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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      My first thought upon waking was that maybe I was dead. It wasn’t until much later that I realized how accurate that initial, intuitive and seemingly irrational notion was. It popped into my consciousness as soon as consciousness itself appeared. It made no sense. It was based upon no reason. It was just there. I must be dead.

      And just as quickly as it had come, the thought was gone again.

      I wasn’t dead. I was cold. But it was an odd kind of cold, because it didn’t make me shiver or feel uncomfortable, it was just an awareness of the fact. I was cold. And I was wet, too.

      I opened my eyes slowly and blinked to wipe away the blur of sleep, for I must have been asleep. It was dark. Newborn darkness, though. It had that sense to it, though I wasn’t sure at that moment how it was I could sense newborn darkness from any other kind. It wasn’t something I would have thought came naturally to ordinary people. And it was certainly nothing I’d ever noticed before.

      Or had I?

      Oddly, I didn’t remember, but I dismissed the slightly queasy feeling that notion brought to my stomach and focused instead on my surroundings. The immediate ones first. Beneath me, dirt. Solid packed, damp, but not muddy. A few scraggly patches of crabgrass and dandelions struggling for survival here and there, and looking proud of their triumph in such inhospitable conditions.

      All right, then. I was on the ground. Not flat ground, but a hillside that sloped precariously downward to a stretch of pavement at the bottom. And on the other side of that pavement, another patch of ground, sloping upward—a mirror image of the one on which I lay. And above them both...a ceiling?

      A bridge.

      I was on the sloping ground beneath a bridge. On either side of the bridge, rain poured from heaven’s open spigot, soaking the road at the bottom, except for the part of it that was sheltered.

      Why, I wondered, am I lying outdoors, on the ground, under a bridge, in the rain, at night?

      Naked.

      Refocusing my attention on the things in closest proximity, I noted the damp sheet of cardboard that lay over me, like a makeshift blanket, and noted further that, aside from that, I wore nothing. It had that wet-cardboard smell to it, and as I flipped it off my body, I thought my skin did, as well.

      I started to shake. Not from the cold, because the cold didn’t bother me and that had me worried. Maybe my nerves weren’t working just right, but at any rate, I was scared and I could feel panic creeping like ice water through my veins. I closed my eyes, firmed my spine, held my breath, then told myself, “Easy. Just take it easy. Just take it easy and figure this out. It can’t be all that difficult to figure this out.”

      Nodding in response to my own advice, I opened my eyes again, and this time I looked down at my own body. I was long, and I was thin. Perhaps athletic, I thought, and it scared me that I didn’t know if that was true or not.

      I felt…strong.

      I opened my hands to see if they worked, then closed them again. I studied my slender arms, lengthy legs, small waist and hips nearly the same size, and my compact, round little breasts, as if I’d never seen them before. And then I noticed a lock of hair hanging over my shoulder, and I grasped it, lifting it to look and feel and smell it.

      It was darkest copper in color, the kind of hair they call auburn, I thought, and it was curly and long, long, long, just like the rest of me. But also like the rest of me, I had the feeling I’d never seen it before.

      I stood up to see how long my hair was, and also to move around a bit. Maybe if I woke up more thoroughly, this fog in my head would clear and I would know who I was and what I was doing here in the middle of nowhere on the cusp of night, naked and alone.

      So I stood there, noticing that my hair reached to the tops of my hipbones, until a sound jerked my attention away from it. Something running, scampering off in the distance. My head snapped toward the sound fast, and I felt my nose wrinkling and realized I was smelling the moist air. My eyes narrowed, and my mind thought, Rabbit! And then I saw it, scurrying from one clump of brush to the next in the distance, maybe a half mile from me.

      There was no possible way I could see a rabbit a half mile away in the dark, in the rain, much less identify it by smell. Yet I had, and I realized, as my senses came to life one by one, that I could hear many things and smell even more—the flitting of a little bird’s wings and the scent of the leaves in his nest, the hushed flight of a moth and the smell of the fine powder on her body, the bubbling of a stream somewhere beyond sight, and the smell of its water and even the fish that lived in its depths. I smelled autumn. There were decaying leaves, their aroma so pungent and wonderful and evocative that it overwhelmed almost everything else. It was comforting, that scent. I heard the sound of cars that had not yet come close enough to see, and I could smell their exhaust.

      My brows drew together, and I pressed my fingertips to my forehead. “What am I?” I whispered.

      Lights came into view then. Headlights, as a vehicle rolled closer and closer on the road below. I started to move carefully down the hill. My feet seemed extremely sensitive to every pebble, and I sucked air through my teeth, tasting everything it carried in its breath, but I hurried all the same.

      I stopped halfway down just as the car rolled under the bridge, and I heard the brakes engage as the vehicle came to an abrupt stop, still ten feet from where I stood.

      I didn’t move toward it. I just stood there, naked and waiting. There was something tingling up the back of my neck that felt like unease. Like a warning.

      The car was black. Big and black. An SUV, I thought. An expensive one. My eyes slid toward the manufacturer’s logo on the front of the thing, and I saw laurel leaves encircling a shield, with blocks of color on its face.

      I thought I should remember it, though I wasn’t certain why. As I stared, unsure whether to move closer or turn away, the driver’s-side window, which was deeply tinted, moved downward just a little. A man’s voice said, “Get in.”

      The chill along my nape turned icy. I shivered, and everything in me went tense and tight. I felt as if I were coiling up inside myself in preparation for flight, though I didn’t know why I should feel the urge to run. I ignored the impulse, but still I didn’t move.

      And then, through the tiny gap in that window, I saw the black barrel of a gun, pointing right at my head, and the voice was colder this time. “I said get in.”

      The spring that had been coiling up inside me released all at once. My body sprang into motion as if propelled by some outside force. I turned, I lunged, I leapt, soaring from the embankment to the pavement beyond the bridge, behind the car, where the rain was pounding down.

      Barely had my feet settled on the macadam before I was moving again. I accelerated into a dead run, the speed of which astounded me.

      I heard tires spinning behind me, and then gunshots, three of them, so loud I thought my eardrums had split, but no pain came with those shots. The bullets, though certainly fired at me, had missed their mark. And when I dared to glance over my shoulder, I saw those headlights falling farther and farther behind me as I ran.

      That didn’t make any sense at all. The car was chasing me, speeding after me along the same stretch of road. And I was on foot, running through the pouring rain. And yet I was pulling away.

      Almost as an afterthought, I veered left, away from the pavement, and sped over uneven terrain, through an open field that was lush with grass and far easier on my tender feet. I ran until the car was long out of sight, and then I kept on running, because there was an ecstatic rush to it that I couldn’t understand.

      I leapt over boulders and limbs that appeared in my path. I jumped over the stream I’d heard from so far away, expecting to land somewhere in the middle of it, but clearing it instead. I ran alongside a doe that I startled, and while she flared her nostrils and bounded away with her white tail flashing its warning, I passed her, and kept on going.

      God, what was this? How was this possible?

      Finally, when I began to tire at last, I stopped and again tried to take stock of who and what I was, but I found nothing there. Tabula rasa. The phrase echoed in my mind. Blank slate. It was as if whatever I had known or been before had been erased.

      So instead of searching within me for answers, I took a look at my surroundings, because I would need, I thought, food and shelter and probably some clothing, if I hoped to survive long enough to figure out anything more.

      Those were the immediate requirements. And they were easier to face than the emptiness inside my mind. Thinking on that brought me to the edge of panic, and I had the feeling that, should I give in to it, I might never return.

      I had run into a stand of forest, a woody little paradise, its floor lined with fallen leaves, and its trees awash in russet and scarlet and gold. I walked through it now, following my senses to its edge, where I could look out and see what lay beyond.

      There was another stretch of pavement, curving into what appeared to be a small town. I saw a tall church steeple, several oversize barns, and lots of little houses. They were clustered together in some places, farther apart in others. Smoke wafted from chimneys, and I smelled the wood burning, and the oil, too. But my eyes fell on one place in particular, a place well beyond the clusters of homes. I didn’t know why. It was far away in the distance. A red house with white shutters. It had a red barn and a lot of green land around it, all of it enclosed by white wooden fences.

      Then there was a flash in my mind of a man kissing me, and of unfamiliar, powerful, wonderful feelings rushing through my body. I felt, in my memory, his lips on mine and my hands tangling in dark hair.

      And then it was gone. Gone, just that fast.

      I wanted it back. I wanted more of it. But it had receded into the deep black waters inside my mind.

      Sighing in disappointment, I returned my attention to that little red farmhouse. It was that place that drew my attention, though I had no idea why. Another place would have been far easier to reach. That one, the one that caught hold of me and held me in its grip, was well past the rest of the town, situated on a hillside and only visible from here because of the angle at which I stood. The town itself was close at hand. That place was miles from me. Isolated. Lonely. Calling out to me.

      I had to go. And I had no idea why I was so compelled.

      Yet, I rationalized, I’d had no idea why I’d felt a sense of panic when that car had stopped. And that feeling had proven accurate. So common sense dictated I should pay attention to my feelings. If my senses were somehow heightened beyond normal—which certainly seemed to be the case, since I could see and hear and smell things I shouldn’t be able to—and if my physical speed was also magnified—which it clearly was, since I had outrun a deer and a Cadillac...

      Yes. A Cadillac Escalade. That was what that car had been. I smiled a little, slightly gratified to think tiny things were coming back to me.

      But the point was, if all these other senses and strengths were somehow heightened, then maybe my intuitions were sharper than usual, as well. Though I couldn’t, just then, have said what “usual” might have been for me.

      I would, I decided, trust my intuitions. I would go to that red farmhouse—no, I would go to its barn, which would be safer. That would be my shelter for the moment.

      And from there I would plan my next move.

      So I walked down the slight grassy incline, away from the autumnal beauty of the woods, to the curving country road, and then, keeping to the softest part of the shoulder, I began walking, naked, toward that tiny town. And as I walked, I began to feel aware of a demanding, urgent hunger unlike any I had ever known before.
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        * * *

      

      21 YEARS AGO

      Serena blinked the drug-induced haze from her head and glanced up at the man in the white lab coat, with the stethoscope around his neck. He wasn’t looking at her, but at her chart.

      “Where’s my baby? Can I see her now?” Then she smiled a little, through the fog. God, they must have given her a lot of drugs, she thought. “I’m already saying ‘her,’ when I don’t even know for sure, but I expected her to be a girl. Was she? Is she perfect and wonderful? How much did she weigh? Why haven’t the nurses brought her in to me yet?”

      The doctor lowered the chart, replaced it on its hook at the foot of the bed, and then he came closer and reached down to pat her hand. Not hold it, just pat it. He wasn’t smiling.

      Something clenched tight in the pit of Serena’s stomach. And suddenly she didn’t want to hear what he was going to say.

      “It was a girl, yes. But...I’m very sorry, Serena. Your baby was stillborn.”

      A sledgehammer hit her squarely in the chest. She fell back against the pillows as every whisper of breath was driven from her lungs. Her hand clutched her chest, because she couldn’t seem to draw more air back in. And then the doctor pressed his icy hand to the nape of her neck, pushing her head forward.

      “Put your head down and breathe. Just breathe.” He hit a button on the wall behind the bed and snapped, “A little help in here,” then yanked something from his pocket, snapped it and held it underneath Serena’s nose. The ammonia smell hit her and burned, making her gasp and jerk her head away. And then she was breathing. In and out. Breathing. As if nothing had happened.

      “That’s better.” He glanced up as the door opened and a nurse entered. Pretty, blond, and young.

      Serena glanced at her only briefly before shooting her gaze straight back to the doctor. “It’s a lie,” she said. “It’s a lie. My baby was not stillborn.”

      The nurse came closer. “I know how hard this is. I’m so sorry.”

      “My baby was not stillborn,” Serena repeated. And she locked eyes with the doctor. “I heard her cry. I heard her cry."

      “You were heavily sedated,” the doctor said, with no hint of sympathy in his matter-of-fact tone. “This isn’t uncommon, this delusion of having heard the baby cry. I know it’s hard to understand, but it’s fairly normal.”

      “I heard her cry,” Serena said again. And then she noticed that the blond nurse couldn’t meet her eyes.

      “I’m ordering a sedative,” the doctor said as if she were no longer in the room, then he returned to the foot of the bed, grabbed the chart and scribbled something on it. “Get it into her, stat.”

      Serena sat up straighter in the bed. “I don’t need a sedative! I told you, I heard my baby cry. I heard her!” She shot her desperate gaze to the nurse. “I won’t take a sedative. I want a phone. I want the police. I want to know what you people did with my baby.”

      “Your baby was stillborn,” the doctor said again. And very subtly, so slightly that she couldn’t even be sure if she was imagining it, the nurse shook her head as she held Serena’s eyes.

      “Get the morphine,” the doctor ordered.

      The nurse—her name tag said Maureen Keenan, R.N.—hurried out the door. Serena wondered if she had really seen the silent message Nurse Keenan had sent—and whether the doctor had picked up on it.

      No time to tell. He left on the nurse’s heels.

      The second the door closed behind him, Serena scanned her hospital room, but there was no telephone in sight. Getting out of the bed, wincing at how sore she was, she went to the window and pressed the slats of the blinds apart so she could see outside.

      The sun hung low in the sky. The parking lot lay beyond her window. She was on the second floor. God, where was her baby?

      She heard the door opening and dove back into the bed.

      Nurse Keenan was back, syringe in her gloved hands. She came close to the bed, leaned down and clasped Serena’s forearm.

      “I really don’t need that, Nurse Kee⁠—”

      “It’s Maureen, and I know you don’t need it,” the other woman whispered. “But you do need to listen and do exactly what I tell you. I want you to wait one hour. Pretend to be out cold, because this shit should knock you right on your ass. Understand?”

      “But what’s going on? Where’s my baby?”

      “I don’t know. I just know you need to get the hell out of here. One hour, then go out the window. Dangle from your hands, then let go, so it won’t be as far to fall. Maybe five feet. There will be a backpack in the bushes with everything you need. One hour, then go. Fake it till then.”

      Footsteps came tapping along the hall, and Maureen quickly slid the needle into the pillow and depressed the plunger. “You’re out cold. There’s a clock over there.” She inclined her head slightly. “One hour, then get out. Your life depends on it.”

      The door opened, and the doctor walked in. Serena closed her eyes and let her head sink onto the pillow as if she were completely relaxed. She made her breathing slow and even and deep.

      “Did she give you any trouble?” he asked.

      “Only a little. I talked her around. I think she likes me.” His cold, gray, unfeeling eyes were still on her. Serena could feel them, even though hers were closed.

      “She shouldn’t give us any more trouble tonight,” the bastard said.

      “It’s hard on her. Poor thing, thinking she heard her baby cry. What do you suppose is behind that?” the nurse asked.

      “You were there, Maureen.”

      “Well, not in the room. I mean, I was on the unit, but not⁠—”

      “So? Did you hear a baby cry?”

      It sounded almost like an accusation. Or maybe a challenge.

      “No, Doctor Martin,” Nurse Keenan replied, in a tone that held no life. “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      Serena knew it was a lie. She knew it right to her soul.

      Maureen Keenan knew. She had heard Serena’s baby cry, and she knew. And she wanted to help.

      Serena wasn’t imagining anything. She hadn’t been hallucinating or deluded or reacting to drugs. Her daughter was alive. She was alive!

      And if it took Serena the rest of her life, she would find her.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Ethan’s first chore in the evening was to see to Scylla and Charybdis. The draft horses were big enough to qualify as monsters, though he supposed naming them for sea serpents was a bit of a stretch.

      He smiled at the notion of his companions as the legendary creatures from the tales of Ulysses—guarding his solitude, the way their namesakes had guarded the Straits of Messina.

      As he strode through the deepening darkness, along the path that twisted from the house to the stable, he heard them blowing a soft welcome from within. They sensed him coming. They would sense danger, as well, and paw and snort their warnings. They seemed to understand that there were some—many—who wanted him dead.

      He was almost to the stable and deep in thought when he stopped walking and lifted his head, suddenly picking up the clear scent of another of his own kind.

      Another vampire. Close. A Wildborn?  Or one of the Bloodliners, like him, trained to kill, and sent out to hunt him down and destroy him, as all escapees were hunted down and destroyed?

      Standing utterly still, he honed his senses, feeling for the presence, sensing for any sign of a threat. The horses hadn’t pawed or stomped. They hadn’t blown in anger or snorted, the way they would if danger were near. Why not?

      The presence was that of a female, and the only emotion coming from her was fear. She felt him, too; he could sense it. But not deliberately. She wasn’t scanning the airwaves for his vibration. She’d found it by accident.

      And now that she had, she wasn’t probing his mind, the way he’d taught himself to do with others since he’d stolen blood from the labs at The Farm and transformed himself two years ago.

      He didn’t feel any hint of danger or menace. Even so, he tugged the pitchfork from its nail on the wall as he entered the barn. It would stab deeply, and she would bleed out well before the dawn brought sleep and its attendant healing power.

      He stepped inside, his nose filling at once with the pleasing aromas of fresh, high-quality hay, straw bedding, oats sweetened with molasses, and the scent of horseflesh, earthy and rich.

      Scylla snorted softly and swished her tail. Not a warning, but a message that something had her wound up. Excited. Anxious, perhaps, but not afraid.

      Easy, girl, Ethan thought at her. I already know someone’s here. Just not exactly...where.

      He rounded a corner and met the mare’s eyes. She shook her mane, then shifted her gaze and bobbed her head up and down. He nodded, then glanced at the stall beside hers, where Charybdis stood munching a mouthful of hay as if he hadn’t a care in the world. And a lot of help you are, Ethan thought. Though he knew if there were any real threat, Charybdis would be kicking down the stall door. Instead, the stallion only blinked at him and then went back to chewing.

      Ethan shifted the pitchfork into his other hand and walked without making a sound toward the tack room’s red wooden door. It was closed. She was on the other side. The closer he got to the door, the more certain he was of that.

      He glanced at the pitchfork in his hand and wondered what sort of weapons she might be intending to use on him. A gun? Some sort of electric-shock device, like the ones he’d been forced to wield against other innocent captives at The Farm? A blade, razor sharp and big enough to behead him? Was he insane to be walking into the tack room with only a pitchfork?

      He didn’t see that he had any choice. If one of the Wildborns had found him, he had to kill it before it spread word of his existence, and that of his kind, to the rest of them. And if it was an assassin sent from The Farm, then the same reasoning applied. Kill or be killed.

      He couldn’t be found. He’d made a life for himself, and he intended to keep it—at least long enough to find out what had happened to his brother.

      Because James had left, and Ethan still didn’t know how or why. Some of the captives said he’d been made over into a vampire and sent out on a mission for the organization to which they all owed their lives—such as they were—the Division of Paranormal Investigations. But Ethan preferred to believe his brother had escaped and survived, just as he had done. And now his goal in life was to find his brother and make sure he stayed safe—and free.

      But right now he had a lurking vampiress to contend with.

      Slowly, he opened the tack room door. His gaze shot right to her, as unerringly as if that extra sense of his had attuned itself automatically and instantly to her aura. He saw coppery curls, scads of them, and pale pink skin. She was sitting on the floor, her back pressed into a corner, her knees drawn up, her head bowed down, her long hair covering everything other than a glimpse of rounded buttock, a bit of knee here, shin there, a bare foot peeking out beneath it all.

      He’d only known one woman with hair like that in all his life. She hadn’t been a vampire then. She’d been just another one of the Chosen, another captive being raised on The Farm. Just like him. A member of the Bloodline.

      She lifted her head slowly. One long, slender hand rose to push that glorious hair away from her face, and she speared him with the luminous emeralds that were her eyes.

      He held that gaze, tried to read her jumbled, confused thoughts, and finally he spoke. “Are you here to kill me, then?”

      Lashes as thick as black ferns, swept downward to hide her eyes from him. “Why would I want to kill you?” And then her lashes rose again, and she met his gaze with an impact he felt in his chest. There was fear there. And there were a lot of other things swirling in the depths of her eyes, as well. But one thing was missing—the recognition he’d expected to see.

      “I don’t even know you,” she went on. And then, biting her bottom lip, she added, “I don’t even know...me. Not even my name.”

      As the words hung in the air between them, she rose slowly and stood facing him, her hands at her sides. She was naked and beautiful and vulnerable in every sense of the word. She was not the wild child he’d known.

      At The Farm, she’d been untamable. Unbreakable. She would argue about the lessons they were taught, day in and day out. She would disagree. She would refuse to be as mindlessly obedient as they were supposed to strive to be.

      Often, the Bloodliners would be ordered to perform a task that had no reason, made no sense. Twist the head off this squirrel. Eat this handful of maggots. Stand outside in the middle of a blizzard, barefoot, for twelve hours.

      She, unlike all the rest, had refused.

      They’d deprived her of sleep. They’d increased the dosages of the drugs they administered. They’d kept her in the isolation room, eyes taped open to see the insane images flashing across a wall-size screen, while the headphones strapped to her ears screamed indoctrination into her head.

      It had been torture, what they’d done to her. And he probably didn’t know the half of it, because he hadn’t witnessed it. It was all rumor, whispered among the frightened, obedient, mindless captives. They would kill her, it was said, if they couldn’t break her.

      At least he’d had sense enough to pretend to submit until the chance to escape had come at last.

      And now, here she was, a vampiress, a Bloodliner, who didn’t know him and claimed not to know her own name. What the hell had they done to the indomitable shrew he remembered? What had they done to Lilith?
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        * * *

      

      21 YEARS AGO

      Serena closed her eyes and remembered again the sound of her daughter’s first congested, lamblike cries. So fragile, so fresh.

      She watched the clock from beneath lowered lids, and she didn’t get out of her bed until the very minute Nurse Keenan had told her to. And then she pushed back the covers and tested her legs, putting her weight on them slowly. They didn’t buckle, so she got all the way up, then turned to fix the bed, tucking pillows under the covers to simulate a sleeping patient. She pulled the curtains all the way around the bed, moving them as quietly as she could.

      Then she scanned the room again, in search of anything she could take with her, anything that might help her in her flight. But there was nothing.

      The nurse had told her that she would find everything she needed in a backpack outside. She was just going to have to trust that it was true.

      Stiffening her spine, she went to the window, silently pulled the cord to raise the blinds, then flipped the window latch and pushed upward. The window opened easily. She’d expected it to be more difficult.

      Leaning over the sill, she looked down. It didn’t seem like such a long way. She was barefoot, wearing only a hospital gown. But if she was quick, she could escape unnoticed and duck out of sight. Maybe no one would see her.

      She swung one leg over, and then, sitting on the sill, swung the other one outside. She twisted to face the window and, lying on her belly, shimmied down, gripping with her hands and finally lowering herself, dangling there. Closing her eyes, taking a deep breath, she let go, pushing off just slightly, so she wouldn’t smash into the wall on the way down.

      Her feet hit almost instantly, in less than a second, and it wasn’t much of an impact. Her knees gave, she landed on her backside and bit back a yelp of pain, and that was that. She had to blink a few times to get it through her head that it really had been just that easy.

      Maybe there wasn’t some giant conspiracy going on.

      If they were truly lying to her about her baby, wouldn’t they have taken greater precautions to keep her from escaping? Wouldn’t they have locked the window, at least?

      Serena had landed on a grassy lawn, with hedges bordering the sidewalk that meandered past. She didn’t see anyone around. Swallowing hard, she got to her feet, then moved to those hedges and, parting branches, searched within them.

      The large green backpack was right there. She spotted it almost immediately and yanked it out, then peeled back the zipper. Inside she saw clothes, shoes, a file folder.

      There was more, but she felt compelled to hurry. To get dressed and get away from this place.

      A car door closed, startling her, so she zipped the pack shut again and drew back into the shadows.

      She caught sight of an alcove around the corner. It was blocked by hedges and the angled walls of the hospital building itself. Not entirely, but maybe enough. She hurried to it, and saw benches, tables and ashtrays. It must be where the staff took their lunch breaks when the weather was good. Serena yanked the clothing from the bag, moving rapidly now. A pair of jeans came out first. There were panties beneath them, and several large-size maxi-pads like the one she was already wearing, post labor. She pulled on the clothes underneath her hospital gown, then grabbed the sports bra and T-shirt from the bag, and put them on, as well. She was in such a hurry that she wouldn’t have taken the time for the sports bra, but her breasts were swollen with milk, and heavy and tender and sore. It would help. So she took those few extra seconds to put it on without removing the hospital gown. And then she untied the strings holding the gown in back, stripped it off and stuffed her arms into the T-shirt sleeves almost in one motion.

      There were shoes in the backpack. Flip-flops. She shoved her feet into them, wadded up the hospital gown and stuffed it into the bag, then zipped it and headed for the sidewalk. Walking fast, barely able to suppress the overwhelming urge to break into a run, she left the hospital far behind her.

      Soon, sooner than she could have believed, she was walking on a busy sidewalk, past shops and restaurants and convenience stores, and no one was paying any attention to her.

      They would be, though. Someone would notice her missing from the hospital. And it wouldn’t be long. But what would they do about it?

      There was a ringing sound. A phone ringing. Close.

      Frowning, she realized it was coming from inside the backpack, so she stopped walking and yanked the sack off her shoulder and dug around inside until she found a cell phone. She pulled it out and held it to her ear, terrified, looking around in search of the caller. As if he or she were close, watching her. God, she was scared, and she wasn’t even sure why.

      “Did you get clear?”

      She recognized the voice. It was the nurse who had helped her. “Yes. I mean, I think so.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I...I don’t know. On a street.” She looked around. “Near the corner of Main Street and Elm. I’m standing in front of a jewelry store.”

      “Okay, listen, there’s a bus stop about a block ahead of you, on Main. Do you see it?”

      Serena looked one way, then the other, and spotted the bench inside the plastic weather guard. “I see it.”

      “The bus should be pulling up any minute now. Get on it. Get off at the third stop. I’ll pick you up there. I’ll be in a red VW, okay?”

      “I don’t—I don’t understand what’s going on. Is my baby alive? Why are they lying to me? Why couldn’t I just tell them I wanted to leave and sign myself out? What⁠—”

      “The bus should be there any second, Serena. Don’t miss it. There’s money in the same pocket where you found the phone.”

      “But—”

      “Your baby’s alive. Now go. Catch that bus. I’ll explain the rest once you’re safe.”

      The phone cut off. But Serena had heard the only words she really needed to hear. “My baby’s alive,” she whispered. A smile pulled her dry lips, feeling alien. “My baby’s alive,” she said again, and she began walking again just as the giant bus lumbered into sight and pulled to a stop. She was running for the bus stop as the air brakes hissed and the door cranked open. She tucked the phone into the backpack and slung it over her shoulder as she got aboard, pausing at the top of the steps to fumble in the backpack for money. She found a wad of bills and a handful of change, dropped some coins into the receptacle and then made her way to the first empty seat and sank into it.

      As soon as the bus lurched into motion, she felt a rush of relief, relief that grew with every bit of distance she put between herself and the hospital. The relief of knowing that her baby was alive was making her almost giddy.

      And the fear of being pursued was gone, as well. She wondered what was behind all this. It must be some sort of baby-stealing ring. They were probably planning to arrange an expensive adoption to some wealthy couple and make a small fortune by selling her child. The doctor must be in on it. But all her nervousness was probably overkill, wasn’t it? And the nurse was no doubt just being dramatic. After all, it wasn’t as if they would want to hurt her, was it? Why would they lie to her if they were just going to...kill her or something? She was okay. She was free. Maybe once she started digging, started getting close to finding her baby, maybe there would be danger then. But surely not now. She was away from the hospital. She was meeting with the one person who might be able to tell her what was going on.

      She was fine. And she was going to get her baby back.

      The bus stopped. Serena went back over that phone call in her mind. The third stop. She was to get off at the third stop. So there were two more to go. She used the time to examine the contents of the backpack more carefully. The file folder contained medical records—her baby’s time of birth, weight, length, head circumference, blood type.

      Blood type—marked with a star. She read the notation beneath it. Child possesses the Belladonna antigen. Extremely rare. Government notification mandatory.

      She frowned, not knowing what that meant, then felt eyes on her. Glancing up, she saw the man in the seat across from her look away quickly. She closed the file folder and thrust it back into the bag just as the bus stopped again. The man got off.

      Serena took a surreptitious look around as the bus began moving again, saw no one paying her undue attention, and again pawed through the bag. There was a set of keys, with a tag on them, like a luggage tag. The address on the inserted card read 72 Montgomery Ave. Finally the bus stopped for the third time. Serena zipped up the bag, got up and slung it over her shoulder, then made her way to the front, down the steps and onto a sidewalk in the suburbs. The bus pulled away as she looked up and down the neat, unlined road. And then she spotted it. A little red VW Bug, parked across the street alongside a playground. It was a convertible, and the top was down, giving Serena a clear view of the woman behind the wheel. As it was no doubt meant to do.

      It was the nurse she remembered, Maureen Keenan, no longer in uniform or wearing a name tag. She lifted a hand in a friendly wave as she saw Serena.

      Smiling in relief, certain she was about to get some answers, Serena looked both ways, then began to cross the street. Just as her flip-flops hit the pavement, the little red car exploded.
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      There was something about the man who stood across the tack room, staring at me. Something that made things deep inside me begin to stir and tingle and...ache.

      Did I know him? I saw surprise in his eyes, followed by suspicion and a hint of fear, though why he would be afraid of me, I couldn’t begin to imagine. I hadn’t expected that reaction.

      I thought he would either try to kill me, as that other person had, or offer to help me. That he would fear me made no sense.

      I let my eyes move up and down, inspecting everything about him and wishing something would elicit a memory. I felt a longing—and something else—and I wondered why.

      He was tall, and his rolled-up shirtsleeves revealed hard forearms that my fingers suddenly yearned to touch. His shoulders were wide and strong. Strong enough to hold my tired head quite easily, I imagined. Strong enough  to ease my worried mind, too. Why would a man like this one be afraid of me?

      And yet, that was what I felt.

      My gaze ran over him again and again, as if drinking him in, and the more I looked, the more relieved I felt, though it made no sense. My attention lingered on his face, because I was suddenly helpless to look elsewhere.

      He was a beautiful man, with eyes as dark as melted chocolate and moodier than a storm cloud. So much in those eyes—restless, reckless things, but hidden just enough that I couldn’t identify a single one. His hair was gleaming black and long, its natural waves captured and bound in a leather band behind his head.

      And again, that flash. My fingers burying themselves in hair just like that.

      His hair? Was this the man I was kissing in the one and only memory remaining to me? But there must have been millions of men with hair like his in this wide world.

      And yet it was to this one I’d been inexorably drawn. His clothes were nothing special. The pants were olive green with numerous pockets. The shirt was a tan button-down. He wore a wristwatch with a wide silver band. I caught a glimpse of something beneath it—something blue on his skin, and my eyes focused there, as I tried to see more.

      He turned his hand, just slightly. Just enough so that I couldn’t see the mark. But even as he did, I turned my own hand palm up at the mark on my inner wrist. Blue ink, in a series of short lines, some thicker, some thinner.

      A bar code. Could his wrist bear a similar mark?

      “Tell me what you’re doing here, in my stable,” he said.

      His voice touched my nerve endings, rubbing roughly over them until they quivered and stood erect and expectant. The sound of it, and the feelings it elicited, drew my eyes back to his. “I’m hungry,” I said. My voice sounded plaintive and weak, like that of a small orphan child, begging for crumbs. I felt irritated by that, so I spoke again, my tone deeper and stronger, deliberately so. “I need shelter and a place to rest, and...”

      “And?’

      “I don’t know. Something...drew me here.” I wasn’t sure whether telling him the truth was a good idea or a bad one, but the words spilled out of me without my permission all the same. “When I saw this place from a distance, I felt compelled to come here. I knew it would be...safe.” Blinking twice, I lowered my eyes, unable to hold his as I whispered, “Is it?’

      “I’m no threat to you, unless you’re one to me.”

      I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath, until his answer let me release it. “How could I be a threat to anyone? I told you, I don’t even know who I am.”

      “How can that be?”

      A sob rose in my throat. Stupid, that his one obvious question would be enough to send me beyond the edge of control, but it did. Suddenly I just couldn’t take any more. I wrapped my arms around myself and lowered my head, ashamed of my tears. Of showing him such weakness. I sensed that it wasn’t something I did easily, and it angered me, but not enough to give me the power to stop it. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

      Sighing deeply, he stared at me for a long moment, and then, as if making a decision at last, he quickly took off his shirt and held it out by the collar, offering it to me.  My hand trembled as I took it, never looking up very far. "Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Lilith.”

      I had been pulling the shirt around me when he said that, and the name, Lilith, made something tickle deep within the core of my brain. It brought my head up, made my eyes narrow and strain, as if I were trying to look through his skin and bones to see into his soul.

      “What did you call me?”

      He seemed to wish he could bite the word back as soon as he said it. I could tell by the way he quickly averted his eyes, leaned the pitchfork against the wall and began to fidget with a harness that hung from a peg. “I have to call you something,” he muttered. “It seemed as good a name as any.”

      I pulled the shirt the rest of the way on and buttoned it. Then I scooped my hair out of the collar. His shirt came to my upper thighs. It was only slightly longer than my hair.

      “You said you were drawn to my house from a distance. Do you remember anything prior to that?”

      I nodded, allowing him to believe he had distracted me from the matter of that name. A name that felt...familiar. “I remember...a little. And I have no reason not to tell you all of it. But I’m tired, and I’m incredibly hungry.”

      “All right.” He nodded twice, and said it again. “All right. Come on to the house. I’ll get you something to drink.” As he spoke, he turned and started walking, taking my arm lightly as he did.

      “I need a meal, not a drink,” I told him. My stomach was growling. “I need meat. A nice rare burger or a steak or⁠—”

      He stopped walking and stared at me. “You said you don’t know who you are. Do you know...what you are?”

      I frowned at him, having no idea what he meant. “I’m….a woman. An amnesiac. A…” I couldn’t think of anything else, and I could tell by the look in those brown velvet eyes that I hadn’t said what he’d wanted me to say.

      “What?” I asked softly. “What am I?”

      Even then, though, I think there was some inkling. I could outrun a deer. I could see for miles. I could hear things no ordinary person could hear, smell things only a bloodhound should be able to smell. I began to shake, and I lowered my head, looked at the mark on my wrist, felt tears welling up in my eyes. My knees seemed to weaken as I whispered the question again. “What am I?” My legs turned to water, and his arms came around me, fast and sure, to keep me from falling. “I feel so weak.”

      “I’m sorry. I should have seen it sooner. Come on, Lilith, I’ve got you now.” He scooped me up as if I were a child, and I gave in to the weakness that was overwhelming me and let my head rest on his sturdy shoulder.

      I closed my eyes. Softly, I said, “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Ethan,” he told me. And that, too, caused a powerful ripple in the still waters of my mind.

      “Ethan,” I repeated. “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “You may not be thanking me later,” he said.

      I frowned and searched his face, but he kept his eyes forward as he carried me out of the barn into the darkness of the night, and then along a winding path toward his house. Soon enough, we were inside. I felt the comfort of warmth enveloping me as he closed the door behind us. I smelled a wood fire and looked around for the source, but we were only in the entry hall. He kicked off his shoes without putting me down, then continued into a modest living room that welcomed me like a hug. The furniture needed only button eyes to resemble a family of teddy bears—plush and soft and brown. Green and gold and russet throw pillows littered each piece like the fallen autumn leaves outside. The fieldstone fireplace held a dancing blaze that painted my face in heat and light, and above its gleaming oaken mantel, there was a painting.

      I stared at it, unblinking, my tired eyes suddenly finding the strength to stay open. It was a woman, a nude woman, with coppery curls like ribbons draping down her body. Twined around her was a giant snake, and she looked as if she adored the thing. She had more curves than I had, and I had no idea whether her face bore any resemblance to mine.

      The title, “Lilith,” was written unobtrusively across the bottom, and beneath that the name of the artist, John Waterhouse. “Is it the hair?” I asked.

      “Is what the hair?” Ethan lowered me onto the teddy-bear sofa, which was every bit as soft as it looked. Then he opened the antique trunk that served as a coffee table and pulled out a blanket.

      “In the painting,” I said, and I pointed. “Is it because our hair is alike that you called me by her name?”

      “Partly that.” He draped the blanket over me, then turned to gaze at the picture. “But there’s a lot more to Lilith’s story than her hair. Legend has it that she was the first woman, created by God alongside Adam. His equal. She refused to submit to him, was too independent to be tamed, much less owned or commanded. And so she left him, and God was forced to make another companion for him. That time he made the woman from Adam’s rib, so she would know her place.”

      “And that was Eve?”

      “So the story goes. And even then, poor submissive Eve got blamed when things went to hell. Didn’t do her much good to behave, did it?”

      He faced me again. I frowned, unsure what he was getting at. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I sense you’re a lot more like Lilith than Eve. Your spirit is like hers, indomitable.”

      “I don’t feel very indomitable just now.”

      “You are. Trust me.”

      “How do you know?” I tried to see whatever was hiding behind his eyes, because I was sure something was. “Do you know me, Ethan?”

      He lowered his head quickly. “How could I?” As he said it, he crossed the room, and then he left entirely.

      I rested my head on a russet pillow, listening as he rummaged around in the next room. When he returned, only moments later, he brought with him a huge ceramic stein. He pressed it into my hands. It was warm.

      I smiled, thinking of hot cocoa, and immediately brought it to my mouth for a long drink. And yet the moment it hit my tongue, I knew it wasn’t cocoa. But it was exactly what my body needed. What I craved. It was rich, thick, tasting slightly of sulphur and salt, and yet I found it irresistible.

      He stood watching me as I tipped the stein upward, drinking and drinking and drinking, until I’d drained it all. I lowered the stein and wiped the back of my hand over my lips. It came away red.

      Blinking down at my hand and then up at him, I asked, “What was that?”

      “Just a favorite of mine. Call it a—protein shake.”

      “What did I just drink, Ethan?”

      “Close your eyes and relax, Lilith. There are things I have to tell you, and you’re going to need that inner strength you don’t know you have—you’re going to need all of it.”

      I didn’t close my eyes, and I didn’t relax. Instead, I sat up straighter on the sofa, planted my feet on the floor and held the blanket around me like a cloak, watching Ethan as he paced away from me.

      “You said you’d tell me,” he said. “Everything you remember.”

      “I hope you don’t expect that to fill the evening.” My attempt at levity fell flat, and I drew a breath, wished to hell he would stop pacing and lifted my head.

      To my surprise, he did stop pacing—just when I thought it. He met my eyes and moved to the overstuffed chair beside the sofa. As he sat, I organized my thoughts, going back as far as I could remember.

      “I woke up on a hillside underneath a bridge. It was raining. I didn’t know who I was or what I was doing there. I still don’t. A car came along, and I ignored my instinct to run and instead stood there waiting, hoping they would stop and help me. They did stop. And then the window went down a little, and someone poked a gun out of it and ordered me to get in.”

      His expression grew tighter, more troubled, with every word I uttered.

      “A man’s voice? Or a woman’s?” he asked.

      “Man’s.”

      “Would you recognize it if you heard it again?”

      I lifted my brows. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “What about the car? Would you recognize that?”

      I swallowed, closed my eyes, tried to remember. “It was a big, black SUV. The windows were tinted so dark that I couldn’t see who was inside. But I know it was a Cadillac. A black Cadillac Escalade.”

      “That’s very good.”

      I smiled slightly in response to the praise and opened my eyes. He still looked troubled. “I want you to close your eyes and relax, and just think about when you first woke up under the bridge.”

      I leaned back on the sofa, letting my eyes fall closed again, relaxing my body. “I remember waking up.”

      “Do you remember sleeping?”

      My brows drew closer. “I was exhausted. I’d been running and running and—it was almost dawn, and I remember thinking I had to find a place before then.” I frowned and squeezed my eyes tighter. “What an odd thing.”

      “It’s not so odd,” he said. “Do you remember anything before you started running? Do you remember what you were running from?”

      I tipped my head to one side as images assaulted me in tiny, insignificant bits that told me nothing. “I remember a tall fence. I remember thinking, ‘Don’t touch.’ I remember jumping it.” I smiled a little and shook my head. “That part had to be a dream.”

      “Maybe. Go on. What about before the fence?”

      I saw another flash, but it was brief. “A white room. Like a hospital room. And I…have a blade. I’m…” My eyes flew open as shock jolted through me at what I had seen. The blade. My flesh. A spurting stream of blood. “I cut my wrist!” And even as I said it, I turned my palms upward and stared at my wrists in search of the scars. “I must have been in some sort of...of asylum! I tried to kill myself. And then I ran away.” I searched his face. “I’m an escaped mental patient, Ethan. And where are the scars? There should be scars on my wrists, where are the⁠—”

      “You didn’t escape from an asylum. And you didn’t try to kill yourself, Lilith,”

      “I didn’t?” I shook my head, looking again at my wrists. “But...why would I cut myself like that? And where are the marks?” Meeting his gaze again, I said, “I’m not an ordinary person, am I, Ethan?”

      “No. You’re...like me.”

      “I’m not like you. I’m not like anyone. I can outrun a deer. I did, when I ran away. I can see perfectly in the dark, and over vast distances. I can hear so well I think I can hear the grass growing. Seriously, sometimes I hear things that aren’t...audible.”

      “Like...thoughts?” he asked.

      I nodded. Then I blinked. “How do you know that?”

      “Because you and I are the same, Lilith. We’re not...exactly human.” He came to me, sat beside me on the sofa and took both my hands in his.

      “And there’s more about your new nature that you don’t yet know. Bigger things than you’ve had a chance to figure out yet. It’s going to be hard to understand, but I want you to hear me out and just try to keep an open mind.”

      “All right.”

      He nodded, licked his lips and held my hands more tightly. “We don’t—well, we don’t age, Lilith.”

      I frowned as that statement sank into my brain and I tried to understand what it meant. A simple phrase. We don’t age. And yet it couldn’t mean what it seemed, on the surface, to mean.

      “We only die if we bleed out, or if we’re burned. Our bodies are extremely flammable. Open flame is dangerous to us. The sun, too, will roast us to death.”

      “The sun?” I sat up straighter, pulling my hands free of his and letting the blanket fall from my shoulders. “That’s ludicrous.”

      “Any wounds we may suffer heal during the daytime. That’s when we sleep. It’s not by choice, mind you. We just lose consciousness when the sun comes up. We have to sleep where we’re protected from it.”

      I blew air through my teeth, relieved as I realized he was joking. It wasn’t very funny, but maybe he just had a twisted sense of humor. I shook my head and smiled. “Next you’ll tell me we subsist on human bloo—” I broke off there, as my eyes shot to the empty stein on the table. And I knew. I knew. I gagged and clapped my palm over my mouth.

      “Don’t,” he said. “You won’t throw it up. There’s some part of your mind that’s repulsed by the notion, Lilith, but it’s the part you let go of when your mortal life ended, the night you slit your wrists and let yourself bleed nearly to death before ingesting the blood of one of us to replenish you. To transform you.”

      “That’s insane. Where would I get the...the blood of one of you?”

      “Some sort of lab—not from a living being, or you wouldn’t have had to cut your own wrists or go on the run on your own. Of course, I’m only guessing. How you got this way, I can’t be sure. But I know what you are, Lilith. You, the woman you are now, are not sickened at the thought of drinking blood. You need it. You crave it. You relish it “You’re a vampire, Lilith. And so am I.”

      A vampire. It was insane. It couldn’t be real.

      But even as he said it, he pulled something from one of his pockets and held it out to me. It was a small round mirror, with a little wire hanger on it. He must have gotten it when he’d been in the kitchen getting me my...beverage. I didn’t move as he offered it to me.

      “Go ahead. You’re not going to believe me until you see proof. So take a look, Lilith. You cast no reflection. And while you’re at it, feel your incisors. Or just take a look at mine.”

      He bared his teeth, and I sucked in a sharp breath and jerked backward. But even as I did, my tongue was exploring my own teeth and finding the same thing I’d seen in him. My eyeteeth were slightly elongated, pointed—and razor sharp. I met his eyes and had the feeling he knew what I had just discovered, and then I stood and reached for the mirror with a trembling hand. I held it away from me and looked into it to be sure it reflected other things. The throw pillows, the dancing flames, the painting of Lilith above the hearth. It did.

      Swallowing hard, I tipped the mirror slowly toward my face. And then I blinked, because I wasn’t there. The mirror reflected the wall behind me, but not me. I lifted a forefinger and moved it back and forth in front of the mirror. But there was no image reflected there.

      My hands went numb, and the mirror fell to the floor and shattered.
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      Ethan had watched the reactions cross Lilith’s beautiful face as he’d revealed, bit by bit, the truth to her. First there had been confusion, followed quickly by amusement when she finally got the gist of what he was trying to tell her—but thought he was making a joke.

      But even then, there had been something more, something lying beneath it all. Some instinctive, living part of her being that recognized the truth when she heard it. And as he went on, slowly, ruthlessly, convincing her, showing her, her expression had turned to one of disbelief and then, as she gaped at the glass, to one of horror.

      As the mirror fell, her body sank heavily, all at once, onto the sofa. She didn’t fall, but she didn’t sit down, either. She just...let go, landing hard on the cushions, her head hanging, eyes unfocused, gazing at nothing.

      “Lilith,” he began as he moved closer, knelt in front of her, wished he could have found an easier way to tell her what she was.

      “I knew,” she whispered. “I mean, part of me knew. It didn’t even sound untrue when you said it.” Then she snapped her gaze up to his, focusing at last. “How did you know? Do you know me, Ethan?”

      He averted his eyes. “Vampires can sense other vampires. I knew what you were before I ever set eyes on you in the stable. What I didn’t know was whether you had come here to kill me.”

      “You keep saying that. Why?” she asked.

      He sat in the chair again and let his own head fall forward as he rubbed the back of his neck and wrestled with his conscience. How much should he tell her? Because the thing was, he did know her. Though they’d had almost no interaction at The Farm, he knew her. He’d watched her, seen her, learned her nature. Her reaction, once she remembered, would be as predictable as her need for blood, her aversion to sunlight.

      She would go back. He knew she would.

      “I need to know,” Lilith said softly. “If there are vampires out there hunting down and killing other vampires, then don’t you think I need to know?”

      “You’ll be safe as long as you stay here.” His head came up then, and he plumbed her eyes and her mind at once. “And as long as you aren’t lying to me.”

      “I’ve told you everything that’s happened since I woke up beneath that bridge. It feels to me as if I were born in that moment.”

      He tipped his head to one side, ran a hand over his chin. “I suspect you were.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I believe, Lilith, that you were made over into a vampire, just prior to this…sleep. I think it likely that you awoke to your new life tonight for the very first time.”

      “Do vampires normally forget everything that came before?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t. And I’ve never exactly...known any other vampires.”

      She flinched when he said that, her head jerking slightly to the left as her eyes squeezed tight.

      “What? What is it?”

      Brows furrowed, she pinched the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger. “A flash, maybe. I don’t know.”

      “A memory?”

      She opened her eyes and speared him with her steady gaze. “I saw a person—at least I think it was a person, though it looked more like a decomposing corpse. It was bound in chains, and I felt its agony. And that was all.”

      He tipped his head to one side, studying her and wondering what horrors she had seen at The Farm that he had not.

      “Do you know what it could mean?” she asked.

      He shook his head slowly. “No, I don’t.”

      “What do you know about our kind?”

      How could he answer that? He only knew the Chosen—the captives who, like the two of them, had been raised at The Farm. Everything he knew of vampires had been taught to him by the keepers. And he didn’t trust them—he never had. But as he thought it over, he wondered. If amnesia was a common aftereffect of being made over, that would explain why he’d never heard from James in all this time. Maybe his brother didn’t remember him.

      “But then, why all the training and education? Why teach us things we’re only going to forget?” he muttered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He snapped his gaze back to hers, aware he’d journeyed deeply into his own mind. “Nothing,” he said. “Just...thinking aloud.”

      “Oh.” She stiffened her spine. “That’s not the only...flash of memory I’ve had,” she told him.

      He looked at her and tried not to show her that the revelation startled him a bit. Hell, it wasn’t as if he honestly wished her memory were gone forever. He just needed some time—to figure things out.

      “I...remember kissing—or being kissed by—a man.” She blinked, but didn’t avert her eyes from his. “It felt like you.”

      “But we’ve only just met,” he told her.

      “Have we?”

      Clearing his throat, he got to his feet, feeling fidgety. “I need to go back to the stable. I was on my way to tend the horses when I found you.”

      She nodded, then turned her back to him and walked toward the fireplace, leaning one hand on the mantel, lowering her head so that her hair fell as suddenly as a curtain falling across a stage. It was as if she were already alone in the room.

      “You can come with me, if you like.”

      Without moving at all, she said, “I’ll stay, if you don’t mind. I have a lot to...process.”

      “All right.” He started for the door, then paused, because he hadn’t covered half what he needed to. And he wasn’t certain how he could, not without revealing everything, something he wasn’t confident enough of her motives to do yet. “Lilith, that car you encountered—the Escalade. Are you sure it didn’t follow you here?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Two words. He hoped she meant them. “If you need me,” he began.

      “I’ll open the door and shout.”

      No need. Just...shout at me with your mind. I’ll hear you.”

      Her head rose slowly, and she turned toward him, blinking in surprise. “You will?”

      Now that she was looking at him, she would know for sure he wasn’t speaking aloud. This was a skill she needed, and one of the easiest to master—over short distances, at least, and with a willing partner.

      It’s one of the benefits of being...what we are, Lilith.

      He spoke to her clearly, without saying a word, and as she watched, her eyes sharpened with interest. One of many, he added. It’s not a bad thing, being immortal. Not at all.

      As he watched her closely, she closed her eyes, and then he heard her thinking, But we aren ’t really, immortal, are we?

      He smiled. “It depends on how we define the word, I suppose,” he said aloud. “Take care around the fire.”

      She smiled, apparently pleased that he’d heard and answered her question, and that she could speak to him with no more than a thought. He actually thought there might have a been a glimmer of the old light in her eyes.

      “Thank you for taking me in, Ethan.”

      “You’re very welcome,” he said. And he meant it. Because, after all, Lilith was the only thing about The Farm that he’d regretted leaving behind. He’d thought of her so much that he’d been unable to keep himself from buying the Waterhouse print when he’d seen it. Because it reminded him of her. Of Lilith. She’d been nineteen when he’d left, and already notorious. Everyone knew who she was.

      She was the one they couldn’t break. She was the one who would rather die than submit. She was the voice of his conscience whenever he closed his eyes long enough to listen. She was the face he couldn’t stop seeing in his mind, the name he heard on the wind.

      She was the one kiss he had never been able to forget.

      He hadn’t named her Lilith because she reminded him of the print. He’d bought the print because it reminded him of her, right down to her name.

      She was Lilith.

      And somehow, she had found him. He was going to have to make her tell him how.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      21 YEARS AGO

      The taxi dropped Serena off in front of a cracker-box house in a neighborhood full of cracker-box houses and pulled away. She’d never felt more alone.

      It wasn’t a new sensation, of course. Serena had always been alone. She’d been orphaned at nineteen and had been making her own way ever since, waiting tables at the Broadway Grill, living in her tiny apartment in a low-rent district. On her own. That was how it had always been.

      The one-night stand that had resulted in the pregnancy had been just that. A one-night stand. A stranger in a bar on a particularly bad night when she’d been too depressed to want to go to bed alone. She didn’t even know his name.

      But for the last nine months, she hadn’t felt lonely at all. She’d had her baby daughter growing inside her. She’d talked to her. She’d laughed with her. She’d sung to her and read her stories. Then she’d given birth to her—and someone had stolen her away.

      It wasn’t fair.

      She’d briefly considered going back to her own apartment. Her own job. Her own life. Until she’d seen the one person who had tried to help her blown to bits in her car.

      Now Serena was scared. She was angry, and she was grieving the loss of her baby, but fear had layered itself over both those emotions. She’d given her name and address, her employer and insurance information, when she’d checked into the hospital. She wasn’t going back home, not until she knew exactly what was going on. It might not be safe.

      So she stood in front of the little house staring down at the key chain from the knapsack and wondered briefly if this had been Maureen Keenan’s home. If it was, and if Maureen had been killed because she’d tried to help her, then wouldn’t those dark killers know where she lived? Wouldn’t they be watching?

      Serena turned and looked around. There were other houses just like this one lining both sides of the smooth, narrow, perfectly paved road. There were little maple trees spaced at regular intervals along both sides. There was a sidewalk unrolling in front of the houses, not a chip or a crack in it.

      A few cars were parked in a few driveways. None along the curb. None with anyone lurking inside. There were swing sets and tricycles in several yards. The place looked for all the world like a cozy, friendly, safe little neighborhood. No faces peered out through parted curtains as far as she could see. Maybe it would be safe to go inside.

      Drawing a breath, she went up the perfect little sidewalk to the front door, knocked and awaited an answer that never came. So, with hands that trembled, she slipped the key into the lock, turned it and opened the door.

      The house was dark, but it wasn’t empty. She didn’t know why no one had answered the door, but she could feel another’s presence. And along with that feeling, there were the aromas. She smelled something hot and rich, and her stomach growled.

      She looked through the darkened room she had entered to the rectangle of light that was an open doorway at the far end. A woman’s form stepped into that opening, no more than a dark silhouette.

      “Serena?” the shadow asked softly, but the tone of her voice said she already knew.

      “Yes.”

      “And where is Maureen?”

      Serena got the feeling that the faceless woman already knew what her response to that question would be, as well. “I...got off the bus where she told me. And she was there, in her car, and she waved to me....” She spoke faster than she should have, her tempo increasing as she went on. “I started to cross the street, and then her car, it just—it just—exploded. And she was...she was gone. She was just gone, and I couldn’t⁠—”

      Her throat closed too tightly to let her go on, and she tipped her head back, eyes focused on the ceiling as she tried to swallow, tried not to just burst into the hysterical tears she felt pushing at the gates to get through.

      She heard the woman’s footsteps coming closer. Felt a hand on her shoulder and lowered her head to see a pair of kind eyes brimming with tears, an attractive face with full lips that trembled and high cheekbones that seemed pale in the insufficient light.

      “I’m so sorry,” Serena said, and sniffled hard. “She was your friend, wasn’t she?”

      “She was...more than a friend. She was a sister. Not by blood, but...well, hell, you’ll understand soon enough.”

      “Why was she killed?” Serena’s stomach clenched, and she tried to quell the sickness writhing inside her.

      “Was it because she tried to help me?”

      “She knew exactly what she was risking, Serena.” The stranger squeezed Serena’s shoulder and spoke these words firmly, as if they were very important. “This...this situation is way bigger than just you or your baby. You bear no responsibility for what happened to Maureen. Even if she had known what the outcome would be, she would have done exactly the same thing.”

      Serena lowered her head and let the tears flow. “I’m so confused. I don’t know what’s going on. Where’s my baby? Why would someone take her? Why would they kill an innocent nurse?”

      “I know all this is overwhelming to you right now. But I’m going to explain everything, I promise. Just...not here.”

      “We have to go?” Serena knew her tone was whiney, and yet she couldn’t help herself. “But I’m so tired.”

      “I know. I’ve made you soup and a sandwich to eat on the way. This is a safe house, but we can’t risk that you might have been followed. My car’s in the garage. This way.”

      The woman took Serena’s arm and led her to the kitchen, where the stranger picked up a Thermos and a zipper bag with a sandwich and a spoon tucked inside.

      “Grab something to drink from the fridge, and then we’ll get out of here,” she instructed.

      Serena opened the refrigerator, which was well-stocked, as if someone lived here. Maybe someone did. Or had. She pulled out two bottles of diet cola and closed the fridge again. The woman was opening a door, and beyond it Serena saw the garage and a blue compact car.

      “Come on.”

      “No.” Serena stood where she was, finding her spine and her courage at last. “No, not until you tell me.”

      Nodding, the woman asked, “What would you like to know?”

      Serena frowned as her mind raced. “Something. Anything. Where we’re going. Who’s after us. Where my baby is. Even...your freaking name. Tell me something, for God’s sake.”

      The woman’s face softened. She was perhaps thirty, Serena thought. Brunette hair in a silky, minklike ponytail. Brown doe’s eyes beneath perfectly arched brows, and skin like a fresh peach, devoid of makeup. “Terry. My name’s Terry. I’m part of a...a secret society, I guess you’d call it. The Sisterhood of Athena. We...we watch, and almost never interfere. But when things go wrong, we step in to set them right again. Maureen was one of us.”

      “You... watch...?”

      “Yes.”

      “You watch...what?” Serena asked.

      Terry pressed her lips tight, as if deciding which words to allow passage. “Your baby was—is—special, Serena. She was born with a very rare antigen in her blood.”

      Serena remembered the file she had read. There had been something about an antigen. “Belladonna,” she said, trying out the word for the first time.

      “Yes. Belladonna. People who are born with the Belladonna antigen have…special qualities. It’s complicated, and it’s something you need to hear about, but later, when we have more time, and when we’re sure we’re safe. But for now, all you need to know is that babies and young children with the antigen have been disappearing at an alarming rate for the past five years. And in most cases, their parents have been killed.”

      Serena felt her eyes widen, her heart skip. “Murdered?”

      Terry nodded once. “Usually it looks like an accident. Car wrecks. Plane crashes. Carbon monoxide leaks. House fires. Deadly falls from dangerous cliffs. Drownings. But it’s happened too many times for it to be coincidence. So we’ve placed some of our members in various places—hospitals, doctor’s offices, child protective agencies—undercover, just to watch and wait. And when someone mentions the antigen, we try to get to the mother and the baby before it’s too late. Maureen wanted to get to you before they took your baby, but the best she could do was get to you before they arranged some accident that would take your life.”
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