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Part 1 Awakening
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"In Order to Rise from its Own Ashes, A Phoenix Must First Burn" – Octavia E Butler
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1 Caught
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I heard the voices first. 

Two men in conversation. Talking about me.  

One voice was familiar. Deep, with a slight rasp that grated and triggered something inside me at the same time. Not fear. Anticipation.

"Finally, you've found her." Heavy footsteps made the floorboards creak in response. 

"And I've waited for her all those years." The familiar voice again.

"You need to punish him. He separated you two. Why let him survive?"

"He's probably dead already. It's been centuries."

"He went into the future. You were the one waiting, Derek. He's probably still in our old world killing the rest of our people."

This was Derek, the Vampire Lord. The one I'd been searching for. Most of the other vampires had been caught, except him.  

Wait—what had the other one said? Centuries? The future? Was he insane? I was 30. But vampires and shifters had different lifespans. He had to be confused. Or lying.

I felt the bed move. Someone was sitting next to me. "He's been stopped. They all have. The entire nest will be destroyed."

"The Guild killed my family," the other man said. "And your people too, Derek." 

"They've been dealt with, Kai. I promise you," Derek said. "The Wolf Pack went after them."

Last thing I remembered was running into an alley to escape Derek and the wolf shifters I'd been following. They'd turned the tables. I went from tracking to being pursued. 

They were the enemies of the Guild. That's why the Guild Master had selected me. He'd found me on the streets. An orphan. He'd given me purpose to find vampires and shifters. I was the Seeker, and it was my job to track them down. 

My mistake had been to duck into that side street. I'd never been in that part of the city before. I thought the alley would lead someplace I could hide. But after that, everything had gone dark. 

The bed creaked again. Something touched my forehead. I gritted my teeth to keep from brushing it away. As far as they knew I was still out. Let them think that. If they revealed their plans I could figure out what to do next. 

"Did you check for magic? They've probably done something to her." Kai was insistent. 

Silence, other than their breathing. Suppose there were more than two of them? There was no way to be sure unless I opened my eyes. But one thing I did know was I was resting on a soft surface, and something was covering me. And even worse, I was naked. Funny how you can tell when you've got nothing on. 

Shit. I'd let myself be lured into a trap. So much for my vampire tracking skills. Nothing in my Guild training had prepared me for this scenario.

Fingertips grazed my forehead again, then trailed down my face and rested on my shoulder.  

His touch was fire. I was happy for the covering and at the same time I wouldn't have minded if he'd slid his hand under it. Vampires had that kind of power over humans. The power to make us want them. To hunger for them as they hungered for our blood. 

I'd been taught that. I'd never understood it before. Now I did.

“You can leave us, Kai,” Derek said. "We'll talk later."

"She won't be happy when she wakes up," Kai said. "They changed her. Isn't that what you told me? She won't know who you are."

"I've waited this long. I can be patient."

Footsteps. Then the sound of the door closing. Silence again. But, not for long.

"You can open your eyes now."

Of course, he'd known. Vampires had awareness beyond human senses. 

He was standing next to the bed, wearing a charcoal-colored pullover shirt and matching pants. Sleeves rolled up to reveal tats circling his wrists. Nothing particular, just the outline of flames without color. 

I'd seen pictures of him. Studied the description the Guild Master had given me. Talked about him with the other members of our group. Tall, muscular and physically intimidating. His charisma that, they said, drew in unsuspecting humans. 

Dark hair that could be curly when he let it grow to his shoulders. But usually he kept it cut short, though it was full and lush. His eyes that we speculated were hazel or perhaps some ever-changing combination of brown, green and grey. At the moment they were mesmerizing, almost startling against his tan complexion. Olive undertones...warm and natural coloring...far from what I'd expected from a vampire lord who haunted the darkness. 

I took my time searching his face for the evil magic I'd been warned of. His angular features gave him a look of authority. The dark hair of his goatee was a few days or so away from a full beard. And his lips...his lips were slightly upturned. Like he'd found something that amused him, and he wasn't going to share it with me.

He looked too human and unthreatening. Not a frightening, fanged creature, as I'd expected. Just an intensely attractive man. 

"I apologize for the portal trip. Travelers react in different ways." 

One attempt to sit up sent me slumping back down again. "You expect me to believe I'm in a different world?"

"You are. A similar one, but different," he replied. "One of many similar worlds."

Like I was going to believe that. "Where am I and how did I get here?" 

"This is one of my homes. And this is my bedroom," he said. "As I said, you came through a portal. With me."

The fact that I was in a bedroom was obvious. I pulled the sheet up to my neck. "What do you plan to do with me? Where are my clothes?"

"Kai will burn them with dragon fire," Derek said. "They had toxic magic on them from the other world."

"You're not serious. I don’t use magic." That much was true. The Guild taught magic but only the most basic spells. Nothing to use in a physical confrontation. My real value had been in my ability to detect vampires and shifters. That was why the Guild Master had called me The Seeker. No matter how good they were at hiding themselves in a crowd, I could find them. In this case, unfortunately my ability had worked a little too well. 

Usually, the Guild Master would decide what to do with the vampires and shifters we found—along with their human supporters. In the past few months our enemies had gained the upper hand. And the Guild Master? He'd disappeared almost a year ago, leaving us without his guidance. 

Some said he'd betrayed us. But I didn't want to believe that. The Guild had taken me in and given me protection. What else did I have? 

"I've been looking for you for...quite some time. I'm not going to hurt you."

"You wanted to kill me like the others. You're the Vampire Lord. We had to go into hiding because of you...and those—"

"Evil creatures?" Derek shook his head. "The Guild is a den of murderers. And your Guild Master destroyed a lot of lives over the centuries. You're not one of them and never have been." 

"You're lying. That's what vampires do. They lie." I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. "Give me my clothes. I'm getting out of here."

"You can't go back through the portal. It's closed. Permanently." He folded his arms across his chest. "This world is your home now."

What a sarcastic, smug ass. "You and the wolf shifters were chasing me. But it was a trap."

"You have nothing to fear from me."

"I'm here with no clothes in your bedroom and you say I don't have anything to be afraid of?" 

"I already told you what I did with your clothes."

"Why didn't you kill me?"

"I don't want you dead." Derek walked across the room and sat in one of the pair of grey, upholstered chairs. 

"Why are you sitting over there?" The oversized bedroom with its antique furnishings was certainly befitting of a vampire lord. Carved wood. Plush upholstery. Dark walls. A perfect lair for someone like him. 

My room in the Guild house had been cramped, barely fitting a bed and chair. Plain with no decoration. Compared to that, this room was luxurious. 

"It's best I keep my distance for the moment." He ran his hand through his hair but couldn’t quite do it without trembling. 

"Why is your hand shaking? Are you sick?"

His expression softened, but he regained his composure quickly.  "It's been so long since we were together like this. I imagined this would be a different conversation," he said.

"When were we ever together?" I jumped up. "You brought me here to kill me. Like all the others."

"What others? I'm not a predator," he said.

Derek glanced down at my bare legs, then up again. I'd only managed to keep my top half covered with the sheet. Maybe not the best time to be concerned with modesty. It wasn't like he hadn't already seen everything. But even so, I hated being so vulnerable and so alone.

He stood up and approached the bed. "The Guild is not what you think it is. And I'm not what you've been taught."

"You're evil." I stepped back and bumped up against the bed. 

"No, I'm not," Derek said. "I want to release you from the magic that's trapped you."

He was twisting my words and my thoughts. Making me doubt myself. "I don't believe you. I want to leave here now."

He sighed. I had never thought he was capable of being weary. Not like humans could be. 

When he spoke again, his words were a whisper. As light as air. "We've been connected all along, Avani. We knew each other before the Guild existed."

That name was familiar to me and yet, I'd never heard it before. "Why did you call me that?" I asked. "That's not the name the Guild Master gave me. He called me Lyra."

"Your name was in the book I took with me when I escaped. But I knew your name before that." 

"What are you talking about? What book? I don't understand what you're saying."

Silence. He simply stared at me. Apprehension melted away as we faced each other. It was as though he were undressing me again. Removing the layers that protected me. 

"We were together a long time ago," he said. "And we will be again. I can tell you more...if you'll let me."

This had to be more vampire bullshit. "Tell me how to get back through that portal." I staggered, then braced myself against the bed. My stomach dropped like I was falling into a pit.

His expression darkened. "I'd hoped the heart magic had faded—the portal must've triggered it. We have to work fast."

"I've never heard of heart magic. You've done something to me."

"The Guild Master must've put the poison into your heart," he said. "I need you to trust me, Avani."

Trust him? But then the pain forced me to drop to my knees. Like a knife in my chest, it cut through me without pity. "What's happening?"

He grasped my arm. "You're dying. Let me help you."

"Tell me where the portal is." I gasped out the words as the knife cut deeper. Relentless. Shortening my breath with each wound. "Tell me."

"I need your permission first. I can't help you if you don't give it," he pleaded.

His look told me everything. Vampires had no magic of their own. If he was going to work against magic there was only one way. 

He pulled me into his arms. "Please, Avani," he said. "Please."

If he'd wanted to end me, he could've done it already. The Guild taught us to be prepared to die for our beliefs. But saying that and actually experiencing it were different things. 

"Help me." All I could manage was a whisper and even that took effort.

Derek responded by picking me up and carrying me into the bathroom. As we entered, wall sconces illuminated the room in a soft gold-tinged glow. Shimmering stone walls gave it a warmth the bedroom hadn't had. In spite of my discomfort, the colors calmed me.

I thought we were heading for the shower enclosure, but instead he walked to a half-open door to the right. He kicked it open, and we entered. This room was painted in soft grey tones, like the bedroom. There was only a sink and a large tub. Derek set me in the tub then turned on the water.   

At first the cold marble made me flinch when I leaned back against it. But the water covered my legs and warmed me, submerging my lower body. 

How long had it been since I'd been in a tub? I usually took showers since I'd shared a bathroom with others in our group. We'd had nothing of our own, really. Even clothing had been shared and handed down. The Guild Master had emphasized that we were a family. We would always need each other because no one else could be trusted. 

He hadn't lived in any of the Guild houses. He'd said he didn’t want us to be in danger because of him. Powerful people feared him, and he needed to have a separate place. I'd heard that it was a large house behind gates. He was an important person. 

"You're thinking about the Guild, aren't you? They don’t deserve your thoughts, or anything else." Derek was standing next to the tub, undressing.

How had he known? Could he read my thoughts? Another thing I'd heard that vampires could do. As if in response the stabbing pain increased, like something within me was fighting to get out. Each stab cut deeper and deeper and I doubled over.

The water was shut off. I felt pressure on my back, moving me forward. Then splashing as Derek joined me in the tub. He sat and braced his legs on either side of me. He put his arms around me, holding on as I shivered.  

His presence surrounded me like the water. A vampire. My enemy. A dangerous predator who I'd been taught to fear and hate. 

Derek pulled my hair back and bared my neck. Soon he would sink his teeth into me to save me. Or he would have his revenge for what we'd done to his people. Maybe that had been his plan all along. I'd be less trouble dead. 

In the cooling water, his touch melted me as he glided his tongue over my neck. The pain in my chest slowly subsided. Not gone but not dominant anymore. My body was becoming attuned to him. My gasps of pain lessening as my breathing matched his. In and out. In and out. Steady. Deliberate. 

The Seeker and the Vampire Lord. Finally, together at last. But not in the way I'd always thought we'd be. 
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2 Once Bitten
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Derek pressed three fingers against my chest. "And now, I'm going to free you of the Guild's control." 

I was trembling. I couldn't help it. We'd always known we could be caught and killed. But this was different. Whoever had placed that magic inside me had wanted me dead. 

One arm around me, he caressed my arm with his free hand, trailing it down so that his fingers entwined with mine. Then he dug his teeth into me. Deep. Sinking into my flesh and sinew with little effort. 

At first I was numb. Like when you cut yourself, then for that second you feel nothing. But, you know the pain is coming. Tense up preparing for it. I'd been taught by the Guild that this was the worst thing that could happen. I would be, as far as they were concerned, no longer human. 

My heart pounded as I gasped for breath, my senses were on fire, igniting my nerve endings. Struggling against the intrusion I kicked out, splashing water over the side of the tub. I might have cried out. I don't know for sure. 

Then, there was an end to the pain. Just like that. No gradual tapering. It ended and euphoria engulfed me. Faintly I was still aware of Derek's touch as he consumed my blood. My life force. Drawing it in like a man starving for what he needed to survive. 

Faces of people I didn't recognize flashed in front of me. They spoke to me, calling me, "Avani." I saw a city with earth-colored buildings trimmed with gold that glittered in the sun. Mosaics and sculptures and fountains...blossoming flowers and lush green trees and waterfalls. Winged creatures flew above me, while the far-off sound of laughter floated on a breeze.

The faces faded in and out, faster and faster. Then I saw the face of the Guild Master. Dark hair streaked with white, cold blue eyes. His face morphed and stretched and became other faces. Younger and older, different features and colors and then, those faces disappeared too. 

One last vision appeared. A man approached, partially in shadow. He called out to me. I ran to him. Then I saw who it was. Derek. Slightly younger. Happier. Smiling. But before we could embrace, an arrow pierced my chest and I fell. He cried my name, "Avani!" But darkness took me before I could respond. 

Voices echoed around me. I couldn’t see their faces. 

"Put her with the others."

"Round up the vampires and the shifters you find."

"Track down the ones who escaped."

As the visions and voices faded, I came back to myself. I was in the tub in Derek's arms. But now the water was pink, and underneath our hands were still clasped.  

"Is it over?" I asked. 

"Yes," he replied.

"What now?" I felt like I was waking from a dream. Drowsy and unsure. 

He released my hand. "Scoot up a moment."

I did. He got up and left me alone in the tub. Water splashed on the floor as he stepped out. I watched him moving slowly, like he'd just woken up too. He turned on the taps of the white marble sink and leaned over it.

Derek cupped water in his hand and washed his face. He glanced over and met my eyes, then quickly looked away and continued to bathe.

My stomach churned as I reached up to touch the place where I'd been bitten. But I stopped. What would I feel? Coming to terms with what had just happened was bad enough. But to realize that we had known each other before sent me reeling. 

What was my life? What had it ever been?

"That man by the river...the one I was going to meet...that was you?" 

He froze, his hands poised under the water. "Yes. That was our city. Ikenmiri. We lived in peace with other humans and shifters. But the Guild wanted our knowledge...they overwhelmed us and killed whoever they could find."

"You got away."

"They rounded up the vampires first. Whoever didn't escape was killed outright." 

"Including me," I said. "How did I survive an arrow in my chest?"

"Magic."

Somehow, I was strangely calm. I guess my brain hadn’t caught up to what was happening. Nothing I'd known had been true. The truth of my life had ended the day I'd been shot by an arrow at the side of a river. 

"What did we mean to each other?" I asked. 

"We were in love, Avani." He turned the water off and faced me. His body toned and muscular, his member thick with arousal. "We were separated, and the Guild Master took you away to a place where I couldn't follow."

"I don't understand. When did that happen?"

"At least a century. Maybe two. Time in our old world is different than here," he said. 

"That's not possible. The Guild Master found me when I was a child and he—"

"Another lie," Derek said. "He put that in your mind with his magic. Just like what he put in your heart."

I touched my chest, where my heart had been used as a container for the poison. 

"My bite neutralized it. The Guild Master probably wanted us both to die. For your blood to be tainted with the poison and for me to be killed too," he said. "But vampires are immune to his magic." 

"They taught me that you were evil."

"You know the truth now, don't you?" Anger fueled his words. "He used you to get to me. What do you call that?"

"I'm tired, Derek. I can't fight you." And I had to admit, seeing him standing there was triggering. I'd been instructed that personal desires made you vulnerable. But I did have them. Being this close to Derek was making that all too clear.

"I didn't bring you here to fight."

"I know that. But I can't be what you want me to be. Not yet." I pushed those words out. Forcing myself to say them. Fighting the ache inside me, unable to look away from him. His muscular body, still wet from the bath and his obvious need. 

"It's a normal reaction," he said.

I didn't know if he was talking about me, or himself.

"I'm tired," I repeated.

His response was to help me to my feet so that I could get out of the tub. The floor tiles weren't as cold as I expected, and thankfully not slippery. Then he grabbed a towel from the rack and began to dry me. 

As much as I enjoyed being taken care of after what had just happened, I was well aware of his proximity to me. And his...condition. 

"I'll finish out there." I nodded to the bedroom. 

We stared at each other for a few moments. Not speaking. Hardly breathing. I knew what he wanted. At this point I wasn't sure I didn't want it too. In spite of my fear and my exhaustion, I remembered my vision of him before I'd been hit by the arrow. His joy and his arms open to receive me.

He nodded. 

Back in the bedroom I closed the door and waited. Instead of drying off, I sat on the bed and tried to process it all. There was a mirror propped on the dresser. Not large enough for a full body view. But just enough for what I wanted to see.

I stood up and slowly made my way over then stopped when I saw my reflection centered in the silver frame. In spite of Derek's revelations to me, I was the same person I remembered. Outwardly, at least. The brown eyes, medium brown skin and the hair that framed my face in lush curls and coils. With an unsteady hand I reached up and pulled back a few of those coils, revealing that place on my neck. The place where Derek's tongue had glided over my skin before he'd taken me. 

Expecting the worst, I was mildly relieved to see only two small punctures. The light wasn't bright enough for further inspection and I was grateful for that. I drew my hand away, letting my hair fall back against my neck. 

Exhausted, I went back to sit on the edge of the bed. I felt like I was sleepwalking even though I was wide awake.

Suddenly a groan and the sound of water splashing in the bathroom caught my attention. I held my breath, not sure what to expect. But a moment later came the sound of the water draining from the tub. 

I'd never expected to be in his situation. Tracking the Vampire Lord had never included what I'd do with him after he'd been found. I'd expected the Guild Master would've decided. But why had he wanted me to track him? Hadn't he anticipated that Derek would reveal the truth? 

"Avani." Derek was standing in front of me, still wet.

Startled, I jumped and almost fell off the bed. I hadn't heard the door open or his footsteps. 

"Let me help you." He took the towel and motioned for me to stand next to him. Exhausted, I complied. 

When he finished drying me, he held my face and kissed my forehead. "You need something to restore you. Sit down over there."

I sat in one of the chairs and watched as he left the room. Heard his footsteps in the corridor. Low voices, then more footsteps. 

It was then that I realized how vivid the colors were. It hadn't looked that way before. Even the dull grey chairs were brighter; the brown stone floor had sharper detail. More defined, as though each slab of stone had a golden overlay that made them sparkle. 

When Derek returned, he carried a pitcher of orange liquid and an empty glass. He poured it and brought the glass over. "Drink this."

"What is it?" I took it and sniffed the contents. "Orange juice?"

He nodded. "Yes. It's safe."

Not that I'd expected to be poisoned or anything. I drained the glass and handed it back. "Can I have more?"

After I drank the entire pitcher, Derek had me sit on his lap. He held me close, and I was warm without a robe or blanket. 

"Will you bite me again?" I asked. 

"It's hard for vampires to fight natural urges," he replied. "I know you're not ready yet, though."

"And your urge is?"

"Avani, do I have to explain it?" He kissed my shoulder. "My blood has been on fire since I learned where you were," he said.

He'd had centuries without me. A long enough time to mourn a lost love. To burn for someone who had been taken away. But I'd just learned the truth of him and of us. 

The magic in my heart may have been neutralized but the fear and repulsion were still there. And now my body and my mind were at war. Not able to reconcile the conflict. 

Being in his arms comforted and excited me more than I wanted to admit. But he was a vampire, after all. Could I trust any of it? 

"Derek, when did you find out where I was?"

Silence, then a sigh. "After the Guild took over Ikenmiri and I escaped, I received word that you were alive. That's when I gathered the vampires who had gone into hiding, and shifters who were our allies. But by the time we arrived, you were gone."

"And then?"

"After a while I realized what they'd done. They took you away—"

"To a place you couldn't follow. But what does that mean?"

"We'll talk about that when you've had a chance to rest," he said. 

"The Guild Master hasn't been around for a long time," I said. 

"That doesn't matter now. I've taken care of that."

"What did you do?" 

"We'll talk about it later."

We'd both grown used to being adversaries. The Guild had sent out teams to destroy the vampires whenever they'd tried to live unmolested.  I knew he couldn't completely forget that. 

I was comfortable in his arms and at the same time unnerved by what I'd become. Just like my portal trip, I'd left one world and crossed into another. But what would I find in this one? 
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3 Learning to Trust
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Much later Derek suggested that I go to bed and get some rest. He covered me with a warm blanket, then turned off the light. 

"Are you leaving?" I asked as I watched him dress. Funny how I could make out what he was doing in the darkness. Just a sliver of moonlight cut across the wall through the partially closed blinds.

"No, I'm not." He ran his fingers through his hair, "Sure you're not hungry?"

"Not yet." Surprisingly, the juice and a sandwich had filled me. Peanut butter between two slices of toast. Protein was good for me after a bite, he'd said. Since I wasn't an expert, I figured it sounded reasonable. Besides, I liked peanut butter. The crispy almost burnt toast though...that was an acquired taste.

He nodded then walked across the room and sat down. Behind him the moonlight gave him a sort of halo. Weird, I know.

"Why don't you come to bed? There's room."

"Later. Get some rest."

Sure, I was glad he was respecting my boundaries. Even if it wasn't necessary at this point. How much of a boundary could there be between two people when one was a vampire? Or maybe he hadn't been thinking about giving me space. Maybe he was the one who needed it. 

I wanted to ask him, but I was getting sleepy. After a yawn and a stretch, I closed my eyes and surrendered to it.

I usually didn't get a full night's sleep. The Guild house had never been quiet. Even at night. People walking and talking loudly, or clanging pots in the kitchen. Toilets flushing and pipes banging and floors creaking. An older house above a rare book shop had seemed the perfect place for our group to be safe. A way not to attract much attention, the Guild Master had said. 

"Lyra!" 

"What? What do you want?" I sat up and the breath caught in my throat. The voice had sounded like a woman I'd known at the Guild house. She'd call me when the bathroom was free in the mornings. But this wasn't my room at the House. What was this place?  Without thinking I reached out and banged my hand against something hard. 

"Damn it!" 

The door opened and the lights came on. Derek stood in the doorway; his gaze fixed on me. "What happened?"

"I...I forgot where I was." I'd hit my hand on a lamp on the night table. By the looks of it, a very sturdy metal lamp shaped like a jug. "What time is it?"

"About an hour before dawn."

"Have you slept?" I asked. 

He nodded towards the chair. "For an hour or two. I stepped outside to get some air."

"Is everything okay?" I asked. "Your hand is shaking again."

He glanced down, then shoved his hands into his pockets. "I'm okay."

"I don't know how much sleep vampires need but you look like hell." I patted the bed. "Lie down."

Derek didn’t protest. He kicked off his shoes and joined me. I thought about asking him why he kept his clothes on...I mean, it wasn't like we hadn't been naked together in the tub, and afterwards. But I didn't. Just like when he'd sat across the room earlier, maybe he needed that. 

He told me about how he discovered the portal. And how he and his friends, Kai and Kayden, had come through. He'd been in this world for months before deciding to stay. A world like the one we'd left, but different enough for us to survive because there was no Guild. 

"I wish I could remember more about us before everything happened," I said. 

"You will. Give it time." Derek kissed me. 

In spite of the memory I'd had of us, I still wasn't at ease. What if he turned on me? Though my body responded to him my mind conjured up reasons to doubt. "How did you know where to find me?" I asked. 

"The Wolf Pack. They knew the Guild was using the rare bookstore as a front. They'd been watching it for months."

So much for our attempt to be incognito. "Would you have come here to stay without me?"

"No."

"You wanted to kill Guild members because of what they did to the vampires. That included me too, didn't it?"

His arms tightened around me, then he relaxed. I kept asking him about it because I wanted to catch him unexpected. To have him admit what he really felt.

"You're still testing me," he said. "They were using you. Like they used the others from our city. Like they used everyone they converted to their cult. That's why the Guild Master put poison inside your heart. He never wanted you to cross any portals. He wanted you trapped and used as bait to lure me out."

"How many vampires did they...we kill?" I asked.

"I don’t want to talk about this now." The edge in his voice was deeper, sounding like a knife being sharpened on stone.

Not easy to get information from someone who doesn't want to share it. "You mentioned dragon fire. There are dragons here?"

"Shifters. That's what Kai is. We met many years ago," Derek said. "The Guild went after his people too. For a while, the Templars helped us, but they turned on us as well. That's what happens when you form an alliance because you hate the same people."

"Hate is a good motivator."

"Is that what the Guild Master taught you?"

"It's what he taught a lot of people."

Silence again. This time it was uneasy and bitter as my reality won out over the comfort I felt. 

"Don't let him come between us here. He's dead."

"You don't know that," I said.

"The Wolf Pack will find him. This is a world without him and the Guild. We'll finally be safe."

I wanted to believe that. Have the same faith he did. "What will it mean for us to be together on this world?"

"We'll be what we should've been before we were separated." His embrace tightened again, and he rubbed his hairy chin against my cheek. It prickled and it felt good.

"Mated?" I knew vampires had mates, but I hadn't been taught much about it since the Guild didn't think vampires were capable of family bonds. 

"Not mated. That's between vampires," he said. "But you will develop certain traits even though my bites won't transform you." 

"Traits?"

"Desires for certain foods. Your senses will grow stronger. You won't need to feed on blood...unless you want to."

"And what else?"

Silence. Then he made a noise. Something between a sigh and a grunt. "I want your love again. I hope you'll remember what we were to each other."

––––––––
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AFTER I'D RESTED FOR a few hours, I had more juice and some broth. His next bite didn't hurt as much but the euphoria was just as intense. I took a shower afterwards while he washed up in the sink. 

If I went back through the portal now and was found by the Guild, I'd be killed. No hesitation. They'd never had any problem killing members who had been bitten. Or humans they'd identified as vampire hosts. The unforgiveable sin...being bitten by a vampire and enjoying it. 

Why had I gone along with their bullshit? To be one of the chosen? The Seeker who was groomed to take out the Vampire Lord, himself. 

What a fool I'd been. 

After my shower I wrapped myself in a towel and went over to the bathroom mirror. A new set of punctures were surrounded by bruised red and purple skin. The marks of the cursed was what the Guild called them. 

Derek turned off the taps, then grabbed a towel to dry his face. "The bites will heal quickly," he said. "In a couple of days, you won't even see them."

"Because of magic?" I asked. 

He seemed startled by my question. Derek trained his eyes on me, and I sensed him thinking about how to respond. His eyes were dark brown now, so dark they looked black. 

"Yes," he replied. "Magic that's generated here in this part of the city. And your magic."

"I don't know much magic."

This time he smiled. "You'll remember it all in time." 

I hadn't had any visions since the first bite. And I was desperate to remember more about my old life. My life in that glittering city. My hunger for that was almost as strong as Derek's hunger for me.

"Will we be living here in this house?" I asked. 

"No. I have another place prepared for you to get comfortable with this world. A place of your own," he said. "I thought you might like that for now."

He was right. After the Guild group house, I did want my own space until I got used to things. 

"After you get settled, I'll introduce you to the others. Vampires inside the gates usually reside in houses with the ones in their chosen group. When a vampire is accepted into a House they become sinsangre. It means they have shelter and have blood with others," he said. 

"Will I be welcome?" I asked.

"Of course, you will. We'll have new lives," he said. "Without the Guild."

He was so sure. But I was certain this new world was not without perils. What world was perfect? We'd been parted once. Derek wasn't stupid or naïve. He knew it could happen again. No matter what we did to stay connected. We could never be sure that we'd remain that way.  
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