his shoulder like you would a child.  “Please, Kassandra, let’s not do this now.”
“Not do what?”  I took comfort in feeling his skin against my cheek, but for how long?  “What’s going on?  Tell me now.”
“I would rather not.”
“That’s not fair!”  I wrenched away from him so we could be face to face.  “What did the General tell you?”
“I’m not in any immediate danger.  Will that satisfy you for now?”
“No!”
“Please?”  
We both had each other’s face in our hands again.  He looked so desperate, so tortured, that whatever response had begun to creep up my throat died and floated away.  My heart broke seeing that expression.  I’d never felt that kind of pain before, like someone had smashed my chest with a hammer.  I didn’t want to cause him that in return.  I bit my lip to keep from saying anything else and tasted blood.  Tears welled up in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.  
Rhys stroked my cheek with his thumb.  “I don’t want to remember tonight this way.  I know it’s hard, I know it’s unfair, but please, let’s just pretend everything is fine.”
I had to swallow before I could speak.  “But it’s a lie.”
“So then we lie.  We lie for tonight, and in the morning we’ll have more than enough truth.”
“Do you promise you’re not going to leave me?”  I couldn’t bring myself to think beyond that simple word, “leave.” The awful feeling that had woken me had already promised far worse than that.
He looked me straight in the eyes.  “I promise my life is not in immediate danger.”
I didn’t like that promise at all.  We had both phrased too carefully.  “Okay,” I said, not sure how much more I could take, “you can start lying to me now.”
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