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Chapter One

 

The girl woke suddenly and saw her bedroom was still dark. No way it was six-thirty yet. She'd just fallen asleep and was still tired. No, that wasn't right. Exhausted was the word. Right down to her core. No way she could keep up the pace much longer. Now here she was, waking up in the middle of the night for no good reason, when there was another long day ahead. At eight this morning she had to be at the office, at her desk, logged into the phone, headset on. At six that evening she had to be at her mom's restaurant to work her shift. 

Why had she woken up? She needed every second of sleep she could get. 

Before she could roll onto her side and try to fall back to sleep, she heard scratching. 

Listening, she rolled onto her back. Gradually her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the room.

It was quiet now. 

"You're hearing things," she told herself. "The lack of sleep is making you delirious."

But there it was again--that scratching. 

It didn't sound random. It seemed deliberate. Purposeful. Like whoever was doing it was sounding out a code, but that was ridiculous. Who would be scratching out a code to someone in the middle of the night?

Slowly, she sat up, trying to pinpoint where the sound was coming from. 

She couldn't tell, so she got up and started walking around the bedroom, listening. 

In the near darkness of the house, she went downstairs to the living room, tiptoeing so she wouldn't wake anyone up. But the sound was barely audible down there. It had to be coming from somewhere upstairs, so she returned to her room.

A few more seconds of listening told her the sound wasn't coming from inside the bedroom. It was coming from outside. 

And it was getting louder. 

"Who's there?" she whispered. She hadn't wanted to wake anyone by talking too loud. Still, she was surprised by the childlike voice that had come out of her mouth. 

The scratching stopped. 

She stood beside her bed, unmoving. Listening. For long seconds she waited to see if it was over. If it was okay to return to bed and go to sleep. But then, from outside, just beyond her window, someone laughed. 

It was a joyful laugh. But that joy was tinged with lunacy. 

She couldn't tell whether the laugh had come from a man or a woman. Honesty, she was more concerned by how near to the window the laughter had been. The bedroom was on the second floor. Nobody should be able to get that close to the window from outside. 

But they had. 

Should she wake her mom and Bobby? Let them know what was going on. 

For a moment, the girl considered going to the window, pulling the curtain aside, and seeing what was on the other side. See if anyone was out there. 

This thought only lasted a moment. 

She was too afraid to look. 

Something was out there. 

It was quiet now, but it hadn't gone. 

The girl's heart was pounding so hard, whatever was out there had to hear it; could hear it and know how afraid she was. 

She backed toward her bedroom door, too afraid to take her eyes off that window. She was convinced the second she did, something would come inside and take her. 

Her hands were shaking as she reached toward the wall for the light switch, but she was still too far away. 

The sound of shattering glass registered a second before the realization that she had to run. 

Run!

Hands were on her. No, that wasn't right. Not hands. 

She screamed. 

Then she felt claws. Sharp claws. A set slashed her cheek. Blood was oozing from her skin a moment later. Then there was another slash along her back. 

The girl screamed again. 

Then she was in the air, being carried toward the broken window. 

In the house, down the hall, she heard footsteps. Saw the reflection of light beneath her door as the hall light was switched on. They were too late. 

She was shoved roughly out the window then screamed as she free fell toward the ground. Was sure the fall would kill her. But she remembered landing. Landing so hard that her world went bright white. Then there was pain. Her entire body was in pain. She knew she must have broken something in the fall. Was sure she must have broken everything. 

Her last memory was of a dark figure gliding from her window, seeming to dance in the air as it descended to the ground beside her. And then the pain overtook her. 

Her world went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

I knew where Louis and the vamps hung out. It was a club that Louis owned called The Pit. It wasn't until I was driving along Fifth Street in Lynchburg that I had the thought that I might not be welcomed there. Sure, Louis wasn't a concern. He's the one who'd offered me the job, but the other vamps?

I parked on Federal, near a bar that sat on the corner of Fifth and Federal. Lucky for me, it wasn't full dark yet. A few hours from now, there wouldn't be a chance I'd get a spot. 

The Pit was housed in a line of abandoned shops on Fifth Street. I couldn't tell what the shops had once been, except for one. Today it was a hollowed-out cigar lounge with a purple front and dusty glass windows that looked out onto the sidewalk. This was where the main entrance was. The place always looked empty, but according to Louis, there were vamps inside. Vamps, and werewolves, and whatever else lurked in the shadows of Lynchburg. It was kind of like From Dusk Till Dawn, with vamps living on the premises, but without that whole, homicidal, luring humans to their death angle. 

I walked up Federal then turned on Fifth, giving the Christmas trees and flashing Christmas lights set up in the center of the round-about a quick glance. I continued down Fifth, crossing when I got close to The Pit. 

I'd started wearing my contact lenses all the time, except when I went to bed. This, of course, didn't include the times when I accidentally fell asleep with them on. The clarity with which I could now see the world was amazing. After the events at my Rivermont house and the those at the Simmons house, I'd decided it was a lot safer to go about in contact lenses that couldn't be knocked off my face, rendering me nearly sightless and helpless.

I continued down the sidewalk, heading with purpose to my destination. 

There was nothing on the exterior of the buildings to indicate a nightclub was inside. No signs, no nightclub name, but I knew it was there. I might have been the only human who knew it was there because it didn't exist for the pleasure of humans. It was there for unnaturals. 

I stopped walking when I reached the old entrance to the abandoned cigar lounge. I was really doing this. I was going inside to get a job in a club that serviced non-humans, or rather, unnaturals. Connor said there was a law that governed unnaturals. The law made the murder of any other living creature a crime, so I should be safe inside. At least in theory. The problem was, I was a coward at heart. But I was also nosy. The two sides often battled. 

"What's this?"

I nearly jumped out of my boots at the unexpected voice. It was deep, male, and coming from somewhere behind me. 

I swung around and found two men and a woman standing behind me. I couldn't tell what they were, but something told me they weren't human. 

As if to prove this point, the one who'd spoken, spoke again. 

"Human." He said the word as though it left a bad taste in his mouth. 

I stared from him to his companions. Both men had pale hair. While the speaker's hair was long, his friend's was buzzed. The woman had strawberry blonde hair, light brown skin, and a smile that would have been sweet if not for her fangs. 

"You're Zoey." The woman offered me her hand. "I'm Gabby."

I took it, then shivered at the chill feel of her skin. 

"Louis told us about you." Though she was speaking to me, she looked at her friends. "No playing with her."

The man who'd spoken exhaled dramatically. "I'm Wesley. And this is Lesley. My brother. Yes, we're twins. Obviously."

"What are you doing here?" Gabby asked. 

"I came about the job. Louis said he needs a singer."

Gabby leaned against the storefront glass and regarded me with narrowed eyes. 

"So, this isn't about the girl?" Wesley and his brother looked Nordic. I supposed even without the pale vampire's skin, the two men would have had the look of ancient Visigoth warriors. 

"What girl?" I looked from Wesley to Gabby, eyebrows raised in question.

Neither responded.

Gabby moved past me, unlocked the door, then stepped into the darkness within. "Come on," she said. "Louis will want to talk to you."

I peered at the entrance, at the gloom on the other side of the door. 

I didn't budge.

"You came here for a job, didn't you?" She asked. 

"Yeah, but..."

"We're vampires. You'd be stupid not to be concerned, but I promise you, we won't hurt you. We're..." she seemed to be searching for the word, then settled on, "...harmless."

The mischievous glint in her eyes told me that was a bald-faced lie. Nevertheless, I followed her inside. 

We walked down a narrow hall. The only light was what came in from the front door. After a few seconds of walking, I could barely make out my hand in front of my face. Fortunately, the hall was so narrow there wasn't a chance I'd get lost or go in the wrong direction. Also, Gabby's pink hair was easy to see in the gloom. 

Wesley and Lesley followed close behind me. They were talking quietly. Their voices were like a hum of white noise. I couldn't make out any actual words. 

Gabby stopped and pressed her finger into the wall. Something dinged from below, then the sound of motors rose around us. 

An elevator. 

The elevator doors slid open, and Gabby stepped in. "Louis is down below. Everything is down below," she explained. "Down below and away from the sun. Vamp problems." She grinned, which unexpectedly made me smile. 

I got on, Wesley and Lesley stepped on behind me. 

We rode down, and as we went, I noticed something I hadn't before. Music. It must have been loud because the lower we went, the more the elevator rumbled. When the doors finally opened, In This Moment's Adrenalize was coming at me from every direction. Despite myself, I started to move to the music. Music lover that I was, it was hard not to move to the beat when I heard a good song. 

I was stunned by the scene before me. The room was immense. Purple lights hung from the ceiling casting everything in a purple glow. There were tables deeper within the room, sofas, and a bar that stretched the length of the far wall. It was like walking into an upscale nightclub in Vegas, only this one was underground. 

Under Lynchburg. 

There were people everywhere. People dressed in leather, in suits, barely dressed at all. Were they all unnaturals?

Gabby turned to face me, grinning. "Welcome to your new life, Zoey Matthews. This is The Pit."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Three

 

This place didn't look in any way how I pictured a vampire hangout would look. It was lavish and decadent instead of abandoned-looking and scary. The music was fantastic and the people, all of them, were beautiful. Well, that was, except for the ones who weren't. The ones who weren't didn't look human at all. Some looked like animal/human hybrids, some looked like something else entirely, no more human than a seagull.

Wesley walked beside Gabby, both leading me deeper into the club. The music was so loud I could feel it in my chest. 

I brushed against leather as I walked, and expensive linen. I looked into the faces of people I'd never seen before. Faces that weren't mere faces, but something else. There was a glow about some of them and an etherealness that made them seem unreal. I was stunned. 

Gabby and Wesley led me through the center of the club. As we went, conversations stopped as patrons turned to look at me and stare. 

No, I thought. Nobody was human here. Nobody except me. 

We got to the other side of the room. Gabby pushed through another set of doors, climbed one flight of stairs, and stopped in front of a door that had been painted purple. She tapped on it once. 

The door swung open. Louis stood at the entrance, dreads pulled away from his face the way they'd been the last time I'd seen him. His eyes fixed on me with such intensity I found myself taking a step back. 

"She's here about the job." Gabby paused. "And the girl."

Louis continued to study me without saying anything. Then he stepped aside. 

I followed Gabby into his office. Wesley did too, but somewhere along the way we'd lost Lesley. 

If I'd thought the main areas of The Pit were impressive, they were nothing compared to Louis' private sanctum. It was an office, with a desk and laptop, but there was an expansive sofa set before a bank of monitors. The sofa was pale purple, almost lavender, and looked so plush that I wanted to touch it. Just to feel it. 

"Have a seat, Zoey," he said to me. "I hoped you'd take me up on my offer."

I didn't know what it was about him, but he made me feel unbalanced. I didn't think it was because he wasn't human. MJ wasn't human either, and he didn't make me feel like this. 

"Sit," he said impatiently. 

I looked over to the plush sofa, then went to it and sat. 

It was even better than I'd imagined. I sank into the cushions and groaned in pleasure; I couldn't help it. 

Wesley snorted a laugh. 

"So, you're also here about the girl," Louis said. "You know she was drained I take it?"

"I'm here about the job. What girl?"

"You know she was drained?" He repeated.

"I don't even know who you're talking about."

Louis made his way over to where I was sitting. Gabby had already settled beside me. Wesley remained standing. Louis sat in a lavender armchair across from me. "You thought maybe I'd know what killed her?" He sat back and folded his hands. His eyes narrowed as he looked at me. "Normally, I'd take this as an accusation, but I don't think that's how you mean it. Is it?"

"No," Gabby answered for me. "I can tell she's genuine. I wouldn't have brought her down otherwise."

Louis raised his hand to silence her. "I wasn't talking to you, Gabrielle. I was talking to our guest."

"Zoey," I corrected. "I'm here about the job. Are you telling me some girl is dead?"

Wesley stepped forward. "We could feel her die."

"Feel her die? What does that even mean?"

"It was the blood loss," Gabby said. "That much blood loss so close to us, we could feel it."

"It scents the air," Wesley said. "And it happened at night, so many of us were on the streets at the time. The next day, there were reports of a supernatural death. Of a blood drinker. But we don't think it was a vampire."

"Could it have been a rogue?" I asked. "Someone who doesn't follow the rules."

Louis' response was quick and to the point. "Not on my turf. I know what happens in my precinct. My borders are guarded. I know who's coming and who's going. There are no rogues in my territory."

"The death didn't feel like a vampire killing," Wesley added. "I could sense darkness in the air. Magic."

"MJ is convinced those casters are still in the area," Louis said. "Is he right?"

"No. As far as I know, they left."

"Is that what your caster boyfriend tells you?"

"Yes. I trust him."

Louis smiled. Shook his head. "You're in love with him."

"I...I..." I didn't know what to say to that. He'd caught me off guard. "Of course, I'm in love with him."

"So, you have zero objectivity when it comes to him."

Again, I found myself sputtering. 

"Help us by finding out if the casters left or if they're hiding out somewhere, planning destruction, as they always do."

"How am I supposed to do that?"

"You're in love with one."

"He's not a caster anymore."

"Says him."

"Says me." 

Again, Louis gave me his narrow-eyed stare. "Nevertheless, that's what we want to know. If it isn't the casters, then we have another problem."

"I'd prefer having another problem." Gabby surprised me by setting a hand on my arm and squeezing. "Casters are evil, Zoey. They're no good. You shouldn't be dating one, let alone in love with him. He'll only bring you heartache."

I remembered all the times I'd fallen asleep in Ren's arms. Ren was no monster; he was my boyfriend. He was sweet and kind and caring, and he adored me. It was nice to be cherished after so many years of being taken for granted. Maybe once upon a time, Ren had made bad decisions, but that was the past. Last month he'd had to cast to save us. He hadn't had a choice.

I stood, nodded at Louis. "Okay, fine. I'll find out. But what happens after that?"

"That, Zoey, depends on what you find out." 

I started toward the door but didn't get far. Wesley stepped in front of me. 

"There's still the business about the club," Wesley said.

"The club?" I parroted, confused.

"We need a singer," Louis said. "Come back in three days with your guitar. I have amplifiers."

I raised my eyebrow at this. "You want me to play out of a strange amp?"

"Only the best here, Zoey. Trust me."

"And my pedals. I'll need them, too."

Louis shrugged. "Fine."

"Am I going on solo?"

Louis' mouth opened slightly in what I guessed was a smile. Or maybe he'd laughed. 

"No," he said. "Your bandmates will be here when you get here?"

"Wait. What about a rehearsal? I can't go on stage with strangers and then play out of a strange amp."

"Find out about the casters. Be here at six-thirty sharp."

Louis glided to his feet and left the room. 

Wesley followed. 

I looked at Gabby, not sure what had just happened. 

She rolled her eyes. "Men. Human or vampire, they're all the same."

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

 

I checked my watch as I drove into The Square. It was going on six, and I had to be at Ren's at seven-thirty. That didn't leave a lot of time. 

The only reason I was doing this was that I'd promised Connor. You didn't have to tell me how bizarre it was that I was on my way to meet a woman to discuss my being half Nephilim, because I'd promised my ghost roommate, who was also my guardian, that I'd do this. I honestly didn't believe this whole Nephilim thing, especially the magic angle. Sure, some pretty wild stuff was happening around me, but it was happening around me. Not to me. 

Unfortunately, a promise is a promise. Besides, I was willing to do pretty much anything Connor asked me to do to ensure I wasn't saddled with Darla as my guardian for the rest of my life.

I parked in front of my loft then walked over to Amy's Bakery. I shivered as I walked. It was cold enough out for me to have on a scarf, gloves, and boots. I trotted as fast as I could without full out running. Christmas season was in full swing, so the sidewalks were full of shoppers and locals. I had to weave in and out of small packs to get where I was going. I waved to people I knew as I went, but didn't stop.

I spotted Luna sitting at a small, round table near a window in the bakery. Her long brown hair was interspersed with beaded braids. Her hair fell over her shoulders and down her back, the beaded braids making her hair seem to sparkle. She was wearing a purple peasant dress with more sparkles strewn all over the material. Topping off the ensemble was a velvet scarf. 

"Over here." Luna mouthed as she waved at me. 

I stepped into the bakery and was engulfed in cinnamon-scented warmth. I shivered again, and my glasses steamed up. This time, the shiver was a shiver of pleasure. The smell of coffee mingled deliciously with the scent of cinnamon. Instantly I was hungry and thirsty for one of Amy's brews. 

I waved at my friend Amy, who was behind the counter, then went to the table where Luna was sitting. 

"Can you believe how cold it is out there?" Luna hugged herself dramatically. 

"It's definitely cold."

Luna watched me slip out of my coat, set it on the chair back, and sit. There was a cup of steaming coffee in front of me and a tray of chocolate croissants. She watched as I got settled, then cleared her throat. 

"Something is wrong."

"Well, hello to you, too." I tried to make my hello into a joke, but what she said hadn't been funny. Not with everything that had been happening lately. 

"Anyone follow you here?"

I looked out the window then shrugged. "Not that I know of. Why?"

"I just sense..." she trailed off then waived a hand in the air. "It's late, and I haven't had my coffee. I'm sure it's nothing."

Uneasy, I looked out the window again. All I saw was bustling crowds, Christmas elves, and fanciful decorations.

"Zoey," she began again, "I got a peppermint mocha for you. I hope that's all right. We have a lot to discuss and not a lot of time. I didn't want to waste time ordering after you got here."

"I love peppermint mocha. How'd you know?"

"It's Christmas. Everyone loves peppermint mocha at Christmas."

"And chocolate croissants?"

"Who doesn't love a good chocolate croissant? Anyway, that's not my jam. I can't read minds. I'm a pre-cog...but it comes and goes."

I looked over my shoulder to see if anyone was within hearing distance. There was one other group here, but none of them looked over twenty, plus, they didn't seem to have the slightest interest in us.

"Nobody is listening," Luna said. 

"This is crazy. This whole conversation is crazy."

"Crazier than when I was at your house to look you over after your run-in with the vampire and werewolf? I understand that you're going to be performing weekly at The Pit. If I would have told you last year that vampires and werewolves are real, would you have believed me? Would you have thought I was crazy?"

"Okay, you have a point, but this is different. You're talking about me. You're saying that I've managed to live all these decades without realizing something so important about myself."

"It was dormant in you. That's the only explanation I have. The way it's dormant in your sisters. Except for Cora. She sees ghosts, right?"

"Yes. But--"

"Your grandfather was Nephilim. Your paternal grandfather. Silas Matthews."

"How do you know that?"

"The Confederation keeps records on all unnaturals. Ancestry, family trees, that sort of thing. It's easy to find out if someone is an unnatural as long as you have their name and some personal information on them."

"You're telling me the Confederation has records saying my grandfather was Nephilim?"

"Yes, and Zoey, he's not just Nephilim. He comes from a long line of purebloods. It wasn't until your father met your mother that the bloodline was diluted with the blood of someone who was entirely human."

"What you're saying is..." I was going to say crazy but thought better of it. 

She waited for me to finish, eyebrow raised. 

"Never mind."

"Silas is why you can see the things you see. You always had the ability, but it wasn't until your husband died that the ability was awakened in you."

I rubbed my temples. "So what exactly are Nephilim?"

"They're the offspring of fallen angels. Fallen angels who had sex with humans."

"So their blood is diluted to begin with?"

"Of course. But it's still strong. These fallen angels are not the ones who fell when Lucifer warred with angels. These fallen angels stayed in heaven and fought on the side of God. They fell when they left heaven to come to the earth to have human experiences. They had sex, gave birth to children, experienced friendships. And they taught humans magic.

"Wait a minute. They came down from heaven to have sex?"

"They took human bodies and laid with human women. Babies were born."

"That's..." again, I trailed off before the word "crazy" left my lips.

"What they did was a sin, so they were exiled. Just them, though, not their offspring. They remained on the earth with their mothers."

"Did the offspring know they were different than humans?"

"Of course they did. They were magical. Also, they were bigger than most humans. The Nephilim men towered over six feet."

I looked down at my own five-and-a-half-foot frame. 

"Diluted blood. What can I say?"

"So they were different."

"Different isn't always good. Can you imagine how they might have been ostracized and singled out for being different? It's not like the fallen angels selected women in one region or one area. This happened everywhere, so the Nephilim were spread out all over the world. Over time they found each other and created their own communities, their own towns, their own rules, and laws."

"So there are Nephilim towns today?"

"Yes. There are. They don't typically mix with humans, but some live in human cities and pass as humans. I imagine Silas Matthews is one of these. Did you know him?"

"Of course I knew him. He was my grandfather." I thought of the man and couldn't help but smile. Yes, he'd been tall, towering over everyone else in any group he was in. But he wasn't just tall. He was playful, and he'd talked to me like I was an adult. Like he really wanted to communicate with me. I'd loved him so much. Still loved him, in fact.

"He's not dead, you know."

I blinked. 

"He's Nephilim."

"He came to Cora when he died to tell her goodbye."

Luna lifted her coffee and drank slowly. "He's not dead," she said again after she'd swallowed.

"So where is he?"

"That's not my story to tell. What I can tell you is that there's no doubt that he is your grandfather and he is Nephilim."

I had been munching mindlessly on a croissant as Luna spoke, now I set it down and met Luna's gaze across the table. "Okay. Say I accept this. That doesn't mean I'm magical."

"You see ghosts, demons, and angels. What do you call that?"

"A pain in the--"

"You may also have other abilities that you're unaware of. We'll have to find out."

"How do we go about doing that?"

"They'll show themselves. It's been what, two months since your husband died?"

"The first night, I could see...things that I shouldn't be able to see."

"Not surprising since Jonah came to you as a ghost. In reality, enough time hasn't passed for you to be sure what you can and can't do."

Luna stiffened, leaned forward, and looked out the window. 

"What's wrong?" I slid closer to the window and peered out, too. 

She didn't respond for a few seconds, then she turned to me. "Don't tell anyone about this. Not your mother, not your sisters, not your boyfriend, not your girlfriends."

"What? Why?"

"Zoey, you have angelic blood. There are people who would want you. They'd want you and..." 

"And what?"

"I don't know." Luna sat back and drained the rest of her coffee. "You have angelic blood."

"Nobody knows that except you and Connor."

"The Confederation knows. The Confederation knows everything about every unnatural alive. I mean, you can't tell regular people. Nobody needs to know what you are. This has to be your secret."

"But how can I keep something like this a secret?"

Luna snorted. "You don't tell anybody, that's how."

"It's not that easy. I can't keep something like this from Ren."

"He didn't tell you he was a caster. You found out."

I thought about this. She had a point. "Okay. I'll keep it a secret. At least for now. But I need to know more about these Nephilim. I need to know what this means, if anything, to my life."

"I understand. We'll find that out."

"What about Cora? I can't tell Cora?"

"You can't tell anyone."

I looked down at my unfinished croissant. This was going to be hard. 

"We'll talk again," Luna was saying.

"Wait a minute. One more question. How do you know so much about Nephilim and unnaturals? What are you?"

"You haven't guessed by now?"

"No."

"I'm like you, Zoey. I'm half Nephilim."

 

I got home with only a few minutes to spare. Connor floated down from the ceiling the moment I stepped inside my loft. Darla was tight on his heels. 

"So?" he folded his arms over his chest and floated in front of me. 

"So, what?" I countered. 

Connor rolled his eyes. "How'd it go with Luna and the vamps?"

"Do you have any questions you'd like to ask me?" Darla floated beside Connor. 

In the afterlife, she'd taken to wearing horn-rimmed glasses. She thought it made her seem more guardian like. Maybe it would have if I hadn't known her in life. A pair of horn-rimmed glasses couldn't undo all the boozing, boyfriend stealing, and back-stabbing she'd done to me in life. 

I ignored Darla and focused on Connor. "It was helpful. Apparently, my grandfather was a full-blood Nephilim. My father was diluted, and I'm even more diluted. That's why I had no idea. The Nephilim are reclusive and don't mix with humans much, but they are part of the Confederation. The Confederation has a list of all of the Nephilim in the world."

"Big brother," Darla muttered.

"Luna says I may have other magical abilities. We just have to wait and see if any turn up."

Connor nodded. "Makes sense. It hasn't been that long since Jonah awakened you."

"That's what Luna said."

"What about the vamps?"

"I have the job. There was only one surprise there, and this was unexpected. It may be nothing."

"What's that?"

"Louis said a girl had been drained. Whoever killed her tried to make it look like a vampire attack, but none of his people had anything to do with it. He insists that no vampire in his precinct would kill another living being."

"A girl. Any idea who?"

"No idea. But I thought I'd mention it to you, in case it was important. I haven't had any ghost visitations--except the two of you--so I don't know." I shrugged. 

"We'll look into it," Connor said. "See what we can find out."

"And I'm off to Ren's. Just gotta change."

With that, I ran up the stairs and into my bedroom to change into something subtly sexy. It was Christmas, after all. 

 

 

 


Chapter Five

 

Heading over to Ren's, I wasn't sure if I'd be able to keep something so big from him. I hadn't told him about the Nephilim thing when Connor had told me. It had seemed too over the top. But now I'd had some time to consider it. That and talking with Luna had made this whole situation seem more real. I was starting to believe I was half Nephilim. It made sense. It explained Cora, and it explained why so many people had seen a centuries dead Viejo slither out of the floor, but still couldn't see ghosts in their everyday life. Maybe it was why murdered people kept coming to me.

Then there was Ren's past. It was true that Ren hadn't told me about being a caster, which was a much bigger deal. He had a demon lurking somewhere inside of him. I didn't have an angel hanging out inside of me. It was my actual blood that made me different. 

I was an unnatural. 

I wouldn't tell him. At least not until I understood what it meant. 

When it came to Nora and Kate, I wasn't sure I could keep it from them. I'd told them every secret I had for decades. They were my confidants. 

I pulled up to Ren's gate, waited for it to open, then drove down the winding driveway to his house. 

"Take the next two days off, Zoey," I told myself. "It's Christmas. Give yourself a break."

And that's what I did, or at least I tried. As things would turn out, Louis and Gabby had been right. A girl had been drained. 

A girl I knew all too well. 

But before I found out a friend had been murdered, I spent a fantastic night with Ren. 

It was the first nice Christmas Eve I'd had in years. Yes, that included the time I'd been married to Jonah, my recently deceased and estranged, cheating, jerk of a husband. May he rest in peace. Ren had gone out of his way to make sure it was special. We'd had dinner in the observatory where we'd had our first date. We'd drank wine with dinner, a claret that made me pleasantly light-headed. Then we went to the family room off the kitchen, where we'd set up the Christmas tree. A fire blazed in the hearth, smooth jazz played from unseen speakers, there was a spread of decadent chocolates with cream fillings on a silver tray, more claret, and one present for each of us. One present, since it was Christmas Eve. It was perfect. Like something out of a Hallmark movie. And there was Ren in a purple velvet blazer, a muted sky blue shirt, and velvet slacks that matched the purple blazer. We'd been together a little over three hours, and his hair was tousled; the loose waves made a halo around his head.

He was beautiful. As always. Even in the ridiculous blazer and pants. Honestly, somehow he made the blazer and pants work. Purple was his color. But then, so was yellow, and green, and even orange. 

He'd had on shoes when I'd arrived, but now we were both barefoot. My dress was shortish, my legs bare but warm from the heat coming from the fireplace. 

It was a perfect Christmas Eve.

Perfect, as long as I didn't think about what he'd become at the Simmons house. Perfect, if I didn't acknowledge the fact that we weren't alone in his house, that something sinister resided deep within him. Perfect, if I didn't think about the secret I was keeping from him. 

He said he wouldn't cast anymore. Had promised me that the only time that other could show itself was when he was casting. 

I believed him.

I forced my mind back to the present, to the beautiful Christmas Eve he'd prepared for me.

It had been challenging to find the right gift for him. What do you get for the man who has everything? It didn't help that I was living on a reduced income. If he still collected weapons that would have been an easy purchase, but currently he had an assortment of knives and swords boxed up down in his basement. Forgotten. But I'd managed to get out there and buy him a t-shirt with assorted cows across the front, all a different color. I'd also brought him a cashmere scarf. I'd given him the t-shirt tonight, and he'd fallen all over himself thanking me for it. 

"It's perfect," he'd said. "Most people don't get my style." He smiled as he said it. 

"I hadn't even gone into the store for a t-shirt, but the minute I saw it, I knew I had to get it for you."

We were sitting cross-legged on the rug beside the Christmas tree. There was a rather large collection of wrapped boxes underneath the tree that was making me feel a bit guilty. I'd gotten Ren two presents. He'd gotten me ten. We'd turned off the jazz and put Kaleo on. Just now, "Can't Go on Without You," started playing. As the hauntingly beautiful song began, Ren reached beneath the tree, pushing wrapped boxes aside until he came to one, small box. 

He handed it to me. 

It was small enough that it settled perfectly in the palm of my hand.

Earrings, I thought. Had to be earrings. I loved earrings. 

"I hope you like it," he said quietly.

I pulled the paper off the tiny box in about two seconds. 

A red velvet jewelry box sat on my hand. 

Earrings for sure. I couldn't wait to see what gem he'd picked. He wasn't a diamond person. Diamonds were expected. No, he'd have chosen something else. 

"Open it," he said when I'd kept staring down at the velvet box. 

I pulled the box open and froze. 

Ren sucked in an audible breath. 

I stared down at a beautiful ring. The band was made of black, sterling silver that reflected the colorful lights of the Christmas tree. There was a diamond. A beautiful, princess cut diamond, and a strand of diamonds encircling the band. 

It was the most beautiful ring I'd ever seen. 

"It's a promise ring," Ren said when I continued to stare at it. 

I looked up and into his face, into his eyes. They were wide, just now, and hopeful. His lips were parted slightly, as if in expectation. 

"Do you? Like it, I mean. Do you like it?"

"It's beautiful."`

"But do you like it? I hoped you'd like it. It's a promise ring."

"A promise ring?"

He nodded. "Do you like it? Do you want...do you want it?"

"Nobody has ever given me a promise ring before. What's the promise?"

"Oh, you don't know. Well," he cleared his throat. 

He was nervous. I'd never seen him nervous before. He was usually self-assured and brimming over with confidence. This shy, nervousness was adorable. 

He cleared his throat again. "Well, it says that there's a bond between us. By giving it to you, I'm telling you that my intentions toward you are honorable and that I'm making a commitment to you and only you. By accepting it, you're saying the same to me. If you want to say the same to me. We've only been seeing each other a couple of months, so you may feel it's too soon for a commitment."

"A promise ring. I like that."

"There's a legend behind it. Have you ever heard of Sansay and Toler?"

"No."

He smiled then. "I think you'll like this story. It's ancient and sad and full of hope."

"Sad?"

"Yes, in parts. You see, Sansay was a warrior, and Toler was a prince. The warrior class and the royal class didn't mix, but one day, Toler was walking in the training fields and saw Sansay. He fell in love at the first sight of her. He ordered her to his private garden.. She didn't have a choice. You did as the royals told you to do. So she went to his garden, they met, and of course, they fell in love. 

"But it was forbidden. Since their love was forbidden, Sansay could be executed if anyone found out. They could only see each other in secret, only a few times a year. So she wouldn't forget his love, Toler gave Sansay a symbol of it. A ring that symbolized his love, fidelity, and devotion to her. Her acceptance of it was an acceptance of him and a promise to love, be faithful to, and devoted to him. 

"The two continued to see each other whenever they could, meeting in secret for thirteen years, until Talum, Toler's sister, spotted the two and told. Sansay was captured and imprisoned. While imprisoned, she confessed, refusing to ever deny her love of Toler. She would go to her death with Toler's name on her lips. 
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