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The Called

The Calling, Book Two

M.D. Neu


FOR MY BIGGEST FAN AND MY HARSHEST CRITIC.


Chapter One

The question of death returned to me as I reflected on recent events. You die and your body no longer functions. I was wrong. You die and your soul leaves, and what’s left turns to dust. That wasn’t the case.

Everything I thought was no longer my reality.

I sat with a glass of brandy between my hands, focusing on the fire in Juliet’s office. The oranges, reds, and yellows of the flames danced around the logs, releasing a warmth that barely penetrated my worried exterior. The crackling of the fire tickled my ears as the scent of burning pine lingered in and out of my consciousness. A knot tugged the back of my neck. What was this new vision? Worse yet, what did it have to do with me? Not to mention Juliet, Kirtus, Gregor, and the other Immortals.

“Chris.” Juliet’s gentle voice pulled me from my fog of apprehension.

How long had I been like this? A minute? A day? A year? I wasn’t sure. I turned from the fire. Kirtus sat next to me on the sofa, his coat removed, replaced by an air of worry. His red hair, green and gray eyes typically so intoxicating, brought me no joy. Gregor’s tall solid frame blocked one of Juliet’s bookcases, his rugged face a shadow of concern. All of Juliet’s tomes and books, several of them personal journals of her long life, sat there taunting me. Would they be able to unravel this new vision? This new mystery? They were next to no help with the witches, or my father. The monster. I sipped my brandy, hoping it would take the chill from my soul.

I caught Juliet out of the corner of my eye waiting for me to speak. She was patient as always. She sat with her ivory pant-clad leg crossed and a glass of red in her hand, but deep in her stunning eyes there was unease. Despite her apprehension in moments like this, she appeared so young. Nevertheless, behind that façade of youth was the power of an Immortal who had been around for 1650 years. No one should ever underestimate her.

My eyes narrowed on the red, and my stomach flipped, not from hunger or desire but from this new burden I was meant to carry.

“Would you like a glass?” she offered. Her dark blonde hair, normally combed out, was in a ponytail, making her appear all the younger. I caught a whiff of vanilla and roses, her signature scent. I inhaled deeper, hoping it would soothe me.

I shook my head.

“I realize it’s difficult, but please can you tell us the vision again.” Juliet’s voice was a whisper, but the request rang in my head. How many times would I have to retell this story?

I put the half-full brandy glass on the coffee table, recalling the images to me. “I’m standing in some kind of chamber, but it’s not anyplace I’ve been.” I scanned their three faces. “It’s not here.” My heart pounded louder in my chest. I focused on my breathing a bit more before I continued. “In the center, there is what appears to be a formal table of polished stone with nine ornately carved chairs around it. On the wall…” I kept my eyes closed and focused on the wall. “There’s a mural. You’re in it, Juliet; so is Sybil, Garrett, Fernando, Rahim, all the members of the Council of Light.”

“The council chamber in Egypt.” Juliet tapped her finger on the edge of her glass, the noise echoing throughout her office.

The sentence was barely spoken before all the images of my vision flashed back. It was too much, and my eyes flew open. Juliet, Gregor, and Kirtus surveyed me. Considering their strained expressions, they are worried about me. I waved off their unease and shook my head.

“What else?” Gregor’s deep voice cool and calm, but the glance he shared with Juliet betrayed his composure. He didn’t understand what to do with this information any more than I did.

I pulled the vision to my thoughts and continued, “The wall with the mural began to crack and crumble and I smell smoke. The chamber is on fire…” I focused on Juliet. “The stone table crumbles. The chairs burn and everything is in shambles.”

Juliet nodded and sipped her red.

“Something or someone destroyed it, but I didn’t see them.”

“Who could do such a thing?” Kirtus rubbed his hands together. “Only the Council of Light knows the actual location.”

“What else do you see?” Juliet’s peaceful aura melted my worry and fear. After a moment my thoughts cleared. Normally I would be upset at her for using her gift on me, but I needed it. Especially after all that had happened these last few weeks. My mother’s sacrifice to save me and kill my father still haunted me. My father’s death came after we discovered he was in charge of a coven of witches who wanted to destroy the world. It was a battle we had to fight to stop the witches from releasing true magic into our world.

We failed at that. True magic had still seeped into our world before we cut it off.

I had hoped it was all behind us. I wanted things to return to normal, but my gift of being a Seer had other plans. I focused once more on the brandy, wanting a sip but not taking it; my gaze returned to the fire. More of the vision came forward. “As the room fell to ruin and the mural burned, a large carved wooden chair with inlays of gold and decorated with jewels pushed the debris away.” I closed my eyes again. “There was a shadow figure sitting in the chair.”

“Who is it?” Kirtus asked.

“I’m not sure, but I hear his voice.” I pushed my eyes together tighter to help me hear.

“I’ve stayed out of the way of history, but it’s time to return and bring what is right and just back to this world.” I took a breath. “That’s what he said, but I don’t sense malice from him, but I don’t know. Sorrow and pain, maybe. Sacrifice?”

“What does he look like?” Juliet called me to focus.

“He’s tall and he’s wearing some kind of toga with deep crimson and white stripes. I can’t really see anything else.” My eyes fluttered open.

Everyone was silent. The crackle of the fire might as well have been the rumble of a train going through the room. It was unbearable, and I was about to speak.

Kirtus beat me to it. “Why don’t we take a break?”

I shook my head. “It’s fine. After the man vanished, I was standing on a grass-covered pasture. In front of me was a hill with a young girl sitting there laughing and clapping her hands. She had long brown hair and her gaze planted on an oversized full moon. It was impossibly big.” I sighed. “I’m sorry but that’s all.” I slouched deeper in the couch, focusing my own gaze on the ceiling and the rich wood inlays and trim. “I have no idea what any of it means.” The square patterns offered my brain a relaxing, ordered shape.

“That’s okay.” Gregor’s voice was stronger now as if he realized what needed to be done.

Maybe he did. I couldn’t be sure.

“You’ve given us a lot of information to go through. Add that to the reports of magic both Victor and I have seen. There is a lot happening we still have to address,” Gregor continued. “Once we begin to break it down, perhaps more will come to you.”

I faced him. “Maybe. I hope so, because right now, it feels like a whole lot of nothing. Especially when you are already dealing with these other problems.”

“We’re all new to this Seer business.” Kirtus’s hand rested on my leg.

His touch caused a shiver to rush through my body, and right now, all I wanted to do was take him to me, hold him, and get lost in his arms and warm body.

“Plus, it’s not like you haven’t been through a whole lot of hell over the last few weeks.” Kirtus offered me a grin, the single dimple on his left cheek popping out. It melted away more of my worry.

“Is it possible it’s another witch?” Kirtus asked. “Especially if magic is involved.”

He must have already known about the reports of magic being seen both in San Jose and up in San Francisco. Either way he didn’t seem surprised by this news. Or, he could have an amazing poker face.

I turned toward Juliet, who had left the chair she was sitting in and walked over to her office windows to look out. Her ivory pants and jade-green shirt somehow still looked as crisp as the moment she had glided into my bedroom only a few hours ago.

“I doubt it’s a witch, especially given the comment about staying out of histories way and setting things right.” Juliet’s voice was tight. “The clothing Chris describes is a Roman Senator, I think.” She turned to me and the others. “Another Immortal, maybe, one from the fall of Rome.”

“That doesn’t narrow the list down.” Gregor pulled at his goatee. “Especially if we include the Dark.” His frown stretched farther across his face. “Perhaps we need to talk to Victor.”

“I can ask him,” Kirtus offered. “He mentioned he wanted to see me this week.” He tried not to grimace.

Was it about the lieutenant position and the posting as his representative to the Council of Light? What he mentioned to me earlier tonight? Was that what he wanted to speak to him about?

“Thank you.” Gregor offered a slight bow of his head. “Juliet, is there anyone you know who can help with this?” He walked over to the golden cart with the bottles of alcohol and red on it. He poured himself a glass of red. “What about the witches you know here? What about the local coven? You have a good relationship with them. What about the one who charmed this estate?”

Juliet’s lips pulled into a small frown. She crossed over to the cart and poured herself another glass of red.

“I could have gotten you that.” Gregor’s tone was gentle.

She waved him off before she sipped her drink. “He’s a Healer, not a witch, and I’m not sure if he will assist us; we have an unfortunate history.” She held her drink in one hand and pulled a book from the shelf. She turned to her desk and walked to her seat, a quiet, far-off look about her.

I peeked over at Kirtus. “We should go.” I stood and glanced over to Juliet. “You have a lot on your plate with the reports of magic. I’m sorry I’ve added to the burden, but with this new vision I figured you needed to know.”

“Chris, if you see anything else…” She trailed off.

“Of course.”

“Thank you, Chris.” Gregor extended his hand. “This new vision and perhaps the magic we’ve seen may be related.”

“I hope not.” The pull of Kirtus’s body helped me realize he was by my side. “I’ll see if I can track down anyone on my end.” He glanced over to Juliet. “My network isn’t nearly as broad as yours, but you never know.”

“I think we’ll need all the help we can get,” Gregor affirmed.

I spared a worried glance at Juliet. Something was bothering her, and it wasn’t just my vision or the reports of magic. I didn’t recognize what it was, but I understood my creator well enough to leave her be. She would tell me once she had processed her thoughts and all my vision information.

She met my gaze. “Yes, we’ll speak more. Thank you for understanding.”

“Of course.” I took Kirtus’s hand, and we walked out of her office for the second time tonight.

*

Kirtus and I sat at the table in the back of the seafood restaurant. We were at this place on the Santa Cruz pier called Stagnaro Brothers. We had the most amazing view of the lighthouse and the ocean. Outside the rain continued to fall, which was both good and bad. On the positive side the rain kept the fog away, but on the negative side the ocean was more active than normal. Every once in a while the building and the pier shook. Kirtus assured me there was nothing to worry about, emphasizing his lack of concern with a gentle chuckle.

So, I tried to put all my worry away and enjoy our night. There were the fresh scents of the sea and the rain as well as chowders and pastas. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t hungry.

The restaurant had a special vampire menu for people of our ilk. The manager, Alfonse, or Al as he went by, was an acquaintance and client of Kirtus’s. According to Kirtus, Al had only been an Immortal for barely over a hundred years. When I asked if he was one of the original owners, Kirtus only smirked and shrugged. Regardless our dinner was wonderful. The soup, as promised, was a blood clam chowder highbred that had the most scrumptious mouth feel. They also had a huge selection of bottles of red. But the real selling point of the restaurant had to be the view as my gaze continually shifted to the window.

“So?” Kirtus’s eyebrows raised.

I turned from the window to see him beaming at me with a slightly raised right eyebrow. He held a wine glass filled with red.

“This was really nice. Thank you.” I forced what I hoped to be a sincere expression.

“It doesn’t do you any good to worry.”

“I know.” I picked up my glass of red and took a deep sip. This red tasted more like oak and had an odd woodsy tang to it. Much to my surprise, the red went perfectly with the chowder. “This place is amazing and the view.” I peeked out the window.

“During the summer when there are boats out on the water, it’s breathtaking. They have some places to sit upstairs where you can see the boardwalk, but I like this view better.”

“I wish the weather was nicer. It would be fantastic to walk down the pier and over to the boardwalk.” I took another sip of my drink. “I’ve never been.”

“No.” Kirtus’s eyes were large, and there was a slight shake to his head as he spoke. “I’m shocked. You mean you’ve never been to the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk in the entire six months you lived here? What kind of monster are you?”

“Oh, har-har. Don’t be a dick.”

Kirtus’s laugh brightened the whole room.

The knot that had been digging into my neck was starting to lose ground.

“Does Juliet realize you talk like that?” Kirtus joked.

Laughter rolled from my lips as a warmth filled my body that I didn’t know had been missing. Despite everything I, we’d, been through, it was so nice to relax and be ourselves. “Has it only been six months?”

Kirtus nodded.

We fell into comfortable silence again. I was transfixed by the rain and the ocean outside; the glint of light from the lighthouse hypnotized me. The conversation with Victor prior to my vision played in my head. How much both he and Juliet risked so Kirtus and I could be together, to share moments like this. How much danger did our relationship put us in? A Light vampire and a Dark vampire in a relationship was something the Immortal community was not pleased with. Why? Our relationship surely couldn’t have been the first; there must have been other Dark and Light Immortals who got together. Luckily, everyone had been focused on the witches and the trouble they were causing to give us much of a thought, but now. Who knew?

“Do you know what Victor wants to meet with you about?” I asked after a moment’s pause. I wanted to tell him about the offer to come, but this news wasn’t mine to share and telling him was not my place. I hated it. However, if he knew and he told me, then I was not withholding anything or having to lie to him.

“No.” Kirtus turned from the window, he had been as transfixed as I had. “Probably something to do with magic and what happened.” His expression soured. “Or his and Sahin’s taxes. They are always trying to work some tax angle.”

I chuckled. I imagined Victor and Sahin trying to get Kirtus to bend, if not fully break, some tax rules.

I changed subject. “Have you been told that true magic had somehow seeped into our world?” I asked, trying to figure out how much he knew. I was hoping he would be more informed than me.

“Sadly.” He rested his hands on top of the table. “I was in downtown San Jose at one of my clients in the KQED building, and we spotted a lightning spirit.”

“A what?”

“I don’t know; that was the best name I came up with. I had to convince her the energy was ball lighting, rare but not magic.”

“That couldn’t have been easy.”

“Nope, especially when I swear the lightning spirit—thing—stopped and stared right at me. It hovered there for a few seconds and watched me.” He shuddered. “Creepy as hell.”

I sipped my drink. The faded taste and scent of oak tickled my nose and my throat. I wasn’t used to the muted flavors of bottled blood after having fresh for the last few weeks.

“Anyway, after that happened I stopped by Victor’s and reported the incident. He told me there had been a few other reports but nothing as overt. I guess.” Kirtus continued to watch me. “I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

“We don’t know.”

“No, we don’t, but like I mentioned earlier, whatever this new situation is we’ve got this. We’ll face it together.”

“I hope so.”

“Hey.” Kirtus reached out and took my hand. “We can do this.” He squeezed my hand, offering me his reassurance. “What do you think after we finish here, we walk up to the candy shop; they have this red taffy you’ll love.”

I gulped down his wonderful sandalwood scent, allowing the aroma to wash over me. Every part of my body tingled. “That sounds nice.”

“Good.” Kirtus finished the rest of his glass of red.

I turned to mine. “I’ve gotten spoiled.” I tapped my glass.

“It’s annoying how Victor is right about how fresh is best.”

“How does any of this even work?”

Kirtus blinked several times, his jaw working.

“The bottles and—” I lowered my voice. “—and the feeding.”

“The bottles are enchanted with Immortal blood. Juliet will teach you. I was lucky to have both Victor and Juliet train me in that regard. As for the other, that is something up to Juliet, but I promise you it’s not what you see in the movies…” He paused and glanced around the dining room. “But it’s part of our dark nature.” His head shook. “That’s why a lot of the Light have staff and Keepers. So, they don’t have to hunt and risk going into Bloodlust.”

“You mean what happened with Ben, and my test is based in reality.” That night returned to me. Watching Juliet feed from Ben, feeling a need so deep within me I was sure it was embedded in my DNA, not to mention my groin. I wanted to be in the middle of the experience, but I had managed to keep my cool, despite how hard it was. Both figuratively and physically.

Kirtus leaned back.

“Fuck.” I shuddered at the memory of the darkness.

“Remember, you are in charge and you hold all the power in those cases. You can make feeding as pleasant as you’d like.” He frowned. “I get it’s not what you want to hear, but Juliet will show you and teach you the right way.”

I finished the last of my red.

“Feeding doesn’t have to be awful,” Kirtus added. “But it doesn’t have to involve sex either.”

Our server returned with our check.

“My treat.” Kirtus took the bill from the server.

“Okay, I get next time.”

“You got it.” Kirtus pulled out his wallet and handed the server cash with the bill. “Tell Al we had a great meal and I’ll see him next week at the office.”

“Will do,” the male server said with a polite nod.

“Keep the change,” Kirtus added with an ease of charm.

“Thanks.” The server headed off.

“Shall we go?” Kirtus stood and grabbed his jacket. “Plus, it looks like it stopped raining.” He pointed out the window.

“Sure.” I joined him, standing. “I can’t wait to try this taffy you spoke so highly of.”

Kirtus beamed and waited for me to pass as we headed out of the restaurant and into the cool damp air. I was momentarily blinded by the bright lights on all the rides across the pier and the water at the boardwalk. I drew in a deep breath to allow the scents of ocean mist and rain to chase away the last of the knot in my neck.


Chapter Two

I rolled over in bed and stretched out; there was nothing. As I shook off the edges of sleep, hints of sandalwood filled my sense. A content sigh escaped my lips. It was so nice to be here in Kirtus’s house knowing he was somewhere nearby. His flannel sheets and down comforter brought me to a whole new level of relaxation.

The door to the bedroom opened so quietly I wouldn’t have heard it if I weren’t already awake. My eyes flittered opened and there at the door was Kirtus. He was dressed in his blue checkered flannel PJ bottoms, and he carried in a tray. I sniffed, smelling the fresh fruit and the red he was bringing in.

“You’re not supposed to be awake.” He pouted.

“Sorry. I reached out, and you were gone.”

He crossed the distance from the door to the bed and sat the tray down. There were two glassed filled with red and two bowls full of sliced bananas, berries, and apples.

“Breakfast in bed.” I shifted more to the head of the bed and sat up.

“Well don’t get used to it.” He winked at me and climbed into bed next to me.

“This is nice.” I picked up the glass of red and took a sip. “Thank you.”

“I figured we both needed a nice break from the world.”

I glanced around the bedroom. Despite his home being in Morgan Hill and not nearly as grand as Juliet’s, he kept his place comfortable, and there were always hints of sandalwood which made the space feel all the more homey. The bed was a king and not overly soft, which was wonderful. Across from where we lay a chest of drawers with a TV mounted on top. On either side of the bed were nightstands with lamps framed by windows with the curtains pulled shut. A door next to the TV led to the bathroom. On the opposite side was a door leading down a hall to the rest of the house.

On the last wall were several photos taken around what I assumed must be all the different places Kirtus had traveled. A closed door leading to the walk-in closet was flanked by his photos.

“I really like this room.”

Kirtus gave me a queer look. “Thank you?”

I laughed. “I’m serious. I really like the space. It’s homey. Comfortable. Nice.”

“You mean you’d give up living in the hills in a vast estate to live in a simple country hovel like this.”

“Har-har. I’ve only lived in apartments, well, as an adult, so this is special.” I took another sip of my red and put the glass down on the tray between us. I picked out a banana from my bowl and popped it into my mouth. After I choked the piece of fruit down—thankfully eating human food was getting a lot easier to do, so it wasn’t too bad—I sighed. “How do most Immortals live? I mean Victor and Juliet clearly live in a world that would make even the one percent jealous.”

Kirtus finished chewing his scoop full of fruit. He glanced around his bedroom before answering. “I think the older you are the more you acquire…” He raised his eyebrows. “For example, I have this house, and a cabin up in Truckee. The cabin is nothing fancy, mind you, but I enjoy it. I also have investments and my financial consulting business, but that’s all. I’m by no means rich, especially for living here in the Bay Area, but I manage to travel a lot, which I enjoy, and I have special places and memberships I take advantage of.”

“What about Sahin or Gregor?”

Kirtus laughed. “Ugh, Sahin is a nightmare and lives way outside his means. I only have this information because I do his financials, and I’d appreciate you not saying anything.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.”

“Victor had to financially rescue Sahin a few times years ago, mind you, and he learned, but his debt ratio is still too high. I keep telling him that, but he won’t listen. His only assets are a club in downtown San Jose, which does surprisingly well, and a small place in Campbell. From what I’ve heard, his condo is nothing special.”

“So there is a possibility for there to be poor Immortals?” I asked. I wanted to find out more about Sahin and Gregor, but I didn’t want to pry too much.

“Well, in some cases poverty is possible for Immortals. Your financial security depends on who’s Called you and I guess where you live. Sadly, like many things Immortals have a unique privilege that humans don’t.” He shifted on the bed and met my gaze. “Gregor has a nice place in San Francisco and I’m pretty sure he has two other homes, but I’m not sure where. I don’t do his taxes, unfortunately.” Kirtus reached out and lifted my chin. “Why all this concern about money and being poor?”

I found my heart was beating fast and my mouth was a desert. “I… Well, you know my family didn’t have much and I didn’t have much and now here I am in a world I know next to nothing about, living like a king, but on someone else’s dime.”

Kirtus took my hand. “Listen. Juliet will never let anything happen to you. If I’m honest, you hit the Immortal jackpot. You have nothing to worry about.”

His touch and his dimple made the edges of my lips rise up, forcing me to relax. “She really is a wonderful person.”

He beamed, turned, and grasped for his phone on his nightstand. He picked up the phone, unlocked the screen, and began typing. By the time he put his phone down, my cell buzzed. My eyes narrowed and I tilted my head. “What did you do?”

“Check your phone.”

I rolled to my side and picked up my phone, unlocking the screen and seeing the message. “I have a meeting invite from you for next week?”

“I’ll come to the foundation and we’ll go over your current financials. I’ll set you up with investing accounts, and we’ll talk long term financial strategies including real- estate.”

“Seriously.”

“Yep, and I’ll give you the family rate.” He laughed.

“Gee, thanks.”

“Let’s finish breakfast, and maybe I’ll let you scrub my back in the shower.”

I didn’t need any more motivation. I finished off the glass of red in one gulp and managed even to eat over half of the fruit in my bowl, which I deemed pretty darn good. The mix of fruit still had no flavor, but I did enjoy the creamy nature of the banana and I liked the chew of the apple and berries. What made the meal all the better was the sexy naked reward joining me in the shower.

*

“Dinner over at the coast, breakfast in bed, a wonderful hot shower with a sexy redhead, and now…what?” I asked from the passenger seat of his car.

“I thought about taking you to the cabin in Truckee, but 80 is a nightmare with all the people going to the mountains to ski.”

“Plus, it’s a little too close to my old home.”

“There’s that as well.”

We continued heading up 101 toward San Jose. We were still early enough, so the weekend traffic wasn’t too bad. I had no idea how lousy traffic was until I moved here and had to drive around. People were insane. They drove like they wanted to die. No one paid attention to what they were doing and traffic… Ugh.

“So…where?”

“I figured we’d go to the Pruneyard, walk around, check out this cool bookstore, and kind of enjoy the day.”

“Seriously?”

He glanced at me, the edges of his mouth dropping from his face.

“Oh no…that sounds really nice.” I took his free hand. “I haven’t done anything normal in a while.”

“If you don’t want to…”

“God. No. That sounds brilliant.”

“Good.”

The idea of hanging out and walking around and being normal; I couldn’t think of the last time I had done that. The last time had to be with Cindy before I came to San Jose. Sure, there were events and things I did with Juliet and Amanda, but that was always either at her house or in Los Altos, and as nice as these outings were, they never felt normal to me, like what actual people do on the weekend.

I had assumed the Pruneyard was a mall, but it wasn’t. The complex housed three towers that looked like they would be more comfortable in downtown San Jose than here. At the front of the development, a series of two-story buildings housed a bunch of retail. There were things like a hotel, restaurants, a movie theater, clothing stores, and the bookstore Kirtus had mentioned.

“This is kind of quirky.”

“Yep, it’s different especially for this part of town, but…you’ll appreciate…how normal and every day the shops and restaurants are.”

I laughed.

We found parking and made our way to the shops and restaurants. I took in all the scents and all the people. This place wasn’t slammed like Stanford Shopping Center had been at Christmas, but there were lots of folks out and about enjoying the late morning and brisk winter day. As promised we hit the bookstore, which I enjoyed, I got to nose around and check out all the books they had. The store didn’t have any LGBT books or even a section dedicated to books of that genre, but what did you expect from a small book retailer? They couldn’t have everything. Still I managed to find a couple of books to read, which made me happy.

Kirtus and I walked over to the Coffee Society. I found us seats, and Kirtus disappeared inside to get himself a coffee. I didn’t need anything, and sadly these kinds of drinks tasted like hot air to me now, which was a shame ’cause I really would have enjoyed a nice hot cocoa.

He returned in short order and placed a cup in front of me.

“What’s this?”

“Figured it best to get us both something.”

“Oh right.” I hadn’t considered that. I picked my drink up and sniffed. “Tea?”

He grinned. “Hot chocolate.”

I frowned. “Bummer.” I picked up my hot cocoa and took a sip… Yep, air. I put it down and caught a whiff of the ocean. I inhaled a bit more and my frown deepened.

“Oh look. How sweet.” Sahin’s voice rang out.

Kirtus sipped his drink and put it down. “Sahin. How nice.”

Sahin appeared in a pair of tight dark jeans and a muted brown long-sleeve shirt with hints of his white undershirt showing. Over the shirt he wore a brown suede jacket. His appearance annoyed me with how good he looked—not as good as Kirtus in his black jeans, polished black shoes, and light blue V-neck cashmere sweater, but still.

“What are you boys up to?” Sahin pulled out a chair and sat down at our table. “Especially, here in my neck of the woods. Mighty…brave.” A flicker of malice raced in his eyes.

I crossed my arms over my chest and tried not to sneer at him.

“My plan is to show Chris around.” Kirtus appeared unruffled. However, the lines in between his eyebrows betrayed him.

With all the people around, I didn’t figure either Kirtus or Sahin wanted to make a public scene. Which was good, I supposed.

“How charming.” Sahin picked up Kirtus’s drink and finished it off with a long, steady gulp. “Well, I’m off to pick up my tailoring. Don’t overstay your welcome.” He dropped the empty cup on the table and winked at me. “Always lovely to see you, Chris. Enjoy your day.” He strolled off without so much as a peek over his shoulder.

“What the hell is Sahin’s problem?” I shook my head.

“I should have known better.” Kirtus sat the cup upright. “I forgot today was Sunday and this is one of his haunts.” He leaned back in his chair. “Sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about. He’s the ass.” I leaned forward and took his hand, not giving two shits at who observed us. “This can’t be only because you’re who you are.”

“Sahin’s been out to get me for years.” Kirtus sighed, keeping his voice soft. “When he checked me for my ability, he saw my power. He downplayed it to Victor, but Victor remained interested in the ability. He didn’t know anyone like this, and even with as much as Sahin tried to downplay my gifts, Victor agreed to sponsor me. Sahin wasn’t happy. Well, none of the Dark were. They didn’t want to have someone tainted like me among them.”

“He’s jealous of you?”

Kirtus rubbed his forehead. “Maybe. Who knows with Sahin, but I think what did it was maybe ten or fifteen years later as I assisted Victor with… Well, I helped Victor with a situation involving Juliet.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Forget I said that… Anyway once Victor and Juliet witnessed the strength of my gift, Victor got pissed and summoned Sahin to the Bay Area. Originally Sahin had the territory under Betty’s charge now.”

“Who?”

“Betty, she’s one of Victor’s lieutenants. She’s a piece of work. You think Sahin’s bad.” Kirtus shook his head. “When Sahin arrived in San Jose, I don’t know what all transpired between the two of them but after Sahin and Victor met, things changed. Sahin lost all the territory he controlled and returned to San Jose permanently to work by Victor’s side. He hasn’t left since. Sahin managed to spin the change as a promotion and a great honor, but a few of us knew better. Since that happened, he’s done everything short of trying to have me killed.”

“Jesus.”

“So…um…yeah, Sahin.” Kirtus shrugged.

“I had no idea.”

“Don’t worry about it, just…you know, don’t go blabbing. What happened isn’t a state secret or anything. I would prefer to not drudge up any of that with the others, especially Sahin or Victor.”

“I get it.” I glanced around as our location grew busier. “Why don’t we get out of here?”

“Sounds good to me.” Kirtus snatched up the cup Sahin had drained. “Plus, I don’t want to run into Sahin or one of his buddies, and I’m sure by now he’s sent out the Bastard Signal.”

I chuckled at the image and grabbed my books so we could make our way to the car.


Chapter Three

The engine of the Fusion came to a halt. I pulled my phone from the center console and opened the door. I buttoned my suit jacket as I stepped out of the car.

I glanced around the parking lot seeing few cars, but I didn’t give the sight much thought as I strolled through the large double doors of the foundation. Amanda stood ready to greet me at the reception desk, her hair and nails perfect as ever. Today she wore a peach skirt suit with a white blouse. Seeing her looking so good was hard to believe as a few weeks ago she had been on death’s door. The attack on the estate had cost the lives of Adam and Mia and severely wounded Amanda, but Juliet had saved her with her blood and some forced bedrest. Amanda had been lucky, and I was glad of it.

“Did you enjoy your sleepover with Kirtus?” Amanda winked at me.

Amanda’s playful personality made it hard to remember how deadly a Keeper she could be. Her dangerous nature had to do with the fact that even though she was human, her link to Juliet kept her alive. I assumed she was close to two hundred years old so far, but probably older.

“Hopefully he didn’t need to have a special shower,” she continued.

“Amanda!”

Her laugh played off the walls of the lobby, and the stress and worry melted from my shoulders and neck.

“What?”

“I should have never told you about that.” I glanced around the lobby and didn’t notice anyone else. Granted it was still early, but usually Rachel would be at the reception station by now and all the lights were off except for a few in the lobby. “Where is everyone?”

“Today’s Martin Luther King Day. You should read the handbook with the list of foundation holidays.” She glided over to the desk, pulled out a binder, and handed it to me.

“Oh. How’d you know I was here?”

Amanda waggled her eyebrows. “Kirtus.”

“Ugh.”

“What? It’s not like I asked him any details about your weekend together. Or, if you guys played hide the sausage.”

My skin burned with embarrassment. Amanda loved to make me blush. You would swear teasing me was sport for her. “Poor Kirtus, he would be humiliated if he found out I told you about any of this.”

“Oh come on. He’s less of a prude than you think.” She continued to watch me with her devil-may-care smile. “The things I could tell you about him.”

“Oh my God.”

Amanda laughed again.

“Anyway, how is Juliet?”

“She’s been locked up in her office at the house.” Her tone shifted to a more serious and business manner. “She asked me to bring you to her.”

“Ah, crap.” I sighed and peered out the double glass doors. “I should call her and tell her we’re here and gonna be a bit.”

Amanda smirked and pointed up the stairs. “Nope. She’s here. She wanted to get caught up on some foundation work and figured today would be quiet, so you two can talk all you want.”

“So, she knew I would be here?”

“I don’t think so, but you know her. She may have.”

We headed upstairs to her office.

“Have there been any more magical reports?” I asked at the halfway landing of the staircase. The space opened into a two-story lobby with stairs filling up a good chunk of the lobby, but without the Christmas tree the space was a big sad void.

“Not that I’ve heard.”

I peeked over at the giant painting of France with a star south of Paris designating where Juliet’s family supposedly came from. As far as the public and the staff knew, Juliet’s family was old world money and Juliet’s grandparents had founded the Lumière d’espoir Foundation after they arrived in the United States and the Bay Area. It’s an impressive family history, bogus as hell, but still fascinating.

“Good.” I continued the rest of the way up the flight of stairs.

“I doubt the quiet will last, but we can hope.” Amanda took my arm. “Have you had any more visions?”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

We made the rest of the way in silence and stopped at Juliet’s office door. On this floor were the executive offices, with the exception of mine, the board conference room, two other meeting rooms, and the restrooms. The privacy and limited space of this level worked for a variety of reasons, least of all for Immortal business.

“I’m going to run to the ladies’. I’ll be in my office later if you two need anything. I have some work to catch up on as well.”

I glanced at my smartphone to ensure the device was turned on.

“Oh, before I forget, you and Juliet have been at a conference. I’ll send you all the details so you’ll know what you’re supposed to know.”

I huffed. “I don’t understand how you manage all the deceptions. I’m worried I’m going to screw up one day.”

“What you have to understand is people don’t care. They are so focused on their own stories they don’t have time to worry about you and yours. Plus, you and Juliet are, in fact, scheduled for a nonprofit conference in Denver, and as far as they are concerned you attended. So, it’s not technically a lie.” She gave me another wink.

There was no use questioning her. In my short time as an Immortal and knowing Juliet and Amanda, there would be no point. Still, I didn’t like all the lying, and at some point, I might have to attend one of these conferences I’d supposedly been to. And like Amanda said, most people didn’t care much about these types of things, especially since no one had ever asked me about them.

Amanda pointed to the door. “I’ll talk to you later.”

I knocked.

“Come in.” Juliet’s voice sang out.

I strolled in. Juliet’s office displayed the quintessential executive director’s office. There were photos of her meeting different community leaders. Her at a few high-profile Silicon Valley events. An article by the Silicon Valley Business Journal about her hung framed on the wall. All very impressive. By the large picture window, with a view of Los Altos’s First Street, a large glass conference table sat. Like her conference table at home, the table sat eight people. Juliet mainly used her office conference table for staff meetings or meetings with donors or grantees. On top of it, a vase sat filled with fresh white roses. Just like at home, the scent of roses and vanilla filled my nose as the aroma wafted over me.

Juliet busied herself at the conference table with her laptop. I didn’t remember if I’d ever seen her sit at her actual desk when here. Standing, she crossed over to me and greeted me with a peck on the cheek. “Did you enjoy your weekend with Kirtus?”

“I did. Thank you.” My face and neck heated up. “Juliet, I want to thank you for all you’ve done to allow Kirtus and I to be together. What you and Victor have done means a lot especially considering our relationship is so new.”

She beamed at me. “Yes, well, Victor has a way of making everything come across like a hardship but, trust me, he doesn’t agree to do anything that doesn’t help him in one form or another.” She skimmed the conference table. “I’m sure he’s up to something, and Kirtus and you will help him to achieve whatever this new goal of his is.”

“Still, I appreciate it.”

“Come, let’s sit and talk. I’ve been going over the details of your vision and mapping out where the recent magic sightings have been.”

I took my seat as Juliet tapped a few buttons on her computer, and the overhead projector kicked on, reflecting a map of the Bay Area—well, mostly the South Bay—with red dots marking locations. One was Westfield Valley Fair where the witches were going to try to expose the Immortals to the humans, which, if my vision would have played out, would have led to the death of the Immortals and destroyed Los Altos, and who knows how much more. The second was the old domed theaters in San Jose that served as the witches’ base of operation, and the last one on the other side of the valley I wasn’t sure about.

“That is the location where Victor found Daniel’s body.”

“Oh.” I frowned, remembering what had happened to Victor’s Keeper, Daniel, and how they had dumped his body along a road heading toward James Lick Observatory. Daniel’s remains being left for the animals was not a memory I enjoyed, especially since I took responsibility for his death. If I controlled my powers better, maybe we’d have found him in time. But even Victor assured me nothing more could have been done, which was nice, but his assurance didn’t make me feel less guilty.

I pushed the images of Daniel away and studied the map. “Everything is radiating from where the witches where.”

“Except the location got sealed by your mother.”

“True, but she told us the rift may not have been fully sealed.”

Juliet typed, and some additional markings appeared on the map. They were in blue.

“What are those?”

“Those are locations that should have had magic sightings but didn’t, assuming the pattern and timing of sightings we have is correct. Lake Cunningham Park, Moffett Field, the County Building, Japantown, and the new courthouse.”

“Nothing happened there?”

Juliet’s head motioned in the negative.

“So, we really don’t have any clue about how, where, and when these incidents are going to occur?”

“Not yet, but we will.” Juliet typed again and the image faded away.

“Now what?”

“I called William–”

“Who?”

“William Marshal.” She moved her laptop to the side. “He’s the Healer for the Muwekma Ohlone Nation here in the Bay Area. Sadly, they are a small nation.” Juliet shook her head. “William’s ancestors initially charmed the land I bought in exchange for my assistance in keeping their nation together and healthy from the plagues the Spanish brought here.” Her voice softened. “I tried, but there wasn’t much for me to offer.”

“Oh wow.” I only knew bits and pieces of Native American culture and history. Basically, I understood how poorly they were treated and how we took everything from them, and that was all.

She sighed. “Anyway, we talked about what was going on, and I asked if he or any other members of the Ohlone Nation had heard or seen anything.”

I stayed quiet, unsure what more to add.

“We’ve had a basic agreement with each other, and I’ve only met William twice. Once as a boy with his grandfather, then about a month ago when he came and strengthened the charms on my property and here at the foundation.”

“You think he’ll help?”

“Yes. He’s a man of his word, and despite what little help I was able to offer him and his people, I still honor my promise today, and he knows it. Unfortunately, most of my assistance these days comes through the foundation.”

I motioned my agreement. I had seen some line items on the budget that now made sense.

“Anyway, he also has strong connections to the Mohawk People here, and they may possess ways to stop true magic we don’t.” She took my hand. “Plus, William is interested in learning more about you. He’s aware of what you have done and of your power.”

I licked my lips, to refresh them and keep them from cracking. “How does he know about that?”

Juliet chuckled. “He’s a powerful Healer, but more than that, he’s a well-connected retired lawyer. I doubt there is much William isn’t apprised of when it comes to these matters. Even if he wasn’t a Healer, William would be a good person to have on your side.”

“The Native Americans are familiar with Immortals?” My voice elevated even higher for me; I cleared my throat, returning my voice to normal. “Who we are and what we do?”

“We are not public knowledge among the Nations, but some know. Just like some non-Nation members know.”

That made me feel better. The idea lots of humans knowing about us didn’t sit well with me. If there was one thing I remembered from school, it was how badly humans had treated and still treated anything they didn’t understand. Even with the additional information Juliet gave me about the other creatures such as werewolves and how they were hunted down into extinction was too much for my simple mind to comprehend.

“Why is he interested in my abilities?”

“I’m not sure. I didn’t ask,” Juliet admitted. “My guess is this kind of power is even more uncommon among Native American Healers, and since the Ohlone are such a small nation, I doubt they have ever witnessed such a thing.”

“I see.” I didn’t like the idea of becoming a novelty for people to study and poke at, even for a good cause. I still had a bitter taste from when the Council of Light tested me and how badly that all turned out.

Juliet took my hand again, giving it a squeeze. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to; we were bonded and she sensed my emotions. I found the idea both annoying and, at this moment, kind of nice.

“You understand when we fought the witches in Salem all those years ago.” She paused and clicked her nails. “I had to do some things I wasn’t proud of. Both Sybil and I killed close to a hundred or so witches, but even at that time I grasped they weren’t all bad witches, I understood some of them were innocent caught up in the hysteria, but we told ourselves we were doing what we had to; not only to stay alive but to protect the world.” She released my hand and leaned back in her chair. “We went against everything the Council of Light stood for. I went against everything I stood for.” She shook her head. “I failed the light.”

I gulped.

“I won’t fail you or the light again. I would never let anyone harm you, to study you. Not even to keep magic at bay. That’s not who I am—”

“Don’t the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one?” I appreciated the sentiment, but I wasn’t so sure I could make such a statement. We had to kill my father, and I had to watch my mother sacrifice herself to protect everyone.

“This is different. None of us would let you or any Immortal be studied or sacrificed in such a way. But, as to what happened when we battled the witches this time, everyone was ready to give their lives. We all made that choice. No one made it for us.”

I supposed I understood. “But William would like to learn more about me?” My chest grew tight at the prospect of being examined.

“I think so, and I would ask if this is the case you agree, but I won’t force you.”

For the first time since she had told me William showed interest in me, I breathed again and my heart beat at a regular pace once more. “I don’t see why not, and maybe he can help me to learn to control my abilities better. I don’t want to go through testing like I had to do with the council, especially if we’re going to stop what is happening.”

“Maybe between all of us, including William and the coven I’ve reached out to, we’ll be able to stop what is happening with true magic and figure out what your vision means.”

“That would be nice.”


Chapter Four

Two wine bottles sat before me on the highly reflective wooden dining table in Juliet’s home. The typically grand dining room with its gold flatware, bone china, and crystal stemware were all put away tonight. The centerpiece, however, overflowed with roses, orchids, small branches, and greenery all arranged in an intricate pattern perfectly centered under the brightly lit candelabrum.

In the hearth a warm fire filled the room with comfort and a wonderful earthy scent. The light from the candelabrum and the fireplace bounced off the rich walnut paneling, making the room feel all the cozier. I loved this room, especially like this. This room held such good memories for me.

Our hours at the foundation melted away the day, and by the time night had broken, we found ourselves home in the dining room. Not only were there empty bottles of red before me, but also a tray with two pitchers of orange juice, several small sandwiches, homemade chocolate chips cookies, and a big bowl of potato chips.

God in heaven, I missed chocolate chip cookies and potato chips. A slight sigh slipped from my mouth.

Clearly Nadira and Mason had been busy today, especially with the cooking bit. I really missed eating food, but we still had to make a show of it, which wasn’t too bad. Still, eating lacked enjoyment for me.

Juliet tapped the bottles and called my focus back to the task before me.

I raked a hand over the side of my face. “Let me get this straight. You want me to help fill each of these bottles with blood?”

“Yes. However, before we begin each bottle needs several drops of your blood,” Juliet instructed. “We will have Amanda and Ben fill up one bottle apiece. After we fill them and seal them, they will be stored for later consumption.”

“But that’s only two bottles. How often can they donate blood?”

“The average adult human can safely donate about two units of blood in one sitting, or in our case, one bottle.” Juliet crossed over to the sideboard and picked up another tray, bringing it over to the table and setting the tray down. The polished tray remained covered.

“Okay, but how often can they donate?”

“In an emergency, about once a month.” She faced me. “However, we do a quarterly blood drive at the foundation, and I ask the household staff to participate, but today, it’ll only be Amanda and Ben.”

So that explained how she got her blood. I peeked around the room. I wondered if the new house staff would agree, but even with my limited interaction with them, they all seemed pretty easy-going and nice. “That seems like a lot of blood, and blood seems like something people would miss.”

“Not really.” She pointed. “The foundation pays for the blood drive, and I only keep about a quarter of what is donated. Manipulating the numbers isn’t hard.”

I shook my head.

“You’ll learn, especially since you will be running the blood drive in a few weeks—”

“I’ll what?”

“Other duties as assigned.” She patted my cheek.

“Won’t it be odd when you and I don’t donate blood?”

“Sadly, I’m anemic and, of course, you, as a gay man, are not allowed to give blood. That is why we both feel so strongly that those who can give, do.”

I chuckled. “You really do have this whole blood thing sorted out, don’t you?”

Juliet ignored my question and pulled off the cloth from the tray. “To make the blood last, we mix a drop of our blood with a full bottle of theirs. This will allow the blood to keep.”

“That doesn’t seem too hard.” Part of me instantly regretted those words, but how could I screw this up? A few drops of my blood mixed with their blood; easy. Sure, there might be a mess, but given the rest of the tools laid out on the table, I didn’t see how to mess up the process. Humans have been drawing blood for years. All the equipment looked like something you would see at any doctor’s office.

I froze, the reality hitting me.

“Juliet, I’ve never drawn blood before.”

The edges of her lips tugged up “Only a moment ago, you didn’t think the task too difficult.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “I…well…” I didn’t know what to say.

“Are you ready for us?” Amanda glided in. Next to her, Ben offered a nervous wave, which I judged as odd considering how friendly he typically was.

“There you are,” Juliet beamed. “We were just talking about you.”

“Hi, Juliet. Hi, Chris.” Ben’s freckles and hazel eyes always charmed a reaction out of me, whether I liked it or not. He looked like such a baby, but the reality told a different story. Ben’s age hit at least thirty years above mine. At one point, he mentioned his birthday as some time in 1960, but honestly the month and day never stuck in my mind.

“Hey there.” I continued what I believed to be a warm, welcoming aura.

“Why don’t you two take a seat while I get Chris all set up?”

Amanda and Ben sat next to their respective bottle as Juliet called me over to view the equipment.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let you draw their blood, but you are going to watch. Later this week I’ll be setting you up with a phlebotomist who will train you and work with you so you don’t end up accidently killing someone. You will need to learn this still for survival sake. We’ll also go out hunting, but I want you to learn this way first. Okay?”

I gulped. My legs became noodles, and I wanted to sit down.

Juliet patted my shoulder. “Trust me, you’ll be fine.”

I reached up and gripped her hand a second, enjoying the moment of comfort and closeness.

She pulled on her sterile gloves. “You kids today.” She snapped on the second glove, checking them. “You have no idea how easy you have it. In my day, this was akin to bleeding out a pig.” Juliet peeked at me, her brows furrowed. “Oh, don’t make faces.”

Amanda and Ben both laughed.

I didn’t find any of this funny, but I agreed this would be better than having to hunt and feed. Anything that didn’t cause harm made me a happy boy. I did wonder if this made me some kind of vampire equivalent to a vegetarian or vegan. I had to bite back my chuckle at the idea. Any mirth I had vanished the moment I focused on the tray with all the tools.

I pulled my head away and glanced over at Amanda and Ben. “I suppose you are both used to this?” My lips pinched as my gaze narrowed on them.

Amanda flipped her hair over her shoulder.

“Actually, I hate needles,” Ben responded. Both his legs bounced back and forth, and he didn’t seem as chatty as usual. “So…um…I’ll have to be charmed.”

“And that is going to be on you.” Juliet pointed over to Ben but didn’t touch anything with her gloves on. “But first, time for your blood.” She extended her hand to me.

I gave her my hand, not sure what to expect. With her free hand, she picked up this plastic tube from the gold tray. The tube thing was shaped like a large pen. She held the pen to my finger and tapped the top. The pinch was quick and the pain minimal, but the noise caused me to jump. “What the hell.”

“It’s a diabetic testing pen.” She held my finger over the first bottle and pinched my finger as several drops of my blood fell into the bottle. She moved my hand to the second bottle, took another one of my fingers, and repeated the process over the other bottle. This time I didn’t jump.

“How will this work for the blood drive? Don’t they use plastic bags with chemicals in them?”

“Yes, some of the bags will have those chemicals, the ones going to the blood bank, those will be labeled accordingly.” Juliet squeezed my finger harder, I assumed to milk out a few more drops of my blood. “The ones for us will have our blood in them instead. Once the drive is over, our supply will come home, and you will get to fill the bottles.”

“And the process is a lot of fun.” Amanda’s tone and the way she flipped her hair over her shoulder indicated these activities would be anything but fun.

Finished with my finger, Juliet released me as the second pinprick began to heal. I shook out my hand, not that the movement helped with the healing process, but mentally it made me feel better.

“So, we have two different blood drawing kits, one for Ben and one for Amanda. Safety is key as is making sure nothing gets contaminated. We don’t want either of them to get sick.”

I agreed through pursed lips.

As familiar as the equipment was to me, there were some differences. Instead of glass test tubes, there were two long rubber tubes I assumed would be connected to the wine bottles for filling. Amanda had her bottle already set up.

“I’ll be honest.” Amanda tested the connections to make sure the tubbing was secure. “This is my least favorite thing to do.”

“The procedure’s all clinical,” Ben added. “I miss the personal touch.” He waggled his eyebrows at me. Ben was a mystery. He flirted, not only with me but with everyone, in a way I found the idea flattering, but I had someone. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, so I ignored the advance.

“Yes, well, I appreciate you both agreeing to do this, especially to help Chris learn.” Juliet pulled over the equipment and checked the needle thing. She also changed out her gloves.

“Soon enough, this will be your new job once you get procedures all down.” Amanda winked.

“What?”

Juliet took Amanda’s arm and put the rubber band around it right above the elbow. “Once you learn the ins and outs of drawing blood, and get enough practice, this task will be yours. You’ll not only be in charge of drawing blood from the staff should we need it but ensuring our blood supply is accounted for and alternated.” She shrugged for me to come over. “Watch what I’m doing.”

Juliet took an alcohol wipe, cleaned the area near where Amanda’s arm bent, and tossed the wipe on the tray. After that, Juliet took the needle, and with one quick steady movement, she had Amanda pricked and the connector tub thing hooked up. She taped the tube in place, and before I processed what happened, the end of the rubber tube was connected and secured in placed. Juliet released the rubber band from Amanda’s arm and gave her a rubber ball to squeeze.

“Easy.” She took off her gloves and put them on the tray next to the used alcohol wipe.

I gave a quick peek to Ben who faced the direction of the goodies on the sidebar. His legs were still moving, and it appeared as if some of the color had drained from his face.

“Okay, let’s get Ben all set up.” Juliet pointed to all the fresh equipment on the tray. Unlike with Amanda, I had to connect all the tubing and make sure the equipment was secured to the wine bottle. Juliet walked me through each of the pieces of equipment and had me do everything up to the point where she had to stick the needle in Ben. Surprisingly I only almost dropped the wine bottle and the tray of equipment once. Each. “You need to charm him.”

I didn’t have a ton of experience with forcing my will on people, but every opportunity I had to practice I would take. Part of me enjoyed the power, perhaps more than I should, but I did need to learn and practice these new skills, so I didn’t worry too much.

“Um…sure…but why? The process won’t take long, will it?”

“Unlike when you donate blood, we are taking more, and the process lasts longer. Unfortunately, the blood drawing can also be uncomfortable. Using our abilities is better for everyone, including Ben; if he’s relaxed, then he won’t be thinking about what is happening and he won’t be as anxious, making the process better for him.”

I gestured my agreement and walked over to Ben. “Hey there.” Ben’s bright demeanor shifted to nothing like what he usually wore. I heard his heart beating faster and watched the sweat on his brow. “You really don’t like this, do you?”

He forced a laugh. “No. Normally Terrie gets Feeders. It’s a lot easier but…”

I made a mental note to ask about Feeders later; that was a new term to me.

“Well, let’s see what we can do.” I shook out my hands and forced myself to shift into my true vampire form. My fangs grew longer and bit slightly into my lips. My forehead ached as the hard ridges of my brow took shape. The more I shifted, the less my transformation hurt. This time wasn’t like the first time when my head wanted to explode, but changing still didn’t tickle. Once I transformed, I appreciated how much my senses increased. Nadira and John talked in John’s office at the back of the house about the schedule for the next day. In the garage, Lecomas worked on one of the cars. He sure loved tinkering with Juliet’s cars. I suppose it kept him busy when he wasn’t making repairs around the house or assisting John with other domestic work. And Mason was outside cleaning the pool while listening to some song unfamiliar to me.

I had to concentrate.

I took another breath. The scent of buttered popcorn tickled my nose: Amanda’s blood, I recognized that smell with ease. I focused my gaze on Ben’s hazel eyes, pushing everyone else out of my consciousness. “Ben, I need you to relax for me.” I made sure his eyes never left mine, and I concentrated only on him. Everything around me vanished; I focused on his heart beating as our heart rates became one. We had a connection between us, and if I listened hard enough, the whispers in his mind rang out. I gulped a lung full of air. I needed to avoid getting lost in his mind; I had a job to do.

After he took a breath, I sensed the muscles in his body release, but his heart still beat faster, and as deep as his respiration seemed, it was still too shallow and shaky for my liking. He would need to be a lot more relaxed than this. I wanted to peek at Juliet, but I needed to keep my attention on Ben.

“What is something you enjoy?” I asked, taking Ben’s free hand in mine. I rested them on his leg as I kneeled in front of him.

“Um… I like movies and video games.”

I tried to not laugh.

“I also enjoy working out.” he added.

If I didn’t know better, I would swear Ben was still in high school, and his youthful appearance didn’t really help matters. I pictured him walking around campus, in a team jacket; running maybe, or swimming. He had the body for it. I pushed the image from my mind only for that image to be replaced by the memories of the test Juliet had put me through with Ben. Her letting me think Ben was underage. How she had fed off him and proceeded to make him orgasm while I watched, suffering through my own personal enjoyment of the scene. I hated her at that moment, and I hated myself for allowing the feeding to happen, but that had been the purpose of the test, and thanks to my feelings, I had passed. That test still hadn’t felt good.
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